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Chapter One


Alexa Ranger knew when she was three years old that one day she’d meet a dragon. A gold one.
So when he materialized out of the mist in the deserted back alleys of whatever North Suck-istan war zone she was in, she didn’t scream. Of course, a well-trained spy wouldn’t scream anyway. Not that her training had included dragons. But her dreams had, for years. He’d been so real. So solid and huge and gleaming.
Just like the one in front of her.
“It is time, Alexa.”
She blinked in the dimness, ignoring his words. Instead, she approached slowly, reached out a hand, and pressed it to him. His breath sighed out, almost human in its emotion. Emotion that was echoed in her own sigh.
He was flesh. The scales were soft, pliable, though she knew they protected him like Kevlar protected a cop. They flexed with each breath he drew. His long neck flowed as he swung his head around to look at her. Their eyes met, his gold and as deep as the universe. But she recognized him, this old friend.
 “Time for what?” She glanced behind her. It was time to get out of there, was what it was time for. She’d miss her extraction window, lose what she’d come here to obtain, and probably get caught and imprisoned. Not her favorite option. But if he left, she might lose him. Again.
The dragon’s claws scraped on the cobblestones. The sound echoed around them. “There is much to discuss. Much to do. But we must go.”
A thrill surged through her at the thought of riding the beast. But she couldn’t go. “I have work to finish,” she told him, and then, without considering the consequences, she added, “Tell me where to meet you.”
The dragon was ready. He gave her coordinates that she memorized immediately.
“I don’t know when I’ll be there,” she cautioned.
“I shall await you.” Then he crouched and leaped into the air, disappearing so fast he left her to wonder if she’d gone insane.
She had a hard time concentrating on the rest of the mission. Her colleagues kept giving her odd looks, and her boss seemed ready to dump her. With effort, Alexa focused on finishing the job. 
Once they’d flown home and debriefed, she spent a final hour struggling with her resignation letter. By the time she set it on Rock Davis’s desk he, and everyone else, had left the offices of GenCom, the private espionage firm she worked for. That was fine with her. Goodbyes would necessitate explanations, and she had none. Just something she’d been waiting for her entire life but could never describe to them in a million years.
Alexa stored what she could of her gear and supplies in her Hummer, moved everything else to storage, and closed her apartment. She pinpointed the coordinates he’d given her as a forested region of Canada. It meant several days of travel, time she chafed at wasting, and time for her to think about how nuts it was to be doing this.
Except she’d touched him.
She remembered being about three years old and watching a hulking, graceful shape descend outside her bedroom window. Remembered opening that window and leaning out to talk to a creature who somehow looked her in the eye, despite standing two stories below.
It could have been imaginary. Adult Alexa could never decide if she’d made up the dragon or dreamed him. He’d been her nighttime companion until she was about twelve, then revisited her in dreams that remained vivid but vague. He’d told her stories of romance and tragedy, curses and destiny.
That was the reason she became a spy. She needed a job that would take her all over the world and give her the skills she needed for the quest he’d told her she would go on one day. Though she loved her job, had been good at it, and had dismissed the dreams as just that and foolish to boot, she’d never stopped looking for the dragon.
The dashboard GPS beeped and she slowed the truck, looking for a place to pull off the deserted road. Apprehension took root in her gut. A short appearance in the middle of the night wasn’t conclusive, but now she’d confront him in daylight. She hoped. If she wasn’t insane.
“I’ll know the truth soon enough,” she muttered, hefting her backpack and turning on the handheld GPS unit she’d brought with her.
A short while later she moved cautiously through the trees, approaching a cave at the far side of a glade. She held her hand near her one weapon, a taser she hoped would buy her time to melt into the underbrush if this was an ambush. Standing still, she slowly tucked the GPS unit away, her eyes leaping back and forth from the trees to the dark entrance to the cave. She held her breath.
He was here.
Her heart thudded once, twice, in slow motion. The sun setting behind her penetrated deep into the cave and glinted off his scales.
Instead of approaching she called his name, Cyrgyn, with the pronunciation, Keer-jin, he had taught her when she was a child. 
“Alexa.”
The voice was rich and deep with a hint of roughness that spoke of flame. It made Alexa think of knights and honor and destiny. And foolishness, but she didn’t care. She stepped into the cave, forgetting her training as she went oblivious to her surroundings. There was only him.
[image: image-placeholder]At last. The dragon closed his eyes as she reached him. It had been days since he showed himself to her, days that convinced him she would not come. The world was so different now, so unbelieving of the fantastic. He’d been her companion in childhood, but much had happened since to change her.
