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        Toulouse, France

        Thursday, 2nd September, 2027

        Mid-Evening

      

      

      

      Danica laced her fingers with Kollin’s as they exited the front door of SYN Consulting. Their little piece of Toulouse seemed subdued as they strolled down the sidewalk. It didn’t seem that long since Danica had walked this same path with Xander. The last fifteen plus years went by in a flash. The decision made that night was just as enormous and important as the one that would be made tonight.

      They rounded the corner at the café and headed toward downtown. The silence between them was comfortable, and Danica didn’t feel the need to fill the space. She observed Kollin taking in their surroundings as they strode through the downtown streets. Showing off his dimples with a genuine smile as his gaze met hers proved to her that the wall between them was finally coming down.

      He had dressed casually for a change with a navy-blue V-neck shirt, and those shorts older businessmen liked to wear complete with a pair of loafers. Danica almost wrinkled her nose at the sight of the loafers. He was striking, even dressed like they should be going to a country club rather than an Indian restaurant. Danica felt a little short as she walked with him especially since she had forgone her usual jeans and boots. Instead she wore a light pair of flowy pants and flat sandals with a short tank top that showed off her stomach. She wore a chain around her waist and her bracelets, which softly jangled as she moved. Her hair was in a single French braid down her back, the end bobbing against the back of her thighs.

      They finally came to the familiar door of Danica’s favorite restaurant. The owner had expanded several years back adding another entrance to the new upper floor, but Danica still used the original. Kollin opened the door for her, and she led the way down the narrow stairs.

      The owner had renovated the downstairs as well, and there was now a large curved booth against one wall big enough to fit all of her pack plus a few more. Danica would have to think of a better term now that her pack technically comprised of hundreds, but for just those in her inner circle? Family? Would that be the right word? Yes, I suppose that could work. Danica put a hand to her abdomen even though it wasn’t needed in order to feel the growing magical signatures within her.

      Santosh, the owner’s son, greeted her cheerfully as she stepped off the stairs. Danica talked with him in Hindi as he guided her and Kollin to their table. Danica laughed with him, and Kollin cleared his throat.

      “Oh, I’m so sorry, Kollin, let me introduce you.” She flowed from Hindi to English effortlessly. “Kollin, this is Santosh Gupta, the new owner of Arôme de Delhi.” She swung back to Santosh. “Santosh, this is my boyfriend, Kollin. You’ll be seeing a lot of him. I’m sure.”

      Santosh shook Kollin’s offered hand and then stepped back with a slight bow. He went to the small podium and tapped away on a tablet there. Danica watched him for a few more seconds as he no doubt put in their order before she turned back to Kollin.

      “He was just telling me that his father finally retired and took his mother on a cruise to the Caribbean. I’m so happy for them. I’ve been telling him for years that Santosh was ready to take over.” Danica sat in one of the curved corners of the booth and pulled Kollin in next to her.

      Kollin shook his head with a small laugh. “So, boyfriend?”

      Danica smirked. She switched to Norwegian thinking it would less likely be understood if there were unwanted ears in their vicinity. With everything going on, Danica was getting paranoid, especially with a possible traitor in their ranks. “Yes, well, it was the closest thing I could come up with. Besides, after tonight, I’m hoping you’ll be more than that.”

      Kollin raised both his eyebrows. “Oh, really, my treasure?”

      “Well, it’s one of the things I wanted to talk to you about tonight.” Danica placed a hand on his, and he flipped his hand over to intertwine their fingers.

      Santosh came back with their aperitifs and a couple of Leff beers. Danica lifted the miniature filigree wine glass filled with a deep red liquid. Kollin followed her, and she raised it toward him. “To a bright future.”

      Kollin clinked his glass with hers and Danica knocked back the shot’s worth of liquor. Kollin did the same and sputtered and then coughed. Danica loved the sweet yet deceptively strong liquor. Kollin put down the glass and picked up the carafe of water and poured some into an empty tumbler on the table. He chugged it down and refilled it.

      He cleared his throat. “I wasn’t expecting that. It’s rather good once you get past the sweetness.”

