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Wind swirled around her wings as Willow Bellator glided lazily over the jungle-covered mountains. Her sharp predator’s eyes took in the camp set halfway up their rugged heights on a small valley stretching between two of them, and the thin trails winding down to their base while she searched for any threats or traps below.

After noting each and every person moving among the trees, she slowly began to spiral her way down to an empty section of the path, well out of sight from anyone at the camp.  Clawed feet and wide wings seamlessly shapechanged back to their human form just as she touched the earth, her body shifting from falcon to the woman she normally saw in the mirror each morning.

Thick, honey-brown hair was pulled back into a low ponytail that brushed the simple white t-shirt pulled over a gently curving body, sleek with muscles honed over eons of fighting evil. Khaki pants wrapped around long legs, partly covering a pair of well-worn hiking boots.

Eyes of pure bottle green closed as she let her senses expand, filtering and mentally cataloging the sounds and smells she encountered. Satisfied with what she found, she flicked open her eyes and turned toward the camp.

Drawing in a deep breath of thick, humid, jungle air, she hiked her canvas backpack higher up one shoulder and moved down the path with a confident stride. She hadn’t moved but a few yards up the trail when a man suddenly appeared before her, suspicion darkening his blue eyes.

Tall and broad-shouldered, he held himself with the alert, battle-ready stance of a warrior protecting his territory as he swept her quickly with an assessing gaze before looking behind her, a frown deepening across his face.

“Who are you and where did you come from?”

Willow let a non-threatening expression slip across her face while keeping her body relaxed. She knew from the file Cadrian had given her who the man before her was and she didn’t want to get on the wrong foot when they’d be working and living closely together for the foreseeable future.

Holding out a hand, she smiled slightly while tilting her head to the side. “Willow Bellator. I believe you’re expecting me?”

He hesitated, glancing behind her once more before returning a searching gaze to her again. “We are. I was on my way to pick you up down at the bottom” he informed her, “there’s an ATV parked a bit further down we use to get up and down the mountains. Did you walk all the way up here?”

“I did. I’m good a finding places and...walking.”

He nodded slowly, the suspicion not fading from his gaze. “I see that. It’s a good skill to have.”

She smiled blandly while hiking her strap further up her shoulder. “It is.”

Finally reaching out to take her still outstretched hand, he gave it a brisk, hard shake before stepping back. “Alec Reynolds. Head of security. Ms. Ethanael told me you’d be coming to see how things are going.”

Willow nodded easily, keeping to the cover story Lilia had given until she had a better idea of what was going on. Her initial assessment identified Alec Reynolds as a friend, not foe, but she had no intention of revealing her true purpose here until she knew for certain.

“Cadrian likes to be kept abreast of all his various projects.”

Nodding, Alec tilted his head back up the trail and the two began to walk. “I can understand that. We’ve had visits from backers before. Though none like the Ethanaels. They’re...”

“Unique?” she supplied with a smile and he nodded.

“They’re everywhere and nowhere. I couldn’t even find a single picture of them” he admitted, sending a curious sideways glance her way, “you’ve met them, I assume?”

“I have. And, I can assure you that they’re not vampires or ghosts or any of the ridiculous speculations I’ve read about over the years. They’re like any other family in the world. Just...quirkier.”

“And wealthier. A lot wealthier,” Alec commented with a shake of his head, “I’d never even heard of them when we were first contacted by Ethanael but a little digging revealed them to be one of-if not the-wealthiest families in the west. People seem to know of them, but not a lot seem to actually know them personally.”

“They’re private people. They take an active interest in expeditions like this so I’m sure you’ll have one of them drop by before you’re finished” she added, brushing aside a palm leaf sticking out into the trail.

“Good to know. And, I understand you’ll be here for about a week?” Alec clarified casually and she smiled slightly, knowing he was fishing for how long they needed to be on their best behavior.

“About. Just so I can give a thorough report” she responded lightly as they stepped out of the tree cover and into a large clearing.

