
    
      [image: Cover Image]
    

  
        
            Drag it On: The Complete Series

        

        
        Odette C. Bell

        
            [image: Logo]
        

        
            www.odettecbell.com
        

    

    
        Copyright



        Drag it On: The Complete Series

        © 2026 Odette C. Bell

        All characters in this publication are fictitious. Any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

        Cover art stock photos licensed from Depositphotos.

        

        [image: Odette C Bell]
    

    
    
      Blurb

      

      The complete Drag it On Series in one volume.

      Dragons aren’t real. Magic is fictitious.

      And nothing I know is true.

      When Ricki violently stumbles across magic at an elite nightclub, her life explodes. It turns out she’s an impossibly rare fire witch. Worse, dragons – the top of magic’s food chain – are bred to want her power. When the city’s most mysterious dragon offers her a deal, she takes it. He’ll protect her, and she’ll hunt for him.

      Dark dragons called absorbers are stealing people’s life force. She has the unique ability to trick and catch them. But it’ll come at a cost. For those at the top don’t fall easily.

      Ricki is soon sucked into a violent world of power, intrigue, fire, and death. With only a standoffish ghost, her burgeoning skills, and a mysterious playboy dragon to help her, she’ll have to learn what her body is built for. Fire. It fills her, and no matter how hard the dragons try to suppress it, it will fight back.
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    Drag it On Book One

  
    Chapter 1

    “You have to remember one thing – Santini is the worst man you’ll ever meet. No, what am I saying? He’s not a man. He’s a monster.”

    I thumbed my earbud harder into my ear, coughed discreetly, and slipped further into the meandering line. Clubbers, dressed to the nines, wound past me on either side. To a T, they were all taller, thinner, and hotter than me. None were quite as determined.

    My other hand rolled into a fist, which I tapped underneath my patent leather bag. It mightn’t be all the rage, but it was the least scratched, moth-eaten item in my closet. I’d scrounged the pink silk dress I wore from Beth.

    Now she hissed into the mic once more, “I swear to God, Santini is a monster.”

    People chatted, hollered down their phones, and generally waited for the club to open. Nobody could hear my hushed words as I replied, “That’s about the thousandth time you’ve said that.”

    “Drilled it into your head yet?” she huffed. A scratching thump vibrated over the receiver. Must be Beth rearranging her leg cast on the coffee table. A groan confirmed she was still in pain – a freshly broken tibia will do that to a girl. “Seriously,” she snapped when I wasn’t quick enough. “Santini is the greatest damn monster in the city.”

    “Last I checked his bio,” I dropped my voice to a murmur, “he’s just the city’s loudest, crudest, most irritating playboy.”

    “You think they put that stuff in the papers? The truth is way worse—” Beth snapped, whirring up faster. A grating crunch suggested she’d kicked something off the coffee table. A few swearwords ensued, then a groan. “I should be there. God, what am I doing relying on you?”

    “Ah, hello,” I put my hand up in a fake salute to no one, “currently unemployed, owe you a ton of favors, and I look kinda cute in this pink dress.”

    “Try amazing. Hugs your curves like a latex glove. Not my point. I should be the one scratching up dirt on this monster.”

    “Exactly who hired you to track down Santini, anyway?”

    “Client’s confidential. Dammit, maybe I can get down there—”

    “Seriously,” it was my turn to groan, “you snapped your leg tumbling off the fire escape, like, yesterday. You rest that thing. I’ve got this. What’s there to worry about?”

    “You hate clubs. And loud noises. And rich people.”

    My lips scrunched. “Okay. You got me there. Currently, I’m only waiting outside of the club. Don’t worry. Once I’m inside,” my voice dropped into a conspiratorial hiss, “I’ll find somewhere subtle, sidle up to him, and get the gossip, okay?”

    A tapping echoed as if she were drumming her fingers on her calf. “You’ve gotta get close. Right up to him. Make sure you’re discreet about it. I want to know what he’s doing, what he’s thinking, who he’s hurting.”

    I’d done a stint as a journalist years ago. Back in high school, I’d run the newspaper like a whip. My crumpled, ruby-glossed lips went to snap innocent until proven guilty, but my mouth froze in time. “I’ll see what I can find. You can trust me. This isn’t the first time you’ve contracted me. I’ve run at least,” I struggled to remember, “five investigative cases for you.”

    “You’ve done a little footwork, true,” Beth said cautiously. “I’ve never sent you after the actual target before. Now I’m regretting everything.”

    “Well, don’t. I’ll be in soon. The line is thankfully moving faster now.”

    Ducking my head out from behind two enormous footballers, I noted the bouncers had appeared and now waved people through. Snapping a mirror from my bag, I checked my makeup. Okay. Enough to get me in. The ticket scrunched into my bag’s corner pocket should do the rest. “It’s fine,” I hissed at Beth. “Gotta go. Wish me luck.”

    “He’s a monster, remember?” Her voice vibrated like cracked glass. “You don’t need luck. You need a weapon.”

    “Well, I’ve got one. My burning wit. Alright, rest up. You can trust me.” With that, I slid my finger over the call-end button, shoved my phone into my bag, and yanked my ticket out.

    In a few minutes, I was in.

    The bouncer didn’t even look me up and down to comment on my cheap appearance compared to the celebrities lining up behind me.

    Two massive doors that gave off cathedral vibes creaked open and led to a wide, packed corridor. Beyond, the throb of music pulsated like a heartbeat. Other patrons rushed past me, banging my shoulders and jostling my bag, eager to get to the main gig.

    It was the only one in town. The Preservation Bar and Club was hallowed ground for the city’s glitterati. For me, it was almost a sensory overload. Even in the corridor, the pounding music made my teeth shake.

    Clutching my invitation, scrunching it in my hand, I meandered through and into the club proper. The stone corridor led to a room with a massive domed ceiling and a huge black dance floor spreading out for over fifty by twenty meters. The rhythm impacted me as the throbbing beat hummed in the air, vibrating in my veins.

    The DJ set rose up behind the dance floor – three DJs, headphones off, vibrating to the beat. There were even honest-to-God dancers in lowered cages that wouldn’t look out of place at some underwater shark event. Then there were the patrons themselves. Famous people walked past – celebrities, socialites, sports stars. It was a real Who’s Who.

    And then there was me.

    Somewhere, ensconced in this bar, was Santini himself. I wasn’t sure about all the crap about him being the worst person in the city, but Beth needed a hand. Grinding my teeth against the continuous thrumming beat, I soon turned away from the sultry lighting and twisting bodies. A guy flung out his hand, and it caught the side of my face.

    He wore a signet ring, and it smashed against my cheek. For the oddest second, I thought something squeezed out of it – a single spark, some kind of force. I grabbed my face, staggering back. The guy didn’t even apologize. His gargantuan form just disappeared further into the crowd.

    “Don’t freak out,” I muttered under my breath. “You’re the one who assured your friend you could do this. So do it.”