      Danica huffed out a silent laugh. “Yes, it takes a few to get used to.”

      “So, you didn’t just ask me to dinner to have a good time with me? You wanted to talk about serious things?” Kollin quirked an eyebrow. Danica thought he looked a little annoyed.

      “Yes, I’m sorry. We do have the conference call with the council tomorrow, and I’m hoping to have answers for them by then. I was reviewing the contract they sent over, and I think I know a way around it.” Danica took a sip of the cold refreshing beer.

      Kollin inclined his head slightly. “Okay, we’ll talk between the entrees and the main course.”

      Danica smiled softly trying to play down her excitement. “Holy cow, Xan. Kollin gets it. He just suggested we talk in between courses.”

      Xander’s deep rumble of a laugh echoed in her head. “Oh, crap! I’m sorry. Ignore me.” Danica had been trying to not barge into Xander’s head. It was hard. She was so used to just letting go. It was disconcerting now to close herself off from her bear, but he, and especially, Matt deserved the privacy. “I hope I didn’t interrupt anything.”

      “Thank you, Dani. It’s okay. We’re at dinner, and I need the distraction, or else I’m going to embarrass myself with how hot my mate looks tonight.” Xander’s happiness bled through his words, and his arousal made Danica flush.

      “Enjoy your night, Xan.”

      “You too, Dani.” Danica warmed with the mental hug he gave her and then the connection closed. She looked at Kollin, who only smiled at her as he drank his beer. She was saved from her sudden silence by Santosh coming out with a platter laden with food.

      Kollin shook his head in amusement. “I wondered why we hadn’t been given menus. Is this always going to happen while we’re here? We’ll go to places, and I won’t get to choose what to eat?” His tone was playful, but Danica blushed anyway.

      “Sorry. I don’t order anything here. Santosh’s brother, Mushu, is the chef, and he just cooks me food, and I eat it.” Danica shrugged with a little hand flick like What can I do?

      “Well, it all looks wonderful.” Kollin inspected the dishes either trying to decide where to start or what they were.

      “Start with anything. I promise it’s all fantastic. Unless you don’t like certain foods.” Danica immediately went for the naan fromage. “Are there any foods you don’t like?”

      Kollin picked a samosa and put it on his plate. He blew on his fingers and shook them.

      Danica snickered. “Careful it’s hot.” 

      Kollin narrowed his eyes in mock annoyance. “As a matter of fact, there are some things I don’t like.”

      Danica swallowed her mouthful. “What kinds of things?”

      Kollin cut open the samosa with a knife and fork. Danica watched him with amusement and wondered what he’d think when she ate her food with her hands just like most people she knew from India.

      “I don’t like pickles.” Kollin scrunched his nose in an adorable fashion. “They’re slimy and gross, in my opinion.”

      Danica nodded her head as she chewed. “I guess I can see that. I like them, but I can see how they could be wrong texturally.”

      Kollin speared a piece of samosa on his fork and dipped it in the tamarind chutney and blew on it again. “I don’t like butter either.” He popped the piece in his mouth and chewed with a quiet moan. They were fantastic, but that didn’t distract Danica from his confession.

      “Butter? Seriously? How do you not like butter?” Danica looked at him in horror with more naan halfway to her mouth.

      Kollin chewed slowly with his eyes closed, completely ignoring her. Danica studied him and put her hand down. His face was gorgeous in its bliss, but she was impatient and wanted to know more about this. He swallowed and opened his eyes.

      “I just don’t like it on things like toast or pancakes or sandwiches. I’m okay with it baked in or used for cooking, but I don’t like the flavor of it.” He shrugged and took another bite.

      Danica’s eyes widened. “Oh. My. Ancestors, Kollin! What about popcorn?”

      Kollin’s face screwed up in disgust. “That’s disgusting, Danica. How can you defile popcorn with butter?” His tone was completely serious. “Toffee or caramel or cheese or just that plain spray-on sugary stuff. Or chocolate.” He nodded thoughtfully and then pegged her with a stare. “But never ever, don’t even get near me with that stuff…butter.” Kollin shuddered dramatically.