She paused, noting the white tents, tables and gas-powered lights set up, as well as the people milling busily around. Everything had been neatly placed with the food and sleeping tents on one side and the work areas on the other, closest to a path that no doubt led up toward the search area.

It looked like a hundred other expeditions she’d been to with everything and everyone having a specific and busy purpose. No doubt the work tent would contain various tools of the trade, scanning equipment as well as any artifacts they’d found carefully tagged and stored for careful examination. All of it looked and sounded normal.

So why did Cadrian think someone was trying to kill the man heading it?

“Uncle Alec! Wait until you see what Dad found!”

A blur of movement was their only warning before a young girl about twelve years of age with waist-length dark brown hair and bright blue eyes threw herself at Alec. He laughed while catching her reflexively and accepted her enthusiastic hug before setting her back down.

“Something exciting, I imagine,” Alec remarked drily and she grinned at him before turning a look of curiosity on Willow, “this, if you hadn’t guessed, is my niece, Merrilee. She’s my brother Daniel’s daughter.”

“Ah. The man responsible for all this” she commented and he gave a one-sided shrug.

“Yes. Merrilee, this is Willow Bellator. She’s going to be staying with us for about a week learning about what we’re doing here. Merrilee’s an integral part of our team. She can do just about anything and do it well” he added with open affection and Willow sent a friendly smile her way only to find the young girl staring at her with a slight frown puckering her forehead.

Confusion filled her blue eyes as she studied Willow, as though unsure of something. Seeing the way Merrilee seemed to search not only her body but the air around her, she wondered if the girl had a Gift of seeing-and what kinds of things she saw.

“It’s a pleasure to meet you, Merrilee. It’s always nice to know who’s really in charge” she commented and Merrilee’s gaze jerked up to hers, a question on her lips before she glanced at her uncle and abruptly shut her mouth.

Interesting.

“I don’t know everything but I can show you around, if you want?” she offered and Willow’s smile deepened.

“I’d like that,” she answered, “so what marvelous thing did your father find?”

“Find?” she echoed before her eyes widened. Turning to her uncle again and animation re-lit her features, “we found a statue with symbols on it. Dad thinks it looks like it might be the ancient language he’s found on the other artifacts!”

“That’s great, Peanut,” he replied with a glance toward Willow, “let’s go check it out.”

Grabbing her uncle’s hand, she tugged on it impatiently to get him moving. She led them through the camp toward one of the larger work tents at the far edge and through the opening tied back with a rough-hewn rope.

Inside, Willow found it much as she’d pictured with artifacts stored in crates or thin trays on tables and shelving units lining the outer edges of the tent. Computers, books, notebooks and various pieces of electronic equipment filled the tables in an organized jumble while various maps of the area were tacked on the canvas walls.

There were only a handful of people in the tent, all of them in the file she’d received from Cadrian while researching the assignment he’d given her.

Alec’s other brother, Cam, was seated at a table fiddling with a complicated piece of equipment. While the younger brother, Daniel, was considered a genius, Cam was no slouch in the intelligence department and was reportedly a whiz with anything electronic as well as having his own set of academic initials following his name. He had personally designed almost all the specialized equipment they used and was highly sought after by the public and private sectors all over the west but had chosen to remain with his brothers as they went out on countless archeological expeditions.

There was a strong family resemblance between the three siblings and all shared the same dark brown hair, lean, athletic builds and bright blue eyes.

Those eyes all had a distinctive gold line around the iris, a feature that marked them as having dragon blood but there was no indication that any of them had even the slightest idea of that ancestry. Given they’d grown up in the west where magic was outlawed and dragons considered no more than fictional myths, it wasn’t all that surprising. Still, even faint, diluted dragon blood carried strong magic, something to be on the lookout for.

Perched next to Cam was Shayla Blaine, a tall attractive blond in tight jeans, his girlfriend of two months and the camp cook. Annabeth Ferguson sat in a corner with a datapad on her lap, tapping quickly on the screen while brushing back the dark reddish-brown hair that fell over one shoulder.