Alexa’s presence brought him hope, but with hope came pain. For three lifetimes they’d failed in their quest. For three lifetimes Alexa had died alone, fighting to save her heartmate. This was their last chance. That knowledge stung Cyrgyn’s heart like a million needles. But that was not the worst of it. Though Alexa knew him, had “dreamed” of him, she had only done so for thirty years. Cyrgyn remembered every moment of her three lifetimes, of their shared history, their victories and failures, their love and loss. Alexa remembered nothing. That, he believed, would be the strongest obstacle to their success.
He swallowed his despair and lowered his snout toward the fire ring in the center of the cave. “The sun sets. You must prepare for night. Tomorrow we will begin.”
Alexa backed up and looked around, surreptitiously swiping her hand under her eye. “I’ve gotta get my gear first. I’ll be right back.”
Before Cyrgyn could stop her, she strode into the clearing. He let out yet another sigh. This Alexa was much more headstrong than before. He reminded himself it was now the twenty-first century. Women ruled their own lives and controlled their own destinies. Though he missed the woman he had loved, he realized Alexa’s strength and determination could contribute only good to their quest. For the first time, he wondered if they might succeed.
Alexa returned, burdened with baggage and wood. She dumped the latter into the fire pit and arranged the rest against the wall of the cave. From a large steel frame she pulled a green bedroll and fluffy pillow, which she tossed onto the stone floor, then left the cave before returning with another armload. Cyrgyn felt a pang that he had not prepared for her comfort, though she obviously could do so on her own. He had tried hard over the last century to change his mindset. He must consider Alexa a full partner in their quest. He could not take on the role of protector this time. For in the past, it had been their downfall.
Alexa moved about in silence while she prepared her dinner and checked her gear. She knew when she left that she was embarking on the quest she’d dreamed of for so many years, and had packed the way she would for any mission with a large element of the unknown. Most of her supplies, she’d left in the truck. Guns and ammunition. A small crossbow and arrows and a taser. A multitude of digital phones, each with a different purpose. A laptop with broadband access, which she doubted would work way out here. And myriad smaller, clever gadgets she may or may not have occasion to use.
She pulled a small bag of nuts from her food stores and hunkered down on the pallet, studying Cyrgyn. He looked exactly as she remembered. Massive, powerful, with gentle eyes reflecting a sadness she had never really understood.
When he first came to her, she’d been delighted to have a special friend. She’d talked about her days in preschool, her friend Tommy Steen who liked her toy cars but not her dolls, and her desire for a little brother. The dragon had listened more intently than any person she’d ever known. He’d visited often, and she somehow knew never to mention him to her parents. They’d think it was cute that she had an imaginary friend, and she knew he wasn’t imaginary at all.
Alexa wondered about that now. She clearly remembered sitting on her window seat, leaning out the window. Cyrgyn’s long neck had allowed him to look her nearly in the eye. Had he really been there? She was about to ask when the hiss of soup hitting flame caught her attention. She grabbed the pan with the hem of her shirt wrapped around the handle. 
“Do you want any?” she asked Cyrgyn, pulling the pot off its tripod and pouring soup into her metal bowl. 
“No, thank you. I have eaten.” He lowered his body to the floor and rested his head on one paw.
“Is there enough game in this forest to keep you alive?” She glanced up in time to see what she would have sworn was a smile.
“It does not bother you that I eat deer and bear?” 
“No. Why should it?”
“You have never wanted to know before. You—” He cut himself short. Alexa looked up. They’d never discussed what he ate. Not that she could remember. 
“I what? When have I never wanted to know?”
Cyrgyn rose to his forefeet and studied the flickering shadows, looking distinctly uncomfortable. His coiled tail rasped against the rock. “In your dreams. We never—”
“No.” Alexa stood as well. Excitement started to flow through her, just like at the beginning of a mission. “That’s not what you meant. Explain.”
“I—” His eyes met hers, and he seemed to deflate. “I cannot begin with that. There is too much prelude.”
Alexa frowned. “What do you mean? Prelude to what?”
Cyrgyn tilted his head to one side, then the other. “Well…” he started, then stopped and looked up at the ceiling. “Ummmm…”
Alexa tried to hold it in, but the giggle bubbled through her pressed lips. She held her side and laughed harder at the disgruntled expression on the dragon’s face. “I’m sorry,” she said. “But hearing ‘ummm’ come out of your mouth is funny.”
Cyrgyn drew himself haughtily erect and turned his back, almost extinguishing the fire with his tail. “When you are through, we will converse.”
Alexa’s laughter echoed in the hidden ceiling of the cave. “Oh, Cyrgyn, come on.” She reached out a hand and tried to urge him back around. “I said I’m sorry.” When her old friend did rotate his head, she saw real hurt in his eyes and immediately subsided. “I am sorry. I wouldn’t hurt you for anything.”
“I know.” He settled himself back down and gestured toward her bowl. “Eat, now. We have a long journey ahead of us.”
“Where are we going?”
He blinked. “A metaphorical journey. I do not know where it will take us.”