    Voice trailing off, I tilted my head back, noting a mezzanine level above. With its own private bar, tables and booths were spread out, some of them close to the railing so people could see the DJ set and the dancers. I might be short, but it was the perfect position to angle my head all the way up, neck straining. As my cute little flame earrings jangled against my neck, I saw the rumpled suit of somebody leaning against the railing high above. A pristine white jacket was pulled up at the elbows. Bulging, strong forearms caught the glinting light. The toes of two expensive Italian loafers pushed halfway through the railing bars.

    I couldn’t see his face. It didn’t change the fact that my back seized like I was being watched.

    “Damn,” I hissed at myself, hating the nauseating fear creeping into my stomach. I blamed it on the scent of overpowering alcohol.

    I spied the stairs. I hung back for two seconds, waiting to see if anyone walked up them. It wouldn’t be that easy. Two bouncers casually guarded the base. Not for long. A blond-haired model slunk through the crowd, nodded at them twice, and made a strange symbol with her fingers. She wore a ring not too dissimilar to the one the guy had slapped across my cheek. My thumb found my face now, sliding down, tapping the exact spot. It was an awfully ugly chunk of gold for someone that pretty. The bouncers saw it, grinned, then ushered the lady up.

    No time like the present.

    Fortunately for me, the DJ changed tracks to something that could cause an earthquake. The throbbing bass struck, and the floor shuddered. Dancers gyrated faster. Everyone on the floor hooted. Must be some popular track. Don’t ask me. When I wasn’t desperately doing favors for friends, I was ensconced in my basement, researching my next unsuccessful article on the unexplained.

    Heart pounding slightly in my throat, I made a run for it. Fortunately, I’d picked block heels. I had pretty good balance anyway – did gymnastics until the tender age of sixteen. I might not be able to flip or somersault anymore, but I rocked at yoga, and when it came to core stability, nothing could disrupt me.

    I charged up the steps, somehow still looking as sultry as the model further up. The key was to move in time with the music.

    Suddenly the lights dimmed, and strobes lanced out across the room like swords. Blasts of glittering red and yellow light struck me momentarily before sliding sideways and chaotically dancing over the ceiling. Perfect cover.

    I reached the mezzanine level, ducking behind a huge guy who must be a sports star. That, or a genetic experiment. My eyes darted down, and I frowned at the signet ring glinting on his finger.

    The mezzanine level was a lot cleaner. There were no gyrating bodies, but it was still packed – enough that nobody stared at me suspiciously. I mulled walking over to the bar to get a drink, something to do with my nervous hands. Instead, I shoved them into my bag, grabbing my phone and sliding my fingers over the pink Hello Kitty case. I got it fifteen years ago and rarely changed anything unless forced – except my opinions.

    Beth might have vociferously snapped that Santini was a monster, but I was willing to give him the benefit of the doubt. Then I saw him – the guy leaning over the railing, staring at the dance floor below.

    I recognized him from the side of his face. A strong, clenched jaw led to a powerful profile. Like a Greek statue come to life, he had a godly presence about him – a density, too. Everyone else felt solid – he felt realer, as if he sucked power into his core. Two powerful amber eyes strayed over the dancers below. The slightest smile crinkled his lips.

    Apparently, he owned this bar or something. Maybe he was happy about the bumper crowd. Perhaps he was looking over all the scantily dressed dancers in the shark cages.

    
      Creep.
    

    That word broke the spell. I shifted on my heels, shuffling a little closer, hand still around my phone. Nobody noticed me. I was usually invisible. Wrong size, wrong effort. For tonight, I’d actually put lipstick on… for the first time since the Jurassic age.

    Santini didn’t have a drink, or a date, or a distraction. His eyes roved over the crowd. The sharp, unblinking stare evoked an eagle high on its perch, waiting for prey.

    A tingle of sweat ran down my shoulders. Technically, Beth wanted me to kick back and watch, staying as close to him as possible, as per the client’s request. She had vetoed me talking to the guy.

    I hung back for a second. Searching the mezzanine level again, I wondered if he was personally aware of who was allowed up here. Maybe he okayed the guest list himself. There had to be over a hundred, maybe a hundred and fifty people on this level. Nobody could keep that much information in their head.

    Screw it.

    A soft thump rang out on the polished concrete floor as I darted over. A little too slow, unfortunately. That blond-haired model from earlier slunk over to Santini, and without invitation, slipped a hand over his shoulder, grabbed his elbow, and shuffled close. Every movement was precise, sultry, yet slightly predatory.

    “Santini, dear,” she purred like a cat, “I’m not used to being ignored.”

    “Now, Morgana, that’s a lie. I’ve been ignoring you your entire existence.”

    “Santini, come, your position isn’t quite what it used to be.” She leaned close, slid a finger underneath his chin, and tried to pull his head up. His direct gaze would not be moved from the dance floor.

    It was tempting to conclude he was a creep, but his eyes never lingered on the gyrating dancers. They moved through the crowd, almost as if looking for something specific.

    “Santini,” Morgana purred again, with a dark edge to it, “come now, my Lord, you shouldn’t ignore me. Think of all the things I can do for you?”

    “Unless one of them involves you leaving me alone right now, I’m afraid I’m not interested.”

    Her pristine smile suddenly turned nasty. A shadow pooled underneath her eyes. “Santini,” her voice dropped an octave, “without your father, you’re nothing. You can’t fool the Council. You think you don’t want power. I know you do. And I’m the only person in this town who can give it to you.”

    Santini straightened.

    Maybe I was staring at him too hard. Slowly, shoulders moving first, he twisted his head toward me. Those amber eyes locked onto me like a targeting laser. Halfway through a swallow, I almost choked. For exactly 0.2 seconds, I met his gaze. It felt like staring into the event horizon of a black hole.

    I spun and made a straight line for the bar but ran into one of those enormous men. My eyes darted down to a glittering signet ring. The guy didn’t even grunt a sorry.

    I glanced over my shoulder to see Santini’s eyes tracking me through the crowd and reached the bar at a jog.

    A tall, handsome barman stepped over, his smile faltering halfway. “And who are you?”

    “A lady after a drink,” I spat a little too quickly, my voice shaking at the end. While it was a stretch for Santini to know the guest list, maybe his barman did. Especially if he regularly worked this particular gig on the mezzanine level. He might know his clientele by face – and drink type. “Actually, I’ll hit the bathroom first,” I muttered, slinking back from the bar, grabbing my purse and clutching it too hard against my chest.

    “Hold on,” he grunted, voice hard.

    I ducked in behind several massive men. Come to think of it, they were all huge. Feeling slightly unsteady on my feet, I confirmed every single guy here could be on a rugby team. It wasn’t just their height. Muscles roped them. To a lesser extent, they had that same… strange, dense feel.

    “Paranoia speaking,” I muttered to myself, tapping my cheek quickly.

    Desperate eyes scanned the wall, looking for the restroom signs. There weren’t any. But a door opened suddenly to my side, and someone thrust through. My ex-gymnast skills came to the fore – I twisted, grabbed the door before it could close, and pushed right through.

