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      A subtle breeze blew through the open doors and into Ronan’s study. It ruffled the pages spread out on his desk and the table across the room. More were tacked to the walls. All of them pertained to Lohash, the demon who had the Dagger of Chomi, the one weapon able to defeat Nyx and Misorin.

      “Hopefully, defeat them,” Ronan muttered under his breath.

      All he had to go on was Aurelia’s promise that the blade would work. If she was wrong, he had no idea what the fuck they would do except be screwed.

      He sat up in his chair and raised his glass to his lips, but it was empty. Grunting, he stood up and sought out another bottle of scotch. The breeze came again. The enticing scent on it pulled him to the balcony instead of the kitchen. It was one he’d grown accustomed to being near him now. One he never wanted to be without. He left his glass in the study and stepped out into the late afternoon sun. From his place at the railing, he was able to see the warehouse the dragonkin used as a barracks. Standing outside of it in the dirt patch they used as a sort of sparring space were Kirk and Leeza.

      Ronan was too far away to hear what was being said, but not so far that he couldn’t see what they were doing. Kirk stood beside Leeza and was showing her different ways to stand and move. From the way he was directing her, they were working on more defensive stances today.

      Ronan’s hand curled around the railing at the sight.

      It’d been a week since he and the others had rescued Leeza from the clutches of Nyx’s shifters. A week since he’d brought her home bloody and bruised but far from broken. He’d kept his word about teaching her how to fight. If he was too wrapped up in making plans on how to get the dagger from Lohash, Kirk, Fergus, and the others stepped in. She was a quick learner from what he’d seen and more than determined to learn how to protect herself. It didn’t stop his gut from clenching each time he saw her out there training.

      Soon enough, they’d be moving from hand-to-hand to using blades. He wasn’t sure if he’d be able to handle that. He’d be damned if he tried to put a stop to her training, though. The closer they came to the inevitable end battle against Nyx, the more he feared he’d fail to convince her she should be elsewhere. If she was going to stick by his side, it’d be far better if she could fight back.

      No matter how much it tore him up inside to think about it.

      “That is quite the curious look on your face,” Aurelia mused, stepping up to his right.

      “What’s that?” Ronan asked, not taking his eyes off Leeza.

      “A mix of pride and fury and desire all rolled into one,” she said with a laugh. “You’re taking this far better than I expected you to.”

      “I made a promise.”

      “Yes, you did.” Ronan slid her a sideways glance, noting the pride he spotted in the hag’s eyes, too, while she observed Leeza working with Kirk. But that pride quickly turned into worry. “Is she sleeping through the night yet?” she asked.

      Ronan wished he could say yes. Nightmares continued to plague Leeza. He’d wake up to her muttering under her breath and fighting the blankets. She hardly told him what they were about, but it wasn’t hard to guess. If she wasn’t seeing the faces of her attackers coming after her again, they were killing Ronan right in front of her. He’d heard her mutters enough times to pick up on that much before he’d get her to wake up. At least she wasn’t jumpy anymore. Those first couple of days, she’d flinch any time a door closed too loudly.

      “She’ll get there,” Aurelia assured him. “She simply needs time.”

      “I know.”

      “And what about the other situation?”

      Ronan shifted on his feet and finally turned to look at the hag after her piercing stare became too much. “I’m fine.”

      “Are you?”

      What was the point in telling her he had at least two dizzy spells a day now? Or that he’d had to fight off coughing fits here and there over the last week? Or that sometimes after he ate, he’d wind up losing the entire contents of his stomach? Somedays, he hardly had an appetite at all. And that was with the potions she’d been giving him daily to help combat the symptoms. It was the curse. Nothing he told Aurelia would change what that meant. It was going to slowly eat away at him as it had done to so many others in his clan. The only way to save them and himself now was to get the dagger.

      Reports coming from Haven these last few days did little to help his dour mood. He wasn’t the only one holding onto the slim hope that these potions of Aurelia’s would stop the curse from progressing. More and more Nightshade Weavers were bedridden. A few were close to death’s door. Every night, he went to bed fearing who might be the next to pass before the coming dawn.

      Would it be him? Would he even make it long enough to steal the dagger and use it?

      “Hmm,” Aurelia grunted after he remained silent for so long. “And I’m going to guess you’re still being an idiot and not telling Leeza.”