“Will you tell me what we’re doing, and why?” She sipped the soup, then crunched a carrot. “And why me?”
After several long moments, he began, “One thousand years ago, a young man and young woman fell in love. It was a forbidden love, as the man was the son of a lord and the woman was but a peasant. They did not hide their feelings, but went to the lord to beg permission to marry. The woman’s family, though lowborn, had done well with what they had and were respected by every level of society. And their blood was pure, with no inbreeding. The lord granted their request.”
“That was unusual,” Alexa observed, sipping from her canteen. She’d filled it in the creek outside the cave and had never tasted water so sweet and clean. “Didn’t the lord’s family object?”
Cyrgyn nodded. “His mother did. She held great store in nobility marrying nobility. But over time even she was won over.”
“What happened?”
“None knew the peasant girl was betrothed to a powerful mage. He had traded with the girl’s father at her birth: his daughter’s hand in exchange for plentiful harvests the rest of their lives.”
Anger burned in Alexa’s romantic chest. “How dare he? His daughter was worth so little?”
“You must understand, Alexa, that times were difficult. The mage was known to be a good man, fair, using his powers to benefit others. But most were afraid of him, and he seemed destined to live his life alone. The woman’s father had seen many of his friends die of starvation and malnutrition. He did not want the same fate to befall his family.”
Alexa dropped her spoon into her bowl and settled against the wall. “I can guess where this is going. They all defied him, he grew angry and bitter and laid a curse on the couple. Did he condemn the village to famine and disease?”
Cyrgyn bowed his head. “He did not punish the innocent. Only the lord’s son and the woman. He—” Again he seemed to consider. Alexa waited patiently, letting him tell his tale his way. Finally, he shook his head. “The mage turned the man into a mythical creature. He graced him with immortality and doomed him to watching his beloved die. Many times over, until the last.”
A shiver rippled up her spine and goosebumps erupted on her extremities. She understood now why he’d hesitated. Cyrgyn was telling her he was the lord’s son, and she was the peasant girl he was doomed to see die.
Alexa had never thought much about reincarnation. Maybe it existed, maybe it didn’t, but it had nothing to do with her. Ha! The realization that she had lived a thousand years ago and the man—dragon—in front of her was part of a past more vast than she could remember…her mind didn’t quite stretch that far. 
But her mind didn’t matter, she thought, wrapping her arms around her knees. The moment she’d laid eyes on this man—this dragon, she corrected again—she knew they were connected more deeply than imagination allowed. And she’d refused to admit it, but she’d followed not a map to this tiny glade, but her heart.
Back to basics. “So, I assume our quest is to resolve the curse and turn you back into a man.”
“Aye. That it is.” He waited, his eyes calm, his body still. He exuded the wisdom of the ages.
“How?”
The big head waved back and forth. “I do not know. We have never come close to success.”
Alexa stood and began to pace. “You’ve used phrases like that before. How many times have we tried?”
“How many lifetimes?” 
She nodded and stopped, facing him. 
“Three.”
“And how did it end?”
“With your death.”
The shiver was back, this time with a chill in the pit of her stomach. Death didn’t bother her. With her job, she’d reconciled with the notion a long time ago. This was different, though, and her reaction felt strangely like…fear.
“Elaborate, please.” She let impatience overwhelm the fear. She liked speed and efficiency in her briefings. But a creature who’d lived for centuries, biding time between his love’s lives, could not be rushed.
“Alexa, I do not wish—”
The roil of emotion coalesced into irritation that she pushed aside. She understood his pain. But she had to know what she was up against. What they were up against.
“Please,” she murmured, and he gave in. 
“The first life, the one in which we were cursed, you lived to be an elderly woman. A spinster, living in the woods, caring for her heartbroken dragon, who fought desperately against his constraints.” 
“We never tried to reverse the curse?”
“We didn’t think it possible. Ashamed of his rage and pettiness, the mage died in his tower before we could convince him. Alas, it may have been beyond his power.”
“So what did we do?”
“We continued. We lived, and loved with an almost telepathic connection. And we mourned. I most of all, when you passed on.”
Alexa felt a twinge behind her breastbone. She placed her hand on her chest, and said slowly, “I died in my sleep, of heart failure.” 
Cyrgyn bowed his head. “That is what it would now be called, yes.”
“Then what?”
This time his sigh held not only heat, but a tinge of flame. It barely flickered between his teeth but betrayed the strength and depth of his emotions. “I waited hundreds of years. In that time I learned to fly, to cloak myself so I could observe without being observed. I learned the changes in society so I would be prepared to use them when the time came. On the same day, in the same hour, your soul and the mage’s reentered this world.”
Alexa unfolded her arms, caught up in the story. “You knew?”
“It was part of the curse.”
She narrowed her eyes. “It might be helpful if you recited the curse to me.”