    It swung shut, a little pneumatic piston at the top expelling a hiss in time with my relieved sigh. I saw I was most definitely not in the corridor leading to the toilets. It was a service space.

    Oh, crap.

    I went to edge out. When nobody burst through the door, I took an ambitious step back, sucked my bottom lip, and glanced over my shoulder. I owed Beth. Massively. She always gave me work when I was out of a job. I’d crashed on her couch too many times to count. She had my back. Should I have her back on this?

    I rocked back and forth on my block heels for a while, eyes surveying the ceiling. No cameras. No motion sensors. Just a few naked light fittings. Compared to the club’s ostentatious feel, this was bare bones. Santini clearly didn’t spend money on what his clients wouldn’t see.

    What else did he hide from his clients?

    Only one way to find out. Before I could change my mind, I charged down the corridor. I soon encountered stairs leading down. It took two seconds to convince myself to take them. Grabbing the railing, I half-jumped down. My pink dress slid against my legs as I reached the base.

    “What now?” I mouthed.

    A tinge of ozone hit me. Something close to burnt skin. The hair on the back of my neck rose.

    Cramming a hand over my mouth to stifle a cough, I hesitated. The corridor led left or right. It was packed with doors – too many to explore, especially if staff frequented this place. I headed left to avoid the smell but abruptly changed my mind. Shoes squeaking, I pushed to the right.

    The smell got worse, though there wasn’t any smoke. Looking up, I noted the alarms. Little flickering lights told me they were still on.

    “What…?” I trailed off, chest pumping in and out. I went to grab my phone to text Beth and tell her what I was doing, but I dropped it, and it sank underneath my tissues, half-used lipstick, allergy pills, and knickknacks. A cautious thumb grabbed one of my pens, bending the plastic. It would make a crude weapon.

    Stupid thought to have. But the scent got worse. By the time I reached the end of the corridor, I gagged. I faced a door painted black, as obsidian as a starless sky. There were no signs – someone had painted it recently. The brass door handle gleamed without a single mark.

    “Don’t just stand here,” I muttered to myself. I rocked back one last time. Beth wanted information on Santini. She didn’t want me to wind up in jail for breaking and entering. I almost turned around.

    Then a crackle met my ears. Low, just at the edge of hearing. Something activated my senses. It was like being shoved from behind. My hand hesitated, then grabbed the handle. Slowly, carefully, I squeezed and turned.

    The hinges creaked as the door swung open. It revealed a black room. No lights, no windows, no other doors. It was dark aside from the illumination slipping in from the corridor. A long ray of light sliced over the polished black concrete floor. It lit up a single chair. Shackles were locked around the metal base. The legs were bolted into the floor with huge rivets used for steel girders.

    Freezing, I stared at it, open-mouthed. What the hell kind of room was this?

    I shifted slightly, and more light slid past my dress. Hitting the metal cuffs, it illuminated blood. Sticky and thick, it pooled around the base of the chains like engine grease.

    For two seconds, I couldn’t move. Then a sudden burst of curiosity and determination struck my gut, yanking me forward. I got one step into the room before a certain scent struck me in the nose like a bat. Acidic, sulfuric, tangy, sharp. It felt like it pinned my tongue against my palate and made my teeth crumble.

    Slamming a hand over my mouth, I barreled back a step. I must have disrupted something – maybe a tripwire, or perhaps someone opened a door further down and created negative pressure – but the door suddenly slammed shut in my face, centimeters from my nose. It caught some of my hair, trapping it in the jamb. With a stifled scream, I jerked back, yanking it out.

    Then I stood there, knees quaking, heart ramming against my chest. Finger still pressed over my lips, I squeezed them half-open to hiss, “What the hell was that?”

    Aside from my yelp, it was the first real noise I’d made. Something reacted. Further off down the corridor, a deep, primal scream throbbed out. It struck a pitch that hit me right in the center of the brain, like a bullet through the middle of my skull. I spun, clutching my chest, fingernails dragging over the fragile pink silk, permanently damaging it like tire marks on a pristine street.

    The scream didn’t stop. It arced up again.

    My sense of self-preservation told me to run. A deeper curiosity forced me forward a step.

    Something itched in my gut – a sensation I’d never felt. It rose up my back, wound around each vertebra, and caught me right in the hindbrain. Before I knew what I was doing, I reached the door. Sweat-covered, fidgety fingers reached out, paused, then grabbed hold of the handle. I yanked it open.

    My other hand went for my phone, intending to drag it out of my bag and take footage. My fingers slipped right off the case. The door swung open, and instantly black smoke belched through, stinging my eyes. I lurched away a step, but the slight breeze in the corridor grabbed the smoke, parting it momentarily like strong hands through a curtain.

    I stared through to another metal chair, this one occupied by a man. He was over seven feet tall and roped with astounding muscle, that gargantuan form chained to the seat. It was sunk into the concrete, down in a pit. A single light above illuminated the scene, but it was unnecessary. The man, eyes closed, opened his mouth once more and screamed. Crackles of… something sliced around his lips like sparks from a fire.

    My heart couldn’t ram any faster, but somehow it did. It sped up and up as if it would eject itself into outer space.

    Another scream. This one louder. With the door open, there was nowhere to go. It shrieked in my ears and rattled in my brain. Finally, the man opened his eyes.

    Two perfectly blazing red pupils stared back at me. The scene didn’t make any sense. He wasn’t wearing contacts. This wasn’t a trick with downward lighting. His eyes were illuminated as if a force was burning inside them.

    He went to scream again but stopped. The most intelligent gaze I’d ever seen locked on me. He had a handsome face – solid, carved features – and a body anyone would die for. But his lips were thin, cautious even. They curled into a calculating smile.

    “Who sent you?” he whispered.

    “This…” my eyes jerked up, and I stared as the impossible sparks crackled over his mouth, up to his pupils and back again. “…isn’t real. God. Just stress.” I touched my cheek again, turning to go.

    But he tilted his head left, a movement crack-fast like a snake tracking prey. “Don’t close the door. Don’t step away. This is real, human. You just stumbled upon a secret, hidden world. You really just gonna walk away?”

    His voice was leading, almost mesmeric. It felt like he reached out, grabbed my shoulder, and sank something invisible into my flesh. A prickle darted deep into my chest and forced me to turn.

    That smile wrapped around his cheeks harder. “Take a step inside, little human. Close the door.”

    “I’m freaking hallucinating,” I snarled. I’d never had a delusional episode. I doubted it would feel this real. The visceral, undeniable nature of the man’s force hit me in the gut again. That sinking feeling in my shoulders intensified.

    My stupid feet took a step forward. Unsteady on my heels, I slammed into the door, catching the frame.

    A little more light crackled around his pupils. “Close the door. Take a step closer.”

    Brain numb, my lips opened. “Close… close the door,” I repeated, lips clunking over every word as if they were the hardest question in an English exam. “Take—”

    His eyes smiled. “Take a step closer.”

    With a shiver, my elbow twitched, and I closed the door. I unstuck my feet. Just one step closer. He never blinked. And those eyes smiled at me like white lips lined with teeth. “Take another step closer. You’re curious.”