      Danica’s mouth hung open, and she closed it with a harrumph. “Well, that just means more for me then.” She huffed at him and picked up a pakora. “Are there any other oddities I should know about regarding food?”

      Kollin smiled around his mouthful of idli and then swallowed. “Bananas.”

      She reached over to pick up one of the spicy fried prawns she loved and shrugged. “Texture?”

      “Yeah. You must remember I didn’t grow up with them nor did I have them the first hundred years or so I think, so they’re more foreign to me than other things.”

      Danica nodded in understanding and continued to eat the pile of prawns down. She offered one to Kollin who nearly choked on it, and Danica had to have some milk brought over. “We should add, can’t take really spicy things to the list.”

      Kollin drained the glass and took a breath. “I like spice, but those are very hot.” Santosh brought him another glass of milk, and Danica smiled while she popped another one in her mouth.

      “What can I say? I like hot things.” She winked at him, and he burst out in laughter. She liked this side of him. He seemed much happier now that he was away from his office and that world. It was a shame that his father had him cooped up in that corporation all these years. Danica handed him some naan fromage. “Here, this will help.”

      They ate quietly while they polished off the food. Danica finished one beer and asked for more water. Something had shifted last night when she was staring at the flames that consumed Ty’s body. She realized her body held the last of a line of noble protectors. Yes, they were sicarii, but she vowed to ensure the memory of their father and uncle lived on, and they knew how fiercely they protected their pride.  

      Everything had become more real to Danica the night before. While Danica had always taken life seriously, she always tried not to take it too seriously. She worked hard, and she played harder. That had to end. This little contract with the council was going to be difficult to negotiate out of, but it would be the first step in a new way of life for her and in establishing respect with the council. As much as she didn’t like the idea of it, she would have to play by the rules of her kind. She had hidden long enough. It was now time for her to take her place amongst them.

      Kollin’s hand on hers brought her attention back to her plan for the night.

      “You wanted to talk about the call with the council tomorrow?” Kollin turned the conversation to the serious topic already on her mind.

      “Yes. I think it’ll be much easier if we tell them that we’ll be bonding together. Then I can forgo the whole thing.”

      Kollin removed his hand at her words. “We are?”

      Danica had been sure that her dreams were leading her to that conclusion. “Yes, of course, we are. Do you not feel how much of a match we are when we’re close?”

      “I do, but I haven’t asked you, nor have you asked me? Do I not have a say in this?” He leaned back putting distance between them.

      Danica didn’t understand where his reluctance was coming from. “Oh, well, yes, but I thought you wanted me.”

      Kollin nodded slowly and inhaled deeply like his patience were thin. “There’s a difference between wanting you and wanting to bond with you after barely meeting you. I agree that we are a good match, but you presume too much. I think you should go through with at least the introduction ceremony before making a final decision. You may be surprised and find someone who is a better match. And again, I think it would have been nice if you asked me first instead of assuming I am yours.” His voice hardened at the end.

      Danica heard the strain in his voice. He was trying to remain calm and not increase his volume. Danica didn’t understand. He was hers. Their magic was practically bonded already. How did he not see what she did?

      “I apologize, Jǫkull, for my oversight. Will you do me the honor of bonding with me as my mate?” Danica put her hand on his forearm and tried to push as much sincerity as she could through the tattered ends of magic between them.

      Kollin put his other hand over hers. “I accept your apology. My answer is no. I will not bond with you or think about bonding with you until we can court properly.”

      Danica’s hand squeezed his arm, and he took her hand in his and raised it to his mouth. He kissed her knuckles gently. “I know you’re scared, Dani. This is a lot of change all at once, and while I am confident in the end you will choose me, let me prove that I am the best dragon for you. I also have some things I’d like you to think about before you consider who you will mate with.”

      Danica raised an eyebrow half confused and half annoyed. “Like what?”

      Kollin kissed her hand again, clearly trying to soothe his words over. “Well, like where will you live when you have mated? Will your mate move here, or will you move to your mate’s clan? Will you continue to sleep with anyone who suits your fancy, or will you compromise?”