Cyrgyn pulled back, scraping his hide on the cave wall. His tail thrashed, unfurling in the darkest recesses at the back of the cave. He swung his head from side to side as if trying to shake the echo of the curse out of it. His distress was so evident Alexa wanted to stop him, but before she could, he drew a deep breath, then recited:

Betrayers vile, these lovers two,
From now beyond, let them be doomed.
The man, forthwith, be dragon known.
Immortal, all knowing, his power honed.
Be aware when our souls doth burn,
His power to use, her lover to yearn.
Attempt, four times, to overturn
This curse and then to love return.
Failure then shall mean the end,
Her soul to mine, his to rend.


“It means—”
“I know what it means.” Alexa hugged herself against the chill in her heart. “If we don’t free you now, before my death, my soul will belong to the mage, and you’ll basically blow up.”
“No. Worse. I’ll live for eternity, heartbroken. Soul broken.”
Anger began to burn in Alexa, an ancient anger she recognized and welcomed. Its strength would give her power. But she needed to know more, to figure out where to begin.
“What happened the other times?” she asked.
“In our second cycle, you were the orphaned daughter of a warrior. You learned at the foot of his teacher, and became a mercenary. We found the mage, who retained much of his power and some of his memory. You died attempting to gain his tower.”
“Hm.” It sounded like they hadn’t gotten very far that time. “Was it a magical death or a physical one?”
“It was physical.”
Alexa could tell by the look on his face he didn’t like discussing her death. Now that it was specific, she couldn’t say it made her very comfortable, either. “How far did we get the third time?”
Cyrgyn grumbled. “Two hundred years ago you found the mage again. You married him, but when you attempted to force him to reverse the spell, he dragged you both over the edge of the tower.”
“How come our marriage didn’t overturn the curse?”
“I believed it was because you were not truly his, only lying to try to free me.” Bitterness coated his words. Clearly, he blamed her for that one. “The curse references love. You did not love him.”
She nodded, thinking. The tower was a common theme. She began to pace. “We obviously need to find this mage again. Was it always the same tower?”
“Yes.”
“And you know where it is?”
Cyrgyn obviously knew where her thoughts were leading. “I do. But it will do no good to go. It is now a museum in Scotland and he is not there.”
Alexa dropped to her bedroll and poked a stick at the smoldering embers in the fire pit. Her mind churned with questions, with possibilities. Something within her burned to go, to seek the evil man who’d doomed them both, and run him through. Of course, she didn’t have a sword in her arsenal, but she could find one. She knew how to fence, so running him through was a definite option. But not yet. They needed a logical plan, a starting place.
“What’s his name?” she asked suddenly. They couldn’t keep calling him “him,” unless they capitalized it.
“He was christened Tarsuinn. His name in subsequent existences was always a variation of such.”
Tarsuinn. Tar swin. Tars win. Something rang a bell with that name, but she couldn’t put a finger on it. It nagged at her, but she knew the more she worried it, the harder it would be to retrieve. So she questioned something else that didn’t make sense.
“Why are we in Canada? Why did I grow up in Seattle instead of…I don’t know…Salisbury? Wouldn’t we have been reborn in Great Britain?”
“Souls are not tied to one location unless deliberately linked. The curse did not link you to Scotland, and you have indeed roamed the earth. Your second life was in Italy, your third in what is now Australia. But we always wound up in the same Scottish tower.”
Alexa yawned and stretched out on her pallet, propping her head with her hand. “Then I presume we will again. Why can’t we just go and wait for him to show up?”
Cyrgyn snuffed, and heat wafted across the cave. “You must be tired. Why would he go there? If he retains any memory of his past, as he has before, he will avoid that tower at all costs. It was his doom as well as yours, and he knows his curse is final at the end of this life. He wants you to be his, not to be dead.”
Alexa blinked, then realized she hadn’t opened her eyes at the end of it. She needed sleep. “You didn’t answer before—why now? Why not five years ago or five years from now?”
A rumble vibrated from Cyrgyn’s throat. “I cannot explain. Only that something compelled me to call you, to begin.” He moved restlessly again. “I can sense Tarsuinn. Not directly, not enough to locate him, but I believe he is ready to act.”
“So we should strike first,” she murmured, drifting. Images of the dragon in flight flickered behind Alexa’s eyelids, the ends of his powerful wings disappearing at the top and bottom as they beat. He was so beautiful, she thought, and followed him into the mist.
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Chapter Two


Alexa woke early the next morning, unrefreshed but ready to move. Her mind raced, cataloging possible courses of action. She needed to do some research, make some contacts. Find Tarsuinn. None of which she could do from this cave.
Cyrgyn watched her as she gathered her gear, seeming to understand her need to think. There were still missing pieces, things he hadn’t told her.
“Now that we have the important details out of the way, how about we talk about the least important ones?” she said.
Cyrgyn shifted his weight. “Such as?”