    “I’m….” With another blink, I tried to take the impossible scene in. “Curious,” I defaulted to saying, mimicking his exact tone.

    “Reach out. Touch me,” he said simply. It wasn’t a lascivious tone. It wasn’t even controlling, just empty and free. “Touch me,” he repeated. “Just take another step.”

    I grabbed the side of my face, trying to sink nails in and wake myself up. “Take another step—”

    His chin tilted down, and never blinking, he made the most direct eye contact yet. “And touch me.”

    “And touch him… touch the…” I stared down at his naked chest. Strange tatts covered him. It was a chaotic design, as if the artist hadn’t decided to create a picture but instead pierced his flesh in random spots. Some of the symbols were large, others small.

    He tilted his head down further, the corded muscles of his neck straining. When he saw what I was staring at, his smile deepened, those teeth flashing more. “Just reach out. Touch whatever you want.”

    No. Move. Turn. Leave. I ground my feet against the floor. Once more I stared at the impossible force glittering behind his eyes. It wasn’t normal. It was impossible… it wasn’t human.

    That large, powerful head tilted left. “Just one last step forward. Lift your elbow, reach a hand out. Touch my skin,” he added. The slightest smile curled his lips at the end.

    In a rush, my nervous system gave up like lightning hurtling through a power pole. I jerked forward the last step, hand rising. Then my fingers reached out and touched his shoulder.

    “Finally,” he hissed.

    It was the darkest word I’d ever heard, and the sensation that accompanied it was far worse. My head snapped back, mouth opening as if someone yanked it with a crowbar. Some strange force built inside me, powering through my skin from the point where I touched his shoulder.

    He tilted his head back, opened his mouth with slight relief, and moaned, “Finally, little human, give it all to me. Every little scrap of power. It’s not like you’re using it.”

    Not… like I was using it.

    His force reached into me, grabbed something near my heart, and squeezed. It pulled me onto him. I tumbled onto his lap. His satisfied smile stared me right in the eyes. I tried to jerk back. He simply leaned forward, closer. He still couldn’t move his arms – they were shackled behind him. But as his face loomed, his nostrils expanded. He suddenly jerked forward, pressing his face right next to mine. “Now what the hell is that?”

    Move, I chanted at myself. Rise. Get the hell out of here.

    It was like he could read my mind. That gripping power surged across his skin, spiking through my fingers. This time I could actually see it. This powerful red-yellow force actually leapt over his hand, coursing into my flesh. My whole body jolted as if I’d sat on a live wire. Instead, I’d sat on a predator.

    His head jerked back again like a junkie taking a hit. As his eyes rolled, they suddenly jerked forward. He kept his face right next to mine. Another long, deep breath. It ruffled the hair by my ear, catching my earring. “Now what have we got there? Just a hint of magic? Not a hidden little witch, are you? Pity you met a dragon, girl. An absorber, too.”

    I didn’t understand a single word. My brain narrowed on the pain suddenly blooming through me. The tightness in my chest squeezed harder until it felt like I’d pop a lung. My eyes strained. I tried to breathe. Lungs refused to move. As heat, searing and hard, built in my throat and plummeted into my torso, more magic crackled over the dragon.

    He jerked his head back one last time, and with a flex of his powerful muscles, tore through the chains holding him to the chair. He yanked off his cuffs, secured his arms underneath me, and lifted me up. It was effortless, his massive form rising like a tidal wave.

    His magic still gripped me. It crackled over his skin faster now, coursing toward his eyes, each spark like bullets from a machine gun.

    I tried to lean back, away from his grip. “I didn’t think there was any escaping that bastard. Guess I’ve got myself a miracle. Don’t worry. I won’t leave a drop of your life force. Only an idiot looks a gift horse in the mouth.”

    He said that, but he didn’t tear his gaze away, even as more force climbed into it. It now powered over his skin in an unstoppable, unmistakable wave. It was real. Real from the crackling force left in the air, from the scent of burnt skin, real from the sense left tingling in my veins, and real from the unimaginable strength it gave him.

    He walked over to the door, lifted a foot, and struck it. It was solid steel, several inches thick. His mere foot powered through it. The metal splintered like fractured bone. The whole door spun off its hinges, hit the opposite wall, and dug a hole through the concrete. Then he spun, me still in his arms, and with every second, I wilted like a flower. I tried to keep myself up, but I soon flopped against his chest, head pressing against the crook of his neck.

    The brute just grunted out a satisfied snarl. “Don’t fight it, little witch. No point. Nothing on earth that can defeat a dragon.”

    Nothing… nothing at all.

    Everything went black. My eyes were still open. My vision crusted at the edges like burnt paper singeing into the middle. As every sense dimmed, something remained – a tiny spark inside me, buried in a vault I couldn’t access.

    Just as death loomed, the last of my life force being lifted like treasure from a box, it opened. A crackle of something rose in my sternum. It darted left and right, as if looking for a way out.

    The dragon took a step, but he darted his head down, nostrils expanding as he sniffed me once more. “What—”

    He never got a chance to finish his sentence. For power rose in me. It launched itself up from my chest, found my veins, and pumped through them like wildfire. And fire… fire was the most important word. As my skin jittered and sweat suddenly slicked my body, an unimaginable heat burst through me. It brought hot on its heels crackles of force that rose through my skin.

    The dragon was still trying to steal my life force. His touch was apparently the perfect conduit for my newfound magic. It slammed into his fingers. His hand was still clutched up against my shoulder, thumb and palm pressed over my collarbone, flush against my neck. They were the first to burn. As my power struck his force, mine won.

    He screamed, yanking his hand back. I tumbled from his grip, striking the floor. I hit my knees hard, but ignoring the pain, I rolled and scuttled backward on my butt. My bag was still clutched over my shoulder. I stupidly went to grab my phone, as if the police could possibly help.

    Nothing could. The now fully enraged dragon stretched his shoulders, gripped his hands into fists, then launched himself forward. I skidded backward. He was faster. He soon had me by the neck. But he overestimated my rising magic. This time when he touched my skin, it instantly burnt him, and the scent of singed flesh filled the narrow corridor.

    I kicked him as hard as I could in the crotch. He roared in pain, dropping me quickly.

    I flung myself around. Looking over my shoulder, I watched him weakly get to his feet. Then he glanced down at his hands. Even from here, I could see the trashed, charred black flesh. I snapped my head back around and ran.

    My lungs burned from the effort. I found the stairs leading back up to the mezzanine level. Then the thought of Santini snapped into my head. All those massive, tall men… what if they weren’t sports stars after all? What if they were….

    I couldn’t even think the word dragon. Static filled my thoughts, roaring like thunder.

    Missing the stairs, I set my sights on the door at the end of the corridor, telling myself it must lead to more steps even though there was no evidence.

    With another roar, the dragon was on my tail. I didn’t know how no one else could hear him. I wasn’t that far from the club. But what if they’d started a new set, upped the music, increased the chatter? Worse… what if this guy was using magic to keep himself hidden?