      Danica’s hackles rose at that, and she growled low and pulled her hand back. “What are you inferring, Kollin?”

      “All I am saying is that not all dragons are willing to share their mate. While the records indicate that the last few millennia female dragons who mated also took several males during their heats to fertilize as many eggs as possible, but it was only during those times. Since you can clearly be impregnated as a praeses, it leaves things unclear. This is something you’ll want to discuss with any prospective mate.” Kollin shifted in his seat and let out a breath.

      Danica saw what he was saying, but it still stung. She never considered her sexual actions, which is how she ended up in the situation she was currently in. He had a point. “And what are your thoughts on these matters, Kollin?” Danica tried to keep the ire out of her tone.

      Kollin turned toward her, bending his knee and folding it on the seat so he could face her completely. “I spent a lot of time thinking about both of those since I saw them as the two biggest points of contention.” He laughed softly. “I did have a few long flights with nothing to do but think recently.”

      Danica nodded as she mulled over his words.

      Kollin held out his hand, and Danica complied with his request. “I’m willing to move here. I want to step down from KleanTech. I don’t know what’s going to happen with this war or how far it will go, but my skills are better suited to leading combat missions than being in a board room. I have a feeling that where you go, trouble will follow and not because you’re making it but because you will be a uniting force.”

      Danica couldn’t disagree with him. She would do all she could to bring SLIPs together and save as many as possible from the threat coming down on them all.

      Kollin continued, “I think whether we mate, my place is by your side. We could be great friends. I do want more with you, Dani. I think we could be epic together, and part of me is already half in love with you for so many reasons, but I don’t want to share you.” He paused briefly and Danica stared directly into his icy blue eyes. “I want the opportunity to prove I can be enough for you. I am a strong enough dragon to help you produce the largest clutch that’s been seen in the last three thousand years.

      “But most importantly, I just want you to give us a chance without worrying about other dragons or SLIPs. That is another reason why you should go through with at least the introduction ceremony.” His features softened as he continued. “One of the other males might not care at all or might be thrilled to share you with others, but that’s not me. I can live with the possibility of other males for the sake of our race just barely, but the thought still doesn’t sit well with me.”

      Danica took a deep breath and let it out slowly using the time to gather her thoughts. She squeezed his hand, hoping to convey her understanding. The silence dragged between them before Kollin opened his mouth again. Danica was determined to let him talk till his got everything out before responding.

      “I wanted to be the kind of male that could say he didn’t care who you were with as long as you came home to me. I really did, but that’s not me. And if I try to be, I will be miserable. That wouldn’t be right for you or for me.” Danica was convinced of his sincerity by the way his eyes crinkled with concern and she did give him credit for standing his ground for what he needed and not caving to anything she wanted just to have her. Danica needed a partner who challenged her and didn’t say yes to everything.

      Danica nodded as she listened. She pulled his hand toward her and him along with it. She leaned into him and kissed his cheek softly. “Thank you for being honest and not just dismissing me. Your points are valid, and I will think on them.” She quirked a half-smile and let him go. “Now, enough of this business talk. I’m starving. I’m eating for three, you know.”

      Kollin laughed and straightened in his seat just as Santosh came with a large round tray full of food. Danica saw buttered chicken amongst the offerings and wondered if she should warn him or not. She decided not to and be entertained by his reaction.
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        The Next Day

        Early Afternoon

      

      

      

      Anthony stood in the back corner of the conference room, watching the chaos around him. He had spent the last few hours educating Danica on the council and how they would most likely treat her, and he’d implored her not to let her temper get the better of her. The dragons on the council were old, most of them pushing toward a millennium. They had certain views about the way dragons should be, and they were set in those views.

      He had explained that the members of the council were the heads of the ruling bloodlines for the clans, and how they were to be addressed. The clan in Canada would not be specifically represented, as it was considered part of Clan Ormsson. Should a different bloodline take over, then it would fall under that clan or become independent. Until then, Hafthór Ormsson spoke for them. Each council member had the title Speaker of Blood and was to be addressed as such. Every bloodline had a speaker, and the speakers not on the council in each clan were advisors to the council member.