Easton Landry leaned back in a folding chair, long legs propped up on a table while he twirled a pen through the fingers of one hand. Handsome and broad-shouldered, he gave off an aura of authority and competence as well as drawing a good deal of female attention, no doubt.

And finally, the man who had drawn all her attention in the file she’d been sent.

Dr. Daniel Reynolds.

Multiple degrees in varying fields. Published and sought-after authority who had solved many historical mysteries and found two lost civilizations. It was reported there wasn’t a language he couldn’t speak, read or decipher. The word ‘genius’ was tossed around liberally and with good reason. He was as handsome as his brothers but was known for his shy, self-effacing manner. An appealing characteristic in an academic world filled with big egos.

Willow had found herself studying his picture enough times to find it slightly embarrassing. She was a grown woman who’d walked the earth for tens of thousands of years, fighting to keep evil at bay. It was ridiculous and frankly bewildering to find herself mooning over a photograph of a stranger who lived half a world away and her actions had caused her to ponder if a need for a rest was causing her irrational behavior.

But, when Daniel turned to face the tent opening as they entered, everything crystallized in one irrevocable and wonderous truth.

Daniel Reynolds was her Seraphin.
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Blue eyes widened, catching on hers, as a gobsmacked expression crossed his face. He just stared, the pencil held loosely in long fingers falling to the ground.

Willow felt her own sense of shock, wonder, and the undeniable sense of recognition that only came from two souls recognizing each other but managed to keep it all hidden beneath a face of polite friendliness.

Alec cleared his throat noisily and Daniel blinked before reluctantly tearing his gaze away from hers. Embarrassment mingled with bewilderment as he raised a hand to push a pair of simple glasses back up his nose. Glancing at his hand and seeming to realize that he no longer held the pencil, he looked down and sighed before bending to pick it up.

“So...this is Willow Bellator from Ethanael,” Alec began, eyeing his younger brother with a questioning look before continuing, “she’ll be making a report so please give her anything she needs.”

He paused as the others exchanged looks and Willow could see that none of them were terribly happy she was here but, as Alec had said earlier, they were used to those who funded expeditions wanting frequent reports on how things were going.

“That’s my brother Cam working on one of our scanners. He handles all of our tech-“

“He’s a genius at it. He creates things that governments all over the world would kill for” Shayla interrupted with gushing loyalty and the others in the room shifted uncomfortably. Noting the interesting reaction, as well as Shayla’s insistence on elevating Cam from one of the team to ‘a genius’ who’s just doing this for his brothers, Willow nodded a greeting to Cam who sent a pained smile back.

“Yes. Thank you for the reminder. This is Shayla Blaine, camp cook. Lounging at the table looking useless,” the two men shared a quick smile at the teasing, “is Easton Landry. He’s in charge of the interns and logistics and is the one who’s been in contact with Ethanael most of the time. Classic underachiever.”

“Over in the corner is our financial wiz, Annabeth Palmer. Any questions about where Mr. Ethanael’s money is going is best directed to her.  And finally, this is Daniel. He’s the reason we’re all here, camping out in the jungle.”

After greeting and shaking hands with the others, Willow held out her hand to Daniel, unconsciously holding her breath as she waited for this first touch with her Seraphin. A lock of rich brown hair fell over his forehead and he brushed it back automatically before slowly reaching out and sliding his hand around hers.

Warmth and the faintest hint of invigorating tingles blossomed as their palms pressed together and Daniel’s eyes widened at the sensation. Having heard countless stories about the differing reactions Seraphins felt upon touching the other half of their soul for the first time, Willow had expected something to happen and the magic winding its way across her skin caused a pleasant sense of anticipation to kick up the beat of her heart.