    Every thought collided in my brain, somehow pushing me on faster. Desperate feet soon reached the door at the end of the corridor. My fingers found a handle. I went to open it. It was locked.

    I heaved my body against the door just as the dragon roared again, his thundering footfalls pounding like a brick against glass.

    “Come on,” I begged the door, fingers fumbling faster.

    If only I could find the force again—

    It found me. It slammed into my hand, and the next thing I knew, the metal was practically melting in my grip.

    I screamed and instinctively went to lurch away, then pushed my full weight against the door instead. Fortunately, this was wood. It instantly burst into flames. Somehow they didn’t burn me. But they quickly destroyed the door, allowing an exit.

    I powered through and found myself in a longer, darker maintenance area. This felt like a part of the club no one else ever went to. Boxes were stacked against one wall, some of them open, glittering alcohol bottles within. I stupidly went to grab one and hurl it at the dragon. I really doubted a little glass or a quick hangover would stop him. Slowing down for a second would kill me, though.

    I ran past them all, staring over my shoulder. He finally reached the now smoldering remains of the door. The subsiding flames lit up his powerful form. He had to duck his towering head to fit through. Still shirtless, he only wore torn chinos. I hadn’t noticed before, but his feet were bare. More of those strange tattoos covered them. He flexed his knuckles, pressed them against an open palm, then shot toward me. No words. Just the predatory glint of someone who would catch their target.

    But turning, I saw a door right at the end. I somehow reached it first, though he was only a meter behind. There wasn’t time to burn through this door, but it wasn’t locked.

    Hurling myself at the handle, I pressed my full weight against it and shot through. I reached stairs. I should be on ground level, but perhaps the short set of stairs I’d traveled down to reach the dragon had only taken me halfway down to ground level.

    I almost clattered down a short set of five metal steps. I threw myself left, grabbed the railing, and didn’t even bother to stand again. Then I kind of rolled down the rest of the stairs, keeping hold of the railing to stop myself from hitting my head.

    The guy reached the door behind me.

    “Come back here,” he snarled. His words sounded like whips cracking in the air.

    I powered up to my feet, twisted, and faced him. Then I backed off, hands held high.

    He just tilted his head, a sardonic smile snapping across his lips. Then he reached a thumb up and wiped some invisible sweat off his brow.

    “Tell you what,” his voice dropped harshly, “I’ll do you a deal. You come to me willingly, give up all of that life force, and I won’t make this a death to remember. I won’t splatter you over the walls. Won’t leave you as nothing but ash on the wind.”

    Again he tilted his head down. Now magic completely consumed those burning pupils. They looked like two stars plucked from the heavens. My force, if it were real, had disappeared deep inside my body again. I could no longer even feel a flicker. I still lifted my hand like I had a weapon.

    “Just—” I tried.

    He leapt right down the stairs, landing beside me with a thunk. He went to rugby tackle me against the wall.

    Somehow I ducked underneath his massive form. I hadn’t had a chance to stare at this room. Desperate eyes darted to a door on the other side. Who knew what this building had once been? It was a miniature door, though. The guy would not fit through. With my diminutive size, I could scoot easily through on my knees.

    Just reach it. That became a mantra, a pounding prayer circulating through my head with every blast of shuddering blood.

    He swiped at me. I ducked past his fingers. He lunged. I did my own flip. It might have been a long time since I did gymnastics, but it all came back to my legs – muscle memory squeezed out by pure desperation.

    A tower of boxes stood between me and the little door. I deliberately flung myself out, twisting and hurling them behind me. They scattered. They might have been made of wood, but apparently they were full of alcohol. I crashed right through them. It spread out behind me, and the guy slipped, falling hard on his side.

    Suddenly, even though I didn’t think I had the power left, something got me to lean down momentarily and place my hand in the puddle of expanding alcohol. One single fleck of magic rose. A bright spark of flame reached the alcohol and set it alight. It sent it shooting toward the dragon. He now sat in a pile of flammable liquor and cracked wood, glass shards glittering under his butt like confetti. Then the whole thing went up with a whoomph.

    Gasping, I expected him to be set alight like a human torch. Instead, he sat there, his torn pants unaffected, his half-snarling smile exactly the same. The flames leapt up around him, rolling over his flesh. They didn’t mark his body. If anything, they made those strange tattoos simply glow brighter.

    Move. My primal brain screamed that at me. I rose up, breaking eye contact with him at the last moment. I’d never forget the sight of him just sitting there in the flames, ignoring their licking, combustive force, his smile deepening, those tattoos aglow like a constellation.

    Then with a grunt, he was after me. The door was only two meters ahead. He was only one meter behind. I gave it everything, reaching it just in time.

    A strong hand grabbed me, but I kicked him in the gut, forcing him off. Then I yanked the door open, and I was through.

    It led to another small storage area. I glanced back at the wall. It was made out of strong, solid chunks of stone. This area was part of the old city. Maybe this place had been a prison of some description. A granary?

    
      Who cared?
    

    The guy tried to force his massive body through the hole but couldn’t. I staggered back a few steps, watching his tattooed arm swipe at me. He grunted darkly.

    I was free… for now. As long as I could find some way out of here. I twisted, soon found a small window, and grabbed several boxes with shaking hands. I turned them over, stacked them up, reached the window, and tried to lurch out. It was painted shut.

    I reached down into one of the boxes, grabbed a bottle of liquor, and cracked it against the glass. With another bottle, I got through. Ensuring there was no glass left in the window frame, I hauled myself out.

    Cold night air struck me in the face like a slap. I tried to clamber out of the window safely, but instead, I fell.

    At least I didn’t strike the cobbled ground below on my head. I rolled in time, falling on my butt instead. And for three full adrenaline-filled seconds, I just sat there, trembling. I heard a crack from inside the building. I locked my hand over my mouth. Inching my shoulders up the wall, I pushed off it.

    “Get out of here. Get home. Get….”

    The police, the better side of my personality roared.

    I shoved a hand into my pocket, ready to pull my phone out, but something crashed through the wall behind me. I had drastically underestimated my enemy. Turns out I knew nothing about dragons. They were about to learn everything about me.

  
    Chapter 2

    Stones hailed around me, one almost striking my head, but a powerful body clamped me close from behind, locking me against his chest.

    The dragon was back, and he breathed like a bellows – each hot breath smashing into my head, practically ripping my hair from my skull. As the last stones tumbled, I watched fiery energy course over them as they cracked against the cobbles. He bent against me, using all of that force like a hinge. My knees gave out with two shakes.

    “Get off me,” I tried, my voice rising.

    “Now, why the hell would I do that?” his dark voice hissed back.

    He was grabbing my stomach, but his fingers didn’t make contact with my skin. I went to snatch up his wrists, but a wall of magic rose off them. It crackled with the red force of an angry bonfire. As soon as I touched it, it burnt my skin, and I yelped, jerking away.

    “Just needed a quick shield, did I?” he hissed to himself. “Now, where were we?”

    “Get off me,” I shrieked again.