      He had also explained to her the contract they’d sent was very typical. Whenever a female was of age to mate, the clans gathered to see who would be most compatible with the female. The introduction ceremony was integral to this. Each male would present themselves to the female and push out a wave of their magic. The ones whose magic clashed with the female’s would automatically be out of the running, and those whose magic was compatible would be considered as potential mates. The goal of the contract was to ensure the female mated with the dragon with the strongest magical compatibility, guaranteeing the female produced a large clutch. The dragons who were less compatible were often contacted to share the heat of the female to fertilize the eggs. The magical strength of the mated pair would be needed to complete the gestation period and ensure as many of the eggs hatched as possible.

      Danica was not happy about any of it, and Anthony couldn’t blame her. It had been almost a thousand years since the last time this had been done. Anthony had counseled that she had negotiating room, and to use it wisely. This would not be the first time Danica would have to stand her ground in a room full of old-minded males, and it would not be the last.

      Anthony ran his hands down his suit jacket to smooth out the material. He wore his black, heavy silk suit with pale green pinstripes that matched his eyes. It was one of his favorites, and the material felt like a dream against his skin. His sensitive skin was still getting used to the different climate, and he had been rather uncomfortable. The soft, smooth material of these trousers and shirt were like a balm.

      He looked up at the digital clock on the glass wall. The call would start in five minutes. Everyone had cleared out of the conference room except Danica and Kollin, who talked softly near the center, Marsius, who was looking at a tablet, and Xander, who stood by the door to guard it. Matt and the twins were in the command center, as usual, running the show.

      Anthony caught Xander’s eye and inclined his head, indicating his readiness. Xander looked much better than he had just the day before. He was almost completely healed. Even his own heart had stopped when the explosion had hit the large bear. He was even more relieved and grateful he didn’t have to see what Xander’s death would do to his sister.

      Ten windows appeared on the wall, arranged in two rows of five. Anthony narrowed his eyes as the image of Jabari in his hotel room appeared in one of the windows. The other windows came online, and the familiar faces of the council appeared. It had not been nearly enough time since he had last seen them. While everything he had done was at the orders of his father, his work for the council was never pleasant. After he had quelled human skirmishes in Asia in the 1960s, he told his father he was done working for them and had refused to speak to them again. He had then gone on a much-needed vacation until his sister had been born.

      He remembered that day clearly—holding her gently, shielding her from the gruesome death of her bearer. He had watched and guarded her from afar through her entire childhood. He still didn’t feel the need to divulge that to her. He was quite proud of the human he had found to raise her. The proof of how wonderfully she’d raised Danica was standing before him.

      Anthony’s attention was brought back to the present by Shaktar Draigan’s voice. “Jǫkull Ormsson, report.” You could always count on the council for brevity.

      Kollin stepped forward. “Speaker of Blood Draigan, all three facilities in Russia have been destroyed. Prisoners were taken from the main laboratory to Clan Ormsson for interrogation. We have not confirmed who the traitor is, or if there is one at all. We have confirmed that this was the tip of a much larger iceberg. You should have the full interrogation details thus far. The lead scientist was taking some sort of injection to make him stronger. Marsius has more information on that.” Kollin seemed relaxed as he spoke. He must have been used to addressing the council, so Anthony wasn’t surprised.

      Danica appeared calm as well, but he knew his sister. Anthony heard a soft snort from Xander, and he glanced over at him. Xander was like stone, but something Danica told him must have made him crack enough to allow the small sound to escape him. It was good she had him as a vent, else he would have worried more about her. He was also thankful he was not privy to their conversation. He loved his sister, but she could go on at times, and he rather enjoyed the silence in his head.

      “Marsius Grímsson, we received your request. Please, report your findings.” Zung Lóng’s ancient voice filled the air, and he looked the same as he had for the last couple hundred years.