“Such as how you’ve modernized yourself. Like knowing such things as coordinates?” She waved a hand to indicate their location.
“It is unimportant to our—”
“Nothing is unimportant.”
Silence fell. Alexa waited.
“I have an…associate,” Cyrgyn finally said.
“An associate.” She looked around, annoyed. “Then why all the melodrama? Why not send him to get me? Hell, he could have explained things before I even got started. You took a chance appearing to me in Suck-istan.” She blew out a breath. Cyrgyn was right, none of that mattered now. But having an ally was always a good idea. “Who is he? He can—” 
Cyrgyn turned on her with ferocity. “You are not to speak with him. He is no longer necessary.”
“Whoa.” Her eyebrows rose with her curiosity. “Why not? Can’t we use all the help we can get?”
“Not his.”
No one who knew her would consider Alexa a connoisseur of emotion, but she recognized jealousy in his voice. She didn’t understand it. If she was meant to be with Cyrgyn, no other man could tempt her away from him. On the other hand, she felt nothing for him now, not like that. He was an old friend, someone who had guided her in childhood as he tried to prepare her for their future quest. Not a man she loved.
It was all way beyond her. They’d deal with that part of it when the time came. She had a lot to do and possibly not much time in which to get it done, and arguing about Cyrgyn’s “associate” wasn’t going to help them now.
“Okay, let’s get to work.” Alexa exploded into action, hefting her gear to trek back to the Hummer. 
Cyrgyn watched, feeling superfluous and disgruntled. This woman was too competent. Even when she had trained as a warrior, she had been one-dimensional and focused on her goal. Out of necessity due to the death of her father, she had known at a much earlier age of the curse and her destiny. Cyrgyn did not like to remember. He had unwisely pushed her to seek the mage, to attack him. He had intended to be there with her, but she had allowed enthusiasm to lead her to attack too soon, during daylight. Unable to cloak, Cyrgyn had been spotted by villagers and never made it to the tower.
He cleared his head of memories of stones and daggers, ropes and fire, and focused on the present. Alexa Ranger hadn’t known of the curse, but had clearly sensed and trained for her destiny. She was the leader here, and understood this time period much better than he. He feared she would not let the issue of his associate rest, and he did not want to use the man who brought him such anguish. But hope welled in him, warring with his fear and the sense of loss he felt at not being her guide. 
“What are your intentions?” he asked when it became clear she was prepared to leave.
“Internet search. See what I can find on Tarsuinn. That name means something to me—the now me,” she added when Cyrgyn started to remind her that she could retain memories of her past lives. “I can’t get anything to work here. I need to get a little closer to civilization.”
“And then? When will you return?”
Alexa smiled, and Cyrgyn’s heart ached. He did not want her to leave.
“In a couple of days. Let me find some better accommodations, and I’ll come get you.” She patted him—that was beginning to annoy—and took off down the path.
And Cyrgyn was left alone. Again.
[image: image-placeholder]Alexa had plans. Big plans. They obviously had a struggle and a battle ahead of them, and though she could live in primitive conditions for the long term when necessary, she wasn’t prepared to do so when it wasn’t. She waited until she got to a real road, then booted up her laptop and launched the map program loaded on it. According to the GPS, she wasn’t near any Canadian cities, but just across the border was a small Minnesota town that hopefully had a well-equipped library. 
The border crossing was only two hours away. Alexa went through with no problems and found the library easily. The closed library. 
She cursed. It was summer, and the little building was closed on Wednesday. It would have to be Plan B.
She found a motel and rented a room for the night, making sure to get a rear-facing room so her Hummer wasn’t so obvious. She paid cash and registered under a different name, listing her vehicle as a Jeep. 
After unloading most of her gear, she plugged in the laptop, inserted the wireless card, and logged on. She surfed to her favorite search engine and entered “Tarsuinn.”
No hits.
“Okay, let’s try this.” She typed Tars Win. Nothing. Tar Swinn. She got hits with that one, but they were misspelled bicycle sites. She tried Tars Suinn and hit pay dirt.
She spent the next couple of hours reading and taking notes. The information was abundantly sparse, in that she found many articles that said next to nothing. The American-born Scot was a typical self-made millionaire who owned a conglomerate, which in turn owned dozens of subsidiaries all over the world. She’d seen his name enough to be familiar with it, but not enough to make the immediate connection when Cyrgyn had given it to her.
There were no images. No publicity photos, charity snaps, or random airport shots. In today’s paparazzi- and camera-phone flooded world, that was odd. But he’d earned his money quietly and didn’t seem to care about the spotlight, the need for name recognition. Alexa felt no connection to him, not through the words on her screen, the random collection of facts she’d come up with. Still, she had no doubt Tars Suinn was their mage. The clincher was the name of his holding company. Dragonsoul Enterprises. That he capitalized even in a minor way on the evil he had done pissed her off. It made clear, though, that he remembered. And flaunted.