    He immediately started sucking my life force. All the fight drained away. My head drooped forward, neck like a weak, dried-up flower. As my vision started to darken and my senses went black, a voice echoed from behind us. Air plastered my hair over my face. It was strong enough to fold the dragon’s body further over mine. He suddenly lost his balance and powered down to his knees, dragging me with him. His shoulders closed off over my ears, practically blocking my senses. I still heard what was said next, feeling the words vibrating down in my very soul.

    “Get off her, dragon. Nobody absorbs on my land.”

    “Santini?” my attacker snarled. He powered up, twisting around dramatically, locking me against him harder. There, just ahead, three meters away and illuminated by the passing traffic in the laneway beyond, stood Santini. He looked normal. No magic coursed off his body, but a hell of a shadow spread behind him. Massive, it was plastered over one wall as if the real Santini were as large as the building.

    I’d already noticed that dense sense he had, as if he was somehow realer than everyone else in a room. Now it tripled, quadrupled, becoming so intense he was like a black hole ready to blow.

    He stood there, one hand casually rested in his pants pocket, his head tilted slightly right. His eyes slid from the dragon down to the shield covering his skin, then across to me. They found my eyes, just like they had back at the mezzanine level.

    Time seemed to still.

    Santini took one solid step forward. He wore loafers. The way they slapped against the cobbles, they sounded like armor.

    “Put her down,” Santini growled again.

    My dragon just snarled louder. “Make me, Santini. What are you going to do?” The guy’s voice was half-snarling, arrogant laughter, and half fear.

    “Put her down,” Santini said simply, taking one more step forward. That same heavy clunk echoed out. His shadow somehow got even bigger. Something burst out of the back of it, even though I couldn’t see anything happening to Santini himself.

    My dragon grunted, his lips freezing against his teeth. He went to snarl, but the resultant sound was strangled. “What are you gonna do, Santini?” he roared. “What are you gonna do? You’re nothing. You can’t even hold a position on the Council. You’re a toy, a playboy with no real hoard. You’ve got nothing.”

    The traffic continued to power through the laneway beyond. It was far enough away that I doubted any screams would draw attention. But the illumination of the headlights kept slicing into the laneway, lighting Santini up from behind, throwing that massive shadow further over the walls. With one last step forward, the shadow froze, as if baked into a final form. It took up one-half of the wall – so large, it almost towered over the building. It was far, far larger than my dragon.

    The guy shuddered once, then slammed both of his hands on the side of my head. Strong thumbs pressed into my temples, and short nails dragged over my skin. I screamed, both at the fierce touch and the shield still protecting his flesh. It burnt me. I tried to throw him off but lacked the strength.

    Santini rushed forward. In a blink, he reached my attacker. Something struck the guy in the side of his face, and blood splattered out. A few drops splashed against my skin, but my attacker didn’t let go of me. Still like a clamp around my body, he leapt back, impossibly moving at least ten meters through the air. I think I felt and heard something flapping behind him, though I never saw it. He soon landed back right against the building.

    But Santini was onto him. He never blinked, those handsome, piercing amber eyes like two robots. He landed beside my attacker, then forced a punch against his hip. But my attacker got there first, hauled me around, and used me like a shield.

    Santini hesitated. His fist missed me, dragging against my stomach. I shivered at his touch. If he was intense to simply look at, his touch was like the universe pressed against my skin.

    My lips parted, and I let out a gasp. It fluttered Santini’s short fringe as those never-blinking eyes pushed close. He lifted a knee, slamming it into my attacker’s stomach. Finally, the arms loosened on me.

    But not for long.

    The dragon managed to squeeze out of Santini’s way then clamped a hand flat over my throat, the threat clear. “You take another step,” my attacker roared, “and I’ll snap her damn neck.”

    Santini froze. His eyes narrowed, but they never closed.

    “You hear me?” my attacker’s voice hitched loud enough to crack glass. “You hear me, Santini? I don’t care what you think you are. You’re a washed-up dragon in this town. No one follows you. No one fears you. No one can help you.”

    The guy squeezed. He’d drain my life force and fast. I’d never been more certain of something.

    My breath stopped, my heart hurling itself against my chest one last time. His eyes strained as I felt him try to rip something right out of me.

    Once more, that little spark rose. It didn’t just lift this time – it rushed. It shot toward his hand like a bullet rising to meet a whip.

    His gaze blazed behind me, the light penetrating the darkness, even sweeping over Santini’s powerful form. But not for long. I squeezed my eyes shut as the pressure tore through me, that burning sensation worse than ever. It felt like I’d swallowed fire. No – a volcano.

    Wrong again. I was fire.

    My eyes burst open, and I know they glowed. The heat of them lit my skin, and it played right over the wall, now illuminating Santini’s shadow and my attacker’s, too. It moved swiftly onto his hand.

    “What the—” he began. Then a scream tore from his lips. His hand was still clamped around my throat, and it shuddered and burnt. I could actually see it charring, the damage marching across it in an unstoppable wave.

    He crumpled against me in pain. My turn to fight back.

    I yanked my elbow out and slammed it against his stomach. Something was wriggling over his skin. As I twisted and punched him in the gut once more, I saw a tattoo actually growing over his flesh in real-time. Was it evidence of him absorbing my force? Who cared?

    My punches weren’t doing much, but my skin could do the rest. I bent over him, clamping my hands over his face. He shuddered and tried to lurch away but couldn’t. That shield marched over his skin, but it could no longer protect him.

    My hair loosened from my bun completely, falling over my face, whipping up and down in the wind. It stuck to the sweat, the blood, and the tears.

    I just squeezed my hand harder, like I’d kill the dragon – until a hand descended on my shoulder. It was a pause I couldn’t ignore, like a hand reaching through the dark, illuminated in a light nothing could match. My breath caught in my chest.

    “New witch, I assume? While attempting to kill the dragon is noble, that will never solve the problem. Let me take it from here.”

    He didn’t explain what I was, what this was, or how dragons could possibly exist. He just slipped in beside me.

    Santini was much taller, but unlike this dragon, he didn’t loom. There was an almost monolithic presence about him. It was all too easy to let him pull my hand back. I don’t know why my power worked on my attacker but not Santini, but Santini’s hand pushed right down to my naked wrist and lightly pulled it away. He didn’t flinch once, as if he knew he’d be perfectly safe.

    I hadn’t breathed in half a minute, and a gasp punched from my lips.

    “Don’t you dare, Santini,” my attacker hissed.

    Too late. Santini muscled a step forward. He had looked casual – until now. Force gripped his cheeks, a cold emotional wave crashing over him. He reached both hands out, clamped them either side of the guy’s head, and half-closed his eyes.

    “They’ll fight you,” my attacker hissed, his voice getting more constricted and smaller. “They’ll fight you right until the end.”

    “But I’ll just fight back harder,” Santini replied.

    Then, in a rush, my attacker froze. His mouth opened like a gaping fish. His eyes boggled, and lines of red, marching force wrapped over his cheeks and throat.

    I finally found my voice. “What… what are you doing?”

    “Absorbing his magic. Shoving it down. He’ll never be able to absorb anyone else ever again.”