      He’d seen a film a few decades back about a truck driver who got caught up in the plans of a Chinese wizard who also happened to run a street gang in San Francisco. Ever since he’d watched it, Anthony couldn’t help thinking how much Zung looked like the evil wizard in the movie. Thankfully, Zung was the opposite of the villain. He would be on Danica’s side, as a close friend of their father’s.

      Kollin stepped back, and Marsius moved forward with a tablet in his hand. He looked somewhere between an old mage and a Viking warrior, with the braids in his beard adorned with several metal beads. They made quite the pair, Zung and Marsius. The imaginary magical battle played in Anthony’s head while Marsius droned on about genetic manipulation. Anthony could feel the spines of his dragon form wanting to rise in his irritation.

      “Information from the main lab confirmed my theory that they were trying to break down the bonds of the DNA and splice them together to create the SLIPs. They were using a pure sample of Bloodline Luu, which is why only the SLIPs from that line were affected. There wasn’t any direct information in the data about experiments on humans. The samples that were brought to me suggest that the lead scientist was only dosing himself with a serum derived from the Luu blood. I suspect that he was the only one to know about this. Thankfully, the effects are not permanent. The subject’s body has already used or disposed of the substance.”

      Marsius put his hands behind his back and looked directly at the council members. “My request still stands for representatives of each bloodline to be made available. I believe I can create a gene therapy serum that will protect against the bioweapon. This will serve two purposes.”

      Anthony was watching closely for the council’s reaction to what came next. Marsius continued, “The first would be to protect the SLIPs from this compound by reinforcing their DNA with all the bloodlines. The second purpose is to strip the magical coding in their DNA that prevents them from procreating with us.”

      There was nothing but silence for a whole minute. Anthony wasn’t surprised Jabari spoke first. “Why would we want to soil ourselves by breeding with the mongrels we created?”

      Several of the members cringed at his words, and Zung openly glared at a spot down and to his left. He assumed that was where Jabari’s window was on his side. Anthony heard a low rumble, and was surprised to realize that it came from Xander. Danica was tense, and Anthony knew she was ready to go off, but Kollin took her hand in his to calm her.

      Marsius’ spine straightened even more than it already was. He was tall and impressive for someone who looked so thin with age. “To save ourselves. If you bothered to look at the report I sent before this meeting, you would see my conclusions based on Danica’s DNA—her hybrid DNA. The species we created will be our salvation. Our ancestors made their magic different from ours. Yes, it’s passive, and in our eyes not strong, since all it allows for is the change between animal and human. However, if we start combining it back into ours, it will strengthen our magic and give us the boost we need to procreate properly again. There will be no more sacrificing humans to have diminished offspring.”

      He paused, taking a breath. “She is the proof.” One hand swung out in her direction. “We’ve waited eight-hundred years for another female to be born, and it was only done by mixing our blood with theirs.”

      Kianto Kulkan scoffed before he opened his mouth to spew venom in the form of his words. “We don’t even know if she can produce a clutch. She won’t be in heat for another ten years according to your report. Why should we start down this path without knowing that?”

      Marsius raised a hand to no doubt explain, but Jabari interrupted him. “Speaker of Blood Kulkan makes a very valid point. Where is the proof she is as powerful as you say? I have met with her in person twice and not felt any magic coming from her. From all I’ve seen, she’s nothing but a human.” Jabari sneered at her as he spat the last word.

      Danica tensed and then relaxed. She raised her chin slightly and left the conference room. “If they want to see a demonstration of my power, then that is what they will have.” Her fury was felt with each word that rang in Anthony’s head. He stepped forward to stand next to Marsius.

      “Blood Speakers, my sister will demonstrate for those who do not believe. She is heading down to her vault where there is room for her to shift.” A window displaying the vault appeared on the wall, devoid of Danica. The doors opened, and she stepped through naked. She stood in front of the panel in the sitting area, her piled hoard behind her. She looked like she gave no fucks about showing them her secondary hoard.

      She shifted to her wolf form. This was the first time Anthony had seen it. She is rather cute. He almost snorted at the strip of deep red running down her back. She had copper and white tones throughout her fur, and she would not blend into any kind of natural wolf
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