“It’s a pleasure to finally meet you, Dr. Reynolds. I’ve heard a lot about you” she told him and resisted the urge to take a peek into his mind to see what he was thinking. Hopefully, as the Seraphin bond was accepted and strengthened between them, eventually she’d know what he was thinking without asking by accessing their private mental channel.

“We’re excited to have you here” he responded and then grimaced slightly as someone coughed in response.

“Well,” Alec spoke up brightly, clasping a hand on his brother’s shoulder and nudging him back slightly, “Easton has you bunking in one of the intern’s tents if that’s all right with you. Linella had a family emergency a few days ago and had to go home. It’s small, but private.”

“Sounds perfect.”

“I’ll take you” Daniel offered suddenly and Willow hid a smile, knowing the Seraphin bond was working on him whether he knew it or not. Given he’d been raised in the west, it was a good bet that he didn’t have a clue what a Seraphin was, let alone the magical workings of the bond.

“Uh, Daniel, aren’t you supposed to be working on your new find right now?” Cam interjected gently and Daniel paused, glancing at the statue sitting on the table behind him as though just remembering it existed.

“Right,” he answered slowly before his gaze pulled back to Willow, “but I could really use a break and showing Ms. Bellator around the camp will help to...clear out the cobwebs.”

The others just stared at him, making Willow fight to stifle a laugh. This was obviously not normal behavior for him. Not willing to let an opportunity pass by, she picked up the backpack she’d dropped at her feet during introductions and smiled brightly.

“Great. Are you ready now or do you need some time to finish up?”

Deliberately avoiding every other gaze in the room, he cleared his throat and tossed the pencil on the table. “Now’s good.”

When he waved a hand for her to precede him, she slipped out of the tent and into the warm jungle afternoon. Ignoring the burst of conversation that erupted after they exited, Daniel nodded toward the sleeping tents set up across the camp.

“It’s this way. It’s all been cleared out and clean linen put on the bed. Linella wasn’t sure she’d be coming back so there should be space for your things,” he informed her, sending a sideways glance her way, “she was a really good intern. I was sorry she had to go. She had some really good instincts but Easton’s been looking through those on the waitlist to get someone out here as soon as possible, just in case.”

“Hopefully that won’t take too long. It must be a challenge to be shorthanded” Willow remarked and he bobbed his head to the side briefly.

“To be honest, I think it’s harder on Easton than on me,” he admitted with a small smile, “he puts them to work learning everything there is about an expedition. I just give them small lectures here and there.”

“Oh, I imagine they get more out of working with you than that” she disagreed and he gave a small shrug, one corner of his lips tilting up as they stopped by a small tent with the number four embroidered on the opening flap.

“Hopefully. Here we are,” he announced, reaching out to brush back the flap, “after you. I’m afraid it’s not luxurious by any means.”

Ducking in, Willow swept the small, tidy space containing a neatly made-up camp bed and a narrow collapsible side table with shelves. Setting her bag on the bed, she turned to Daniel and found him studying her with a perplexed look on his face.

“It looks very comfortable.”

“Comfortable?” he echoed with a raised eyebrow and she grinned.

“Relatively speaking. I’ve slept in worse places. At least there’s a mattress on the bed, thin as it is. I once spent a week sleeping in the bottom of a wooden canoe in the middle of a swamp. Long story,” she added when he looked at her questioningly.

He nodded and then hesitated before asking abruptly, “have we met before?”

Blowing out a breath, he rubbed the back of his neck in embarrassment and continued before she could answer. “I’m sorry. I’m not normally this...discombobulated. It’s just, from the first moment I saw you it felt like I knew you already. Like we’d met before...and that sounded like a bad pickup line” he muttered with a sharp shake of his head and she laughed gently, tilting her head to the side.

“It did a bit and no, we haven’t met before. You are definitely someone I wouldn’t have forgotten.”

“Right. I didn’t think so but...there’s something about you. Something-“ he broke off and drew in a breath before edging back toward the door, “I’ll stop embarrassing the both of us and leave you to get settled. Alec will want to show you around-“

“Daniel.”