He was challenging them.
She dug deeper, checking out the web site of Dragonsoul. It was a typical façade site that extolled the marvels of the company and its benefit to humanity. It didn’t mention its owner, however.
Alexa couldn’t do much more from here. She noted a few articles she didn’t have online access to. She’d see if the library had them tomorrow. Maybe she’d look up curse reversal while she was there.
She shut down her computer and stretched, in serious need of some exercise and a buffer. She locked the door and put a strip of tape between the doorjamb and the door at the bottom. After hanging the “do not disturb” sign from the doorknob and pocketing her key, she set off down the street of the typical small town.
She walked six blocks to reach the center square, then passed a hardware store, a shoe shop, a five-and-dime, and a Laundromat. The square was already decorated for Independence Day. Somehow Alexa doubted she’d get around to celebrating that this year.
Cyrgyn feared Tarsuinn, but he feared him for his power hundreds of years ago. The man had power now, but less magical, more Hollywood. Alexa wanted to see if she could find illegal activities and ruthlessness. She glanced at her watch and calculated the time difference to Washington. Kurt would still be in his office. But she needed to get a little further from where she’d be sleeping tonight. Tarsuinn hadn’t reached his level of success by being stupid, and this whole thing came from him, anyway. He probably had a whole dossier on her, including the names and contact info for her friends, and the technology to trace her calls.
When she reached the far side of town and a little park, she pulled out her phone. One turn around the park reassured her that it was deserted. She keyed in her scrambling signal and dialed Kurt’s number from memory.
“FBI. Tucker here.”
“Kurt, it’s Alexa.”
“Hey, babe! Where are you? I thought we had a date last night!”
“You didn’t get my message.”
“Yeah, half an hour after we went to meet you.”
“Sorry.” She perched on the side of a picnic table and made sure her thigh holster didn’t show below the hem of her shorts. “Something came up.”
“Obviously.” He didn’t sound angry. Alexa would have been surprised if he had. They worked in the same business and knew either of them could be called out on a moment’s notice.
“How’s Marilee?” Alexa asked. Kurt’s wife was about, oh, fifteen months pregnant, a condition Alexa didn’t envy. The date the night before was supposed to be her friend’s last night out before the babies were born.
“Surly.”
“Don’t let her hear how cheerful you are about that,” Alexa cautioned him. “She’s going to have unexpected strength in that delivery room.”
“Duly warned.” He sounded even more chipper. Alexa had never known a man happier about impending fatherhood.
“So, whatcha need?”
“What, you don’t think I’d call you without needing something?”
“Not on a job, you wouldn’t.”
“I’m not on a job.” Alexa cursed her quick tongue. She tended to be too relaxed with Kurt, one of the few people she trusted unconditionally. They’d worked together on dozens of missions, though he was government and she was private sector. His marriage to her college roommate gave the relationship an extra dimension. They were family.
“Well, are you going to tell me what’s going on?” Kurt finally asked.
“I can’t. It’s personal.”
“Oh.”
Alexa cringed at the hurt in his voice. “It’s really weird, Kurt. You wouldn’t believe me.” He didn’t answer. “It’s still a mission. Not a GenCom mission, but not one I’m at liberty to talk about anyway.”
Finally he gave in. “Okay. You’d tell me if you could.”
“You know I would.”
“So what do you need?”
“What do you have on Tars Suinn and Dragonsoul Enterprises?”
Kurt whistled. “This isn’t something small, is it?”
Ah ha. “Why? What do you know?”
“Personally? Not much more than the general media. He’s big time, but he’s legit. So far, there’s no hint that he’s into anything unethical, never mind unlawful.”
Disappointed, Alexa didn’t give up. “Can you dig up whatever else you have?”
“Some of it might be beyond your clearance.”
“Whatever I can get will help.”
“Okay. Shoot it to your regular address?”
“Yeah, but I only have my laptop so just use second level encryption.”
“Got it.”
“Thanks, Kurt.”
After he hung up she listened for a minute out of habit. Silence. She shut off the phone and let it dangle from her hand. If Kurt believed Tars Suinn to be legit, he probably was. There went any vague ideas about neutralization via incarceration. Depending on what Kurt found, she might have to take a different tack.
She wandered back toward the motel, stopping along the way for a hamburger and Coke to bring back with her. She climbed the steps to the second level, where her room was located, and noted two more cars in the parking lot that hadn’t been there before. She looked around but saw nothing out of the ordinary. Until she got to her room.
The tape on the bottom of the door was loose. The Do Not Disturb sign was gone.
Tensing, she shifted the bag holding her hamburger from her right hand to her left and slid the .38 from beneath her shorts, scanning the area. The Do Not Disturb sign was on the floor several feet away. There was no wind, so she didn’t know what could have pulled it off the doorknob except another person.