      He’d gotten lucky so far, having episodes when she wasn’t around. Eventually, she’d start to notice he was losing weight, though. That was impossible to hide. Already, he sensed his muscle mass decreasing. “She has enough to worry over right now,” he replied.

      “Ronan—”

      “No,” he cut her off. “Just drop it for now. Please.” He watched Leeza and Kirk sparring for a minute longer, then stepped back inside the study, Aurelia following. “Have you gotten any further on Nyx’s notes about this Black Rite? When it might be held? Or what she’s using it to do?”

      “Unfortunately, no,” Aurelia said. “And quite honestly, dealing with Lohash is more pressing. If he gets word that someone is after the dagger, there’s a chance he’ll move it. We don’t have time to track it down again if that happens.”

      She wasn’t wrong about where their focus needed to be. As much as Ronan wanted to know what the treacherous Nyx had planned with the evil sorcerer Misorin, getting their hands on the dagger so they could follow through with their plan held precedence. If they pulled it off and Ronan managed to return to the past to stop the curse and the war from starting, whatever horrible Rite those two villains had planned wouldn’t matter. The only reason he cared was that if they failed, they’d need a backup plan.

      “I’ll keep working on it when I have time,” Aurelia told him. “Tremaine, Mont, and Fergus have been assisting me when they’re able. Aside from searching for dragons bearing specific blood, which I have yet to understand what precisely they’re searching for, the Rites seem to revolve around gaining more power.”

      “More than what they already have? Gods, Misorin can open a damn portal into the shadow realm and bring those beasts through. What more could he want?”

      Aurelia’s gaze darkened. “Everything. He and Nyx want everything, Ronan, and they’ll do whatever is necessary to get it. Never forget that. Fergus thought he might be close to figuring out the specifics, but he was falling asleep in his seat. I made him take a break.”

      At the mention of his second in command, Ronan’s heart sank. He’d asked him just last night how he was doing. He’d been splitting his time between Haven and the winery despite Ronan’s insistence he simply stayed with Tristan. She was battling the symptoms of the curse like so many other Nightshade Weavers. Fergus refused to turn his back on his duties, he’d told Ronan, and continued to run himself ragged. Ronan understood. He was fighting for a way to save Tristan, to save the woman he loved. If Leeza was lying in bed stricken with the curse, he’d be acting the same way. Worse, probably.

      At least she’ll be spared from that one horror, he mused. The thought held little comfort, considering what Leeza had already endured because of him. Roughly, he cleared his throat and turned his gaze to the wall and the notes tacked to it. He and Fergus had been able to wing their plan the day they’d taken down Ashe, a sorcerer in the city.

      Taking on a demon was an entirely different situation and far more challenging.

      Winging it would get them killed.

      He dragged his hands down his face, working to fight off the headache forming behind his eyes. They had several ideas of how to get into Lohash’s penthouse in Seattle, where the dagger was being held. None of them were solid, and none made him feel confident they’d get in and out without losing anyone. He refused to come home with any more of his people’s blood on his hands. His other worry pertained to the information he’d garnered from Nyx’s shifters, the two who had been captured the night of Leeza’s rescue. They were being held in one of the cells beneath the winery. After several days, Ronan and Kirk couldn’t get much out of them. What they were certain of was that Nyx and Misorin were also after the dagger. The reason hadn’t been what Ronan had thought, not even close.

      But it had done well to lift and dash his spirits at the same time, something he hadn’t thought was possible. Misorin had completed a ritual on Nyx that had carved a resurrection spell into her very soul the night before she turned on Ronan and his clan. The only way to kill her was with the dagger. It was why she was after the blade. If she had it, there’d be no easy way to take her down. Any wound they dealt her wouldn’t matter.

      If Ronan could get his hands on the blade first, he had a guaranteed way to end not only Misorin but Nyx, too. Now, every day they waited to go after Lohash themselves, Ronan expected to get word from the underground that those bastards had made their move and snatched the weapon. They had taken care to help Marik, the witch who had given them the intel, and place him into hiding. So far, his location remained secret, even from Ronan. From what the two dragon prisoners had said, Nyx was behind on where it was located. It was a touchy game. They had to take their time planning, yet they couldn’t wait forever to move on the dagger.

      If they did, his chances of saving not only his Nightshade Weavers but all the dragons on the run from Nyx’s evil went down drastically.

      Ronan went to pick up his glass off the desk, remembered it was empty and cursed. “Do you want anything?” he asked Aurelia.