    “Absorb… magic….” I shoved my knuckles into my mouth, reeling back several steps.

    Santini flicked his gaze over to me. The casual edge hadn’t completely returned, but his voice was clear. “Please don’t freak out, little witch.”

    “I’m not a witch.”

    “Circumstances suggest otherwise.”

    He whipped his head back, returning his full attention to the dragon. The guy couldn’t fight anymore. He bucked once or twice like a bull hurling himself at a new fence, but his strength soon waned. Those large shoulders rolled back, and his head lolled sideways. It took Santini five more seconds. Then a puff of steam erupted off the guy, as if someone had thrown water on a fire and extinguished every coal.

    Santini straightened, stepped back, pulled down the cuffs of his suit, and turned. Then he made the most direct eye contact I would ever remember. He pinned me against the wall with a look and promised one thing: I’d never move from his side again.

  
    Chapter 3

    I shrank back from Santini, lifting my hands up high. “I don’t know what you are, what this world is—”

    “Perhaps you should start with what you are.”

    “I’m just human. I swear—”

    His eyes deliberately lurched from the damaged wall to the now comatose dragon. Thankfully, the guy’s chest was rising and falling, but steam kept issuing from his body.

    I shook my head again and even slapped my cheek. No amount of physical contact would wake me up from this nightmare. This was real. As I repeated that again, it sank through my stomach like a cold chunk of ice.

    Santini’s eyes simply darted left and right, watching me. Seconds after absorbing a dragon’s magic, he returned one hand casually to his pocket and just stood there. “You’re a fire witch.”

    “I’m not. I’m a freaking—” I went to say contracted private investigator but stopped. “Just normal. I swear to God.”

    “Pretty sure God’s not listening. Not in this twisted town.” Santini appeared to relax more, then took one slight step toward me.

    My eyes locked on his feet, jerked up to his shoulders, then rocked back to the dragon. I lifted my hands. “Please don’t take my life force.”

    “Your life force?” He snorted, his cheeks suddenly paling. As the skin pulled tight around his lips, he glanced back at the dragon. “I assure you, my dear, I am not the same as him.”

    “Not the same as him,” I found myself repeating. But Santini wasn’t compelling me like that dragon had back in his prison. My gaze lurched back to him again. The symbols still covered the other dragon, though they no longer crackled with power.

    Santini lifted his left hand up and reached out carefully. “Come with me. I can explain what you are—”

    My eyes locked on his knuckles. He had a similar tattoo. I reeled backward now, lifting my hands higher. “You think I’m an idiot?” I pointed a finger at the dragon. “He got one of those symbols after he absorbed life force from me.”

    Santini froze. For a moment his face didn’t move – then a strange smile gripped his lips. “Fast on the uptake, aren’t you? Correct,” he rolled his knuckles around, deliberately letting them catch the dim light, “these are absorber marks. And you’re absolutely right. You get them after absorbing life force from something.”

    “So you’re gonna kill me—”

    “I,” his voice dropped, “have only absorbed life force from one thing in this world. And I will never absorb it from another.”

    “Didn’t you absorb magic from him?” I pointed an accusatory finger at the still-comatose dragon.

    Santini glanced over his shoulder. “I used my stronger force to remove his magic. Not his life force. Those are two different things.”

    “Why? Because you said they are? I have no idea what you are and what’s going on,” I spat. I pushed back several steps, but I tripped over one of the giant chunks of sandstone.

    Santini didn’t rush forward to save me. Those strong eyes just watched me as I thumped down onto my side. This time I bruised my butt. I tried to stagger up, but my knees were still weak. Hair flopping in front of my face, I struggled to bite back the tears. Only rage could do it. I stared back at my attacker. “What the hell is this world?”

    “The world of magic, witches, shifters,” the muscles either side of his jaw twitched, “and dragons.”

    “Something tells me dragons are at the top,” I hissed, my gaze darting back to the shadow. It had returned. It bore no resemblance to Santini’s actual figure, but I knew it came from him.

    He glanced behind him, knowing what I was staring at. “Yes,” he said flatly, “dragons are at the top. We have ancient magic, a truly strong force. We are better at concentrating power from our environment—”

    “—And stealing it,” I finished, pointing back at the dragon.

    “He deserved precisely what was coming to him. I take it you see how many tattoos adorn his body.” He flashed his teeth. “I personally counted them. There are over two hundred.”

    My mouth slipped open. “Two hundred….”

    “When someone has their full life force absorbed, they die. Those are two hundred victims,” he said clearly.

    My fingers found my legs, and I dragged my nails over my now-trashed dress. I didn’t care if I dug down and hurt my skin – the sting of pain at least distracted me. “This is—”

    “You are about to say impossible? The more time you spend denying the truth, the less time you’ll have to catch up.” He spoke like that was my new mission. Like this was my new world.

    I shrank back again. There was nowhere to go. I was too bruised, too weak, and too out of breath.

    Santini took a step forward, looking almost bored. He reached a hand out to me.

    I glowered at his fingers. “You touch me, and I’ll…” my shoulders rose and fell, “…do to you what I did to him.”

    A thick, dark eyebrow rose half a centimeter. “If that kind of magic worked on me, you would have already overcome me. But I’ve already touched you without consequence.” He reached out to me again.

    I caught his hand. The second we made brief eye contact, I expected to see fire spread from my skin. Nothing happened. The spark in me didn’t even try to rise.

    “The longer you spend here, the more likely it is that ordinary humans will find out about magic. Don’t drag them into this world.” He didn’t bother to explain further – the statement stood for itself.

    I shuddered, staring off down the laneway. I think a car had paused, but it was hard to say. There wasn’t much illumination down here. I doubted they could see me and Santini. Maybe just the crumbled wall.

    I don’t know what got me to rise, or what compelled me to take a step forward and glower into Santini’s eyes, but at least I wasn’t on my butt trembling anymore.

    “Return home with me,” he said flatly.

    “So you can eat me?”

    His lips scrunched into a slight smile. “I’m a vegetarian.”

    “Dragons aren’t vegetarians,” I spat, as if I’d done a thesis on them.

    “You’re the expert on this world, are you?”

    I bared my teeth at him. “I’m not an idiot—”

    “Depends on how you define idiot. Currently, you know nothing about this world. That makes you ignorant, but not dumb.” His eyes flashed. “I sense a certain kind of intelligence in you. An eagerness to learn. You’ll figure out magic soon enough.”

    “I’m not going anywhere with you.” Every one of Beth’s warnings rose up. Santini was a real monster.

    “Then by all means, stand here and wait until the police arrive. They may have questions about him.” Santini shrugged at my attacker.

    “I don’t care. I’ll tell the truth and—”

    “Burn down the police station while you wait in a cell? Tell me, what does it feel like as the fire rises inside you? Can you control it yet? What happens when it wants out?”

    I clamped a hand over my chest protectively, nails scratching my torn silk.

    “And as for him,” Santini’s face fell once more, “don’t you think you owe me?”