She silently slipped her key into the lock and eased open the door, keeping to one side and holding her gun ready. She waited two seconds, three. Nothing happened.
She slipped into the room, deliberately banging the door against the wall and moving in the opposite direction. No one hid behind the door, and as the bed was against the wall, no one could hide on the other side of it. The covers looked smooth, though she’d mussed them when sitting on the bed earlier. Nothing else seemed touched.
She set her bag and drink on the little table by the window and moved sideways toward the bathroom. The shower curtain was open. She’d left the washcloth and a hand towel in a heap on the sink. Fresh ones were now neatly folded on the towel rack.
It looked like housekeeping had come in despite her precautions, but she wasn’t taking anything at face value. She moved back into the bedroom and carefully positioned herself on the floor, gun in front of her, before lifting the bedspread. She felt foolish when she confronted the bed’s solid base. No one could hide there, and she should have checked that before she left. 
“Rookie,” she chided herself and climbed to her feet, grateful she didn’t have a partner to razz her.
She watched the news while she ate. Unlike in the movies, no news story came up about Tars Suinn or Dragonsoul Enterprises. She slept lightly that night but didn’t dream. After she’d showered in the morning, she booted up the computer and checked her e-mail. Kurt had come through already. Page after page downloaded to her desktop, encrypted. It took ten minutes to translate. GenCom’s computer division had developed encryption technology not used by anyone other than GenCom and specific operatives in the various agencies with which the company worked. The master program was too big for her laptop, so she had a simpler version installed, and it ran slower.
While the documents translated, she went down to the motel office for a complimentary Danish and glass of orange juice. She returned, settled at the room’s little table, and started to read.
Most of the information was dull, though potentially useful. Tars Suinn was born in the Northwest, like her, but his family wasn’t discussed. He’d left home at an early age and, in an accelerated education, went to college at MIT and grad school at UCLA, then obtained a Ph.D. at an obscure Midwestern university. He’d apparently talked a variety of bored rich playboys into investing in his first company, a satellite design and development corporation. He’d bought them all out within a year, and three years later owned six more companies in technology fields, steadily building to his present holdings—an incredible feat given his age.
Two things Alexa found most interesting—Dragonsoul’s location, only a few miles away in St. Paul, and its subsidiaries. Dragonsoul Enterprises owned Pluto, Inc., which owned Futuresafe. Futuresafe owned GenCom. Kurt had attached a comment that this pretty much cleared Suinn of any wrongdoing—the FBI wouldn’t work with GenCom if they truly suspected its owner of criminal activity. 
So much for encryption, she thought. He’d have access to the program. And her. Why hadn’t he approached her yet? He had to know where she was, remember what he’d done. Maybe like Cyrgyn, he was afraid of the ultimate end. But was it fate or deliberation that led to her working indirectly for the man in control of her curse?
Well, Cyrgyn’s curse, she thought, packing up. She played a part in it, but she hadn’t been turned into a mythical flying beast. If they failed to break the curse, he’d be a dragon forever, condemned to be alone and immortal.
The worst that would happen to Alexa was death.
No matter, she thought, stowing the last duffle in the back of the Hummer and climbing into the driver’s seat. She wasn’t going to fail. Everything was different this time. She was going to be in charge. And the first thing to do was establish a new base.
She got on the highway and headed for St. Paul. 
[image: image-placeholder]Cyrgyn had fretted himself into a frenzy by the time Alexa returned three days later. He hated not knowing what was happening, whether or not she was unharmed. He could sense her, of course, but their connection was still tenuous. In her adulthood he had held himself remote, not eager to impede her education or personal development, to make her focus too soon on what he needed of her. The result was, in part, the barest of telepathic connections. Still, he could have found her if he tried. Fear that she would return before he located her tied him to the cave.
He’d never felt such relief as when he heard the rumble of a vehicle by the road, and waited restlessly after the silence fell before Alexa emerged from the woods.
“Hey, Cyr!” she called, waving.
“It’s Cyrgyn,” he growled, sharper than usual because she’d put him through hell. He turned as she strode by him and entered the cave.
“Where have you been all this time?”
“Been busy.” She emerged from the cave carrying the stones from the fire pit. “Sorry I didn’t call in with a sit rep, but it’s not like you can use a wireless phone.”
Cyrgyn studied his massive claw. One toe was nearly as large as Alexa’s whole hand. A situation report would not have been possible. He sighed. “No.” He frowned at Alexa’s activities. She had discarded the stones in various locations. Now she grabbed a large branch and brushed away claw marks and footprints both in the cave and the clearing.
“I assume you found a new location?” He shifted uneasily. Caves in the middle of nowhere were his comfort zone, and he had a feeling Alexa was taking him far out of it.
“Yep. It’s almost dark.” She gestured to the twilight sky. “Can you follow me from the air?”