      She, too, was back to intently studying the pages on the wall. “A plan where we don’t all end up dead would be nice,” she murmured. “If you can’t find that, I’ll take a scotch.”

      He set out for the kitchen and tracked down a bottle of scotch. After finding a second glass for Aurelia, he took both back to the study and poured her a few fingers’ worth. Thankfully, she’d fully recovered over the past week. Though she still appeared exhausted at times, he chalked that up to the current situation. They were all tired these days. Tired and wary of what each new dawn would bring their way.

      A couple of hours later and no closer to figuring out the best approach for Lohash, Aurelia told Ronan she was calling it a night. She had research waiting for her in her quarters. And she had to make up a new batch of potions for him to take come morning. He bade her good night and stepped out onto the balcony. Leeza hadn’t returned to the mansion yet, but she wasn’t by the warehouse either.

      Ronan wound his way through the mansion and out onto the grounds. He sniffed the breeze. Leeza’s scent teased him and pulled him up the hill and away from the rows upon rows of grapevines. When he crested the top of the rise, he spotted her lying on her back with a blanket spread out beneath her on the grass. He wondered if she’d fallen asleep or had come up here to be alone. Then she said his name and raised her hand.

      “I figured you’d find me eventually,” she told him.

      After he sat down, he took her hand and stretched out beside her. “Always. How did training go today with Kirk?”

      “Good, I think. I’m sore all over.”

      “I’ll draw you a bath once we get back to the house, my lady.” He kissed the back of her hand, and she chuckled.

      “How did your day go with planning?”

      He grunted.

      “That good, huh?”

      “The suggestion was made of simply blowing up the building and taking the dagger from the rubble. Alas, we’re not villains and murdering potentially hundreds of innocents isn’t something I want on my conscious,” Ronan muttered. “That and I sensed from Aurelia’s glance that an explosion might not be enough to kill a demon.”

      Leeza’s grip tightened on his hand. “You’ll be careful, right? When you finally go get it?”

      “Of course.” He turned his head to better see her and started at the tear slipping down her temple. “Leeza?”

      She wiped the tear away. “Sorry. I just, uh, I keep having these nightmares about you and some hideous beast taking you away from me, and I can’t stop worrying that you’re going to leave and not come back. Then I remember once you have the dagger, you will be leaving and not coming back, and it all just gets to me.” She let go of his hand and sat up. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to blabber all of that. I should get cleaned up.”

      When she made to stand, Ronan caught her arm and gently held her beside him. “Leeza, look at me.”

      She shook her head. Sighing, Ronan held her chin and turned her head enough to catch her gaze. There was so much anger staring back at him mingled with fear that the words he’d been ready to say died. He hauled her onto his lap instead and hugged her as close as he could. She curled into his chest as she’d done so many times before. He ran his fingers through her hair and down her back in a slow, steady motion.

      He'd known something else was bothering her aside from dealing with the ghosts of her past and being kidnapped and tortured by Nyx’s dragons. His plan to journey to the past wasn’t an easy one for him to swallow these days either. He’d finally found someone who made his dragon soar, and he was going to leave her behind.

      “I know we’ve talked about this before, but maybe⁠—”

      Leeza’s head snapped up. “If you try to convince me to leave one more time, I’ll smack you hard enough to see stars,” she warned.

      “I don’t want to put you through so much pain.” He smoothed the backs of his fingers across her cheek. “It kills me every time I think about it. You’re not the only one who’s been having nightmares about that day,” he admitted softly.

      She moved her legs around until they were stretched out behind him. She cupped his face and kissed him. “I’m not going anywhere. I know what I agreed to. I’m just having a moment, is all. One moment of realizing how fucked up all of this is. But I’m not going to simply turn my back on you or your people. I can’t do that. We agreed we’d stay together until that time comes. I’ll be damned if I’m going back on my word or the Oath I made to you.”

      The fierceness behind her words ignited his dragonfire. It roared through his veins, and he captured her mouth in a much more heated kiss. “You will never cease to astound me, woman,” he whispered. “Never.”

      He wasn’t leaving tonight or in the morning. They had time, and he was going to cherish every moment of it. He tugged on her shirt and dragged it over her head after she raised her arms. He removed his, too, growling once her hands began to roam across his skin. With the stars to keep them company, they stayed out on that rise well into the night.

      Lohash and the rest of the villains could wait.
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