    “I owe you nothing—”

    “You released him. A murderer under my watch. You set fire to my club. Then you destroyed this wall.”

    I flinched slightly.

    “I know you didn’t know what you were doing. Mistakes can be forgiven. But from this point on, if you refuse to learn about this world, you will be liable for your decisions. I’m an impatient man. I don’t have all day. I’m offering you a chance to learn what you are,” he didn’t make full eye contact, suggesting he was hiding something, “and a chance to get a head start before the other dragons find out what you are.”

    His voice tightened on that last part.

    I clenched my hands into fists and glanced back at the guy – still slumped, still covered in tattoos. If Santini had told me each one represented a stolen life force, I wouldn’t believe him. The problem was, I’d seen it with my own eyes.

    “Come,” he said, as if bidding a dog.

    “You can’t order me—”

    “We’ll see about that.”

    “What does that mean?”

    “Miss,” his voice fell, “from this point on, you will need significant protection. You will also require a crash course in how magic works before it slams into you. I am offering you that. The offer will not last forever. Decide,” he said simply. Then, hands in his pockets, he turned and walked toward the laneway. The invitation was clear.

    I hesitated. Only a madwoman would follow him. But it would be equally insane to remain here with the unconscious form of a knocked-out dragon. A chill wind whipped down the street, and I yanked my arms up, locking them over my middle. He stopped at the mouth of the laneway, half-turning toward me. That dramatic, powerful shadow was still plastered over the wall. It caught my gaze, dragging me back toward Santini just when I tried to blink my eyes closed.

    Biting back a swearword, I took one fateful step forward.

    “Good girl,” he whispered condescendingly.

    I rolled a hand into a fist and imagined sinking it into the back of his head, but I finally caught up.

    Turns out he had a car waiting just around the corner. It was some stupid, sporty luxury thing. It was so low-slung it probably couldn’t even roll over a puddle without dragging through it. Somehow the enormous Santini didn’t look comical as he waved a hand near the door and it rose. He slid into the low front seat, the smell of luxury leather wafting out – along with another scent.

    Something hit me right on the top of my palate. It took seconds and one step further to realize it was magic. It tugged on me, wrapped around my gut, and pulled me forward, even forcing me into the seat. I swear, my conscious brain could not be held responsible for jumping into a car with a man like Santini. Sorry – dragon.

    As soon as I was stupid enough to sit, the door closed, locking me inside. Instantly regretting it, I went to jump out of the vehicle, but he turned the engine on. With a deep growl a lion would blush at, it pulled out into traffic. His fingers drummed the steering wheel as he surreptitiously slid his head left and watched me. Those amber eyes might not have been backlit like the other dragon, but I swear more force sat behind them.

    I suddenly realized I wasn’t wearing my seatbelt. I went to automatically put it on, then appreciated I didn’t need to be tied down beside Santini. “What the hell are you? I mean, dragon – I know that. But what—” Where should I start?

    “I believe Zane back there explained the situation perfectly. I,” Santini flattened a hand on his chest, “am a laughingstock. A truly powerful dragon from one of the most important families ever, but a man who cannot hold office or wield his hoard of wealth in any significant way.”

    He tightened his grip on the steering wheel, surreptitiously moving his left knuckles away from me. I immediately frowned at them. “Because of that,” I muttered, pointing.

    His eyes found me again. That smile was quicker as it marched over his lips. I might have only seen it a few times, but it had a memorable quality as it sank deep into his cheeks and hardened his chin. “Not stupid, are you? What did you say your job was?”

    I wasn’t wearing the seatbelt, and for whatever reason, the car wasn’t shrieking. My fingers finally found the latch and started to pump it in and out. “Currently unemployed.”

    “Before that?”

    Just how powerful was this guy? He might be a joke in the dragon world, but I knew for a fact he was one of the richest men in the city. Add magic onto that, and he’d be able to track down my past. I rolled my lips through my teeth. “Did a short stint in journalism. I just pick up piecemeal work here and there.”

    “Journalism, ah. Must be why you throw yourself at facts like a wolf to a kill.”

    “You can stop with the violent analogies now. Exactly where are you taking me, and what are you planning to do with me?”

    “Home. You need somewhere to live.”

    Alarm surged through me. “You want me to live with you? I have a place to live—” I squeezed my lips shut before I mentioned the weather-beaten, moldy, crumbling apartment with no heat and so many cockroaches it felt like a zoo.

    “I will do my utmost to keep your powers hidden for as long as I can. However….” His jaw slid left and right.

    “However what? Zane’s friends are gonna come after me?”

    “Not exactly.”

    “Just tell me.” My grip tightened on the seat, fingers cinching against the plush leather with a scrunch.

    “A fire witch is an incredibly rare thing. And incredibly,” a long pause, “useful to dragons.”

    My brow clamped down hard. “Useful?”

    “If you were any other witch, you would have stood no chance against Zane. Dragons are the top of the food chain. Not only are we bigger and stronger and more capable of holding power, but most magic is useless against us – unless we encounter a carefully trained fire witch.” Briefly, his eyes slid down me. They didn’t linger on my completely torn dress.

    Crap. I was showing a fair chunk of thigh. Hardly attractive, though. It was covered in sweat, a few flecks of blood, and enough dust that I looked like a carving pulled out of the dirt. I struggled to rearrange the scraps to regain some dignity. Then my mind caught up to his tone. “What do you mean, ‘carefully trained’? I wasn’t carefully trained. I just—” My fingers opened and squeezed shut, remembering exactly how I’d clamped my magic around Zane.

    “You instinctively touched him and overcame him, which tells me one thing: sitting under the hood is a hell of a lot of power. If we find a way to direct it, you’ll be a force to be reckoned with.”

    I caught his specific gaze as he stopped at a set of lights and turned to me. My friend’s words kept echoing in my head: Only an idiot would trust a monster. Now he was driving me home – and he didn’t live far. I knew about the expensive area just behind the park, smack bang in the middle of the city. It was just up from the harbor, giving one of the best water views. You could stare right down between the skyscrapers and see the sea glittering beyond. I just didn’t expect Santini to live there.

    He rolled right past the park and hooked a left. I frowned when I realized I’d never even seen this laneway. It hugged the park’s eastern wall and was sunk back behind several large trees.

    We soon reached a gate – massive, wrought iron, and with two security stations nearby. All Santini had to do was lift a single hand and open his fingers. The gate unlocked and swung inward, allowing entry.

    I blinked, everything catching up to me. “You live here?”

    “Old family property.” His bottom jaw wouldn’t open properly as he said that. His fingers squeezed tighter around the steering wheel.

    The car wound up through a meandering driveway, going further up the hill. I couldn’t see much. Not only was it dark, but tall trees hugged the drive – until the car finally drove past them. We moved into a turn-circle in front of a glorious semi-modern mansion. It was spread over three levels, rising over the hill like steps to heaven. Winding gardens led to a massive, long water feature. There was

    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
  EPUB/cover.jpg





EPUB/cover.xhtml
[image: Cover]
 

EPUB/images/logo.jpg
ODETTE @LL