“Of course.”
“I secured a building on the outskirts of St. Paul. It’s big enough for you, and it’s not too far to some hunting ground. It doesn’t take half a day to get anywhere of benefit.” She paused and grinned at him. Cyrgyn’s heart actually stuttered at that smile. He’d loved her for so long it was part of him, but he realized suddenly that more had changed than he had known. He’d acknowledged the differences in this Alexa, but hadn’t understood what that would do to them. To him. Now he knew.
He was besotted, the first step to falling in love with her. It almost felt like a betrayal of his original love, the woman in his memory. At the same time, it reinforced that they were soulmates.
“Ask me the best part,” she said.
Amusement seemed through him. “What is the best part?”
“Tarsuinn owns Dragonsoul Enterprises.”
Fury rushed like a river, sweeping away the fleeting humor. The fire in his belly blazed, seeking release. He had put so much emotion on hold while he waited for his love to be reborn. He settled on his haunches, repressing the surge, seeking equilibrium. When he’d found it, he said, “A bit cheeky, isn’t he?”
“Yeah.” Alexa studied him as if she knew what he battled, but didn’t comment on it. “You know where Dragonsoul Enterprises is located?”
“St. Paul?”
“Bingo.” She twirled the branch like a sword. “It’s dark enough, I think. Get up there, and I’ll brush away our remains.”
Cyrgyn hesitated. He disliked leaving her alone again, even here where there was no doubt of safety. “Be careful, Alexa.”
She shooed him and stepped away. With a leap, Cyrgyn launched, unfurling his wings and circling over the treetops. He watched Alexa beam a powerful flashlight while she swept evidence of his presence and disappeared into the woods. He found her vehicle, a hulking black thing he thought was called a “Hummer,” and waited until she reached it and swung the flashlight overhead in a “ready” signal. 
Cyrgyn had no trouble following when she drove off. It was a clear night with no moon. His night-tuned vision tracked the vehicle easily while the dark sky and his own magic cloaked him from stargazers. He had the ability to fly soundlessly, as well as twice as fast as Alexa drove.
While he flew, he considered. He must resolve his occasional feelings of resentment and annoyance at their new dynamic. Acknowledging the benefits had done nothing to soothe his ego so far. But he knew there must be no strife between them if they were to succeed. The key would be to focus on the present and the future and forget the past. Pretend it had not occurred. Difficult, when they were inextricably bound, but not impossible.
He wondered what Alexa had found so quickly that could accommodate his size. Comfort zone or not, he had to admit to being tired of sleeping on stone. A short time later Alexa turned off the highway and stopped at a fence. Cyrgyn soared in a tight circle as he watched her reach through her window to touch a small box. A gate opened in the fence and she drove through.
A sudden light blinded Cyrgyn. He reared, then dove in panic. An airplane roared overhead, not close enough for him to have been detected or harmed, but close enough to make his heart pound and his breath steam. They were at an airport. He followed Alexa to a clearly ancient—relatively speaking, of course—hangar. She parked at one corner of the building and climbed out. Cyrgyn hovered anxiously until the hangar door opened and she waved him in.
The doorway was wide enough for his wings, high enough for his head. He landed, then moved aside as Alexa drove in behind him. He waited until she had parked and the door rumbled closed before relaxing.
“Well, what do you think?” She climbed out of the truck and leaned against the fender, looking mighty pleased with herself.
Cyrgyn turned to examine the building, and would have smiled had he been capable. The floor of the hangar was unchanged in the front of the building. Next to the Hummer were parked a motorcycle and a Saturn sedan. Apparently, Alexa required flexibility. Three-quarters of the main floor was carpeted. A group of furniture and a desk full of computer equipment sat near them. At the rear looked to be a dozen mattresses laid in a rectangle.
Alexa came closer and nodded toward the mattresses. “I thought you might like a little comfort for a change.”
Gratitude softened him. “My claws will damage the carpet and the bedding,” he cautioned, but Alexa only shrugged. 
“Doesn’t matter. I’ll replace it once you’re a man again.”
He ignored the burst of hope her words ignited. It would make him lightheaded, this constant shift in emotion. “You will sleep above?” He stretched his neck and peered over a wooden rail at the loft-like area atop a curving flight of stairs. Closed doors likely led to a sleeping room and bathing room. A sitting area and kitchen were visible and looked fully stocked. He lowered his head again. “The rest of your gear?”
She motioned toward a bank of cabinets to his left. “I put those in yesterday. Keeps everything readily accessible.”
“You have thought of everything.” He glared down at her, surprised when she laughed, although it turned out to be at his expense.
“You needn’t sound so petulant, Cyrgyn. We’re partners.”
Partners. He had not thought of it that way before. Soulmates, yes. But partners? He thought it a good progression. It was time for him to grow up.
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