He paused with his hand on the flap and looked back at her, the same endearing lock of hair he’d pushed back earlier brushing the top of his glasses.

“I’m not embarrassed. I’m flattered...and glad I’m not the only one feeling an odd sense of familiarity with someone I just met,” she told him quietly and his eyes widened as he understood her meaning, “I’d really like for you to show me around. If you have the time.”

He studied her for a moment before nodding slowly and Willow could see a hint of his normal composure returning now that he knew she was experiencing the same feeling of connection.

“Where do you want to start?”

“I’d love to see the areas you’ve been working on so far and what you’ve found” she suggested and he nodded.

“That can be arranged.”

They smiled at each other, each of them feeling a peculiar sense of comfortableness and a lightness that usually only came from being with old, beloved friends. Willow knew why she was feeling the way she was, but Daniel had no frame of reference for it beyond an immediate sense of attraction.

Collecting himself, he brushed open the flap and then stopped abruptly when he found Merrilee waiting on the other side, curiosity lighting her face.

“Is she ready for the tour? I thought I’d take her to see the part of town we’ve uncovered so far” she burst out excitedly, peering around her father to grin at Willow, “it’s really cool!”

Glancing ruefully back at Willow, he ducked out and then held the flap for her as she exited. “I guess we have a tag-along if you don’t mind?”

“I’d love it. I have a feeling Merrilee knows everything that goes on around here” Willow guessed and the young girl couldn’t dim her grin as she shrugged.

“I do.”

Daniel laughed and pulled her under one arm as they began to walk toward the path leading into the jungle. “I won’t even bother disputing what I know to be the truth. She could run this expedition single-handedly.”

“Have you ever been on an expedition Ms. Bellator?” Merrilee asked curiously and Willow nodded, sweeping the area and those around the camp with an assessing eye she was never without. She’d avoided serious injury and a bout with temporary death more times than she could count by being ever vigilant.

“Several.”

“Oh? What were you looking for?”

Father and daughter both looked at her curiously and she smiled at the obvious family resemblance, not only in physical looks but in the keen intelligence shining out of their eyes.

“Let’s see...the fallen city of Palmea off the coast of Almeria. The entire city collapsed into the ocean after an earthquake and a tsunami hit.  In Zairen we found the Eye of Cassia. It’s an enormous, very rare sapphire that once belonged to an ancient queen and is said to be cursed with a mind of its own” she added with a wiggle of her eyebrows, making Merrilee laugh.

“Curses aren’t real! And gemstones definitely don’t think.”

“Maybe not, but some very odd things happened to the owners of that sapphire. The last one took it into the highest lake deep in the mountains of Zairen and threw it in. It was found two hundred years later in the forest next to the lake. Now, how do you suppose a gemstone washed up from the very bottom of the deepest lake in the west and made its way into the trees?”

Frowning, Merrilee gave it some thought while Willow cast an amused look Daniel’s way only to find him considering the question as well. Laughing, she shook her head and paused at a small sign with an arrow pointing to a path that led off of the main one.

“This way?” she questioned and he nodded.

They walked on, brushing foliage aside when it blocked their path until they opened up onto a small area with several squares of ground cordoned off with rope. Four people were carefully brushing dirt aside in a small grid while a fifth was examining a tray of dirt particles on a camp table set up on the side.

“This was the first place we found anything relating to Adarr,” Daniel informed her, referring to the lost city he was attempting to locate deep on Mount Avanea, “it was a water jug with distinctive markings. So far we’ve discovered several artifacts that point to this being a possible home site.”

Glancing around the thick jungle foliage surrounding them, she tilted her head curiously. “Interesting. Why did you look here? It seems...remote.”

“Research. Maps. And Cam,” he answered, peering with interest at what the interns were doing, “he’s created scanning and mapping tools that make identifying areas of interest underground and through the canopy easier. I research where the probable placement of something might be and he uses his tech wizardry to see if I’m right.”

“And have you
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