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      I cradled the broken, lifeless body in my lap while I stared into the darkness outside the car window. In the early morning hours, we sped away from the Coven headquarters, and the battle that had left my heart battered and bruised.

      A sweet, innocent babe was dead because of a filthy witch. I had failed my mother’s house. Her family would not have a hatchling in the human realm to preserve her lineage. My mission had been one of hope and promise, yet I had only discovered pain and ruin.

      I tightened my grip on the jagged shell pieces digging into my palms, and my thumb brushed against the icy body within. A shudder skittered up my arm.

      “Where do you need to go to perform the ceremony?” Micah asked, peeking into the rearview mirror at where I sat next to Violet.

      The battle with the witches still plagued me, but I considered his question. I had a duty to perform for the unborn dragon. Warm sands like those in Baskara were not available. Nowhere I had seen in the Portland area reminded me of home. I feared it was too cold and wet here to usher my kinsman through their ascension.

      “Somewhere dry with open skies. Is there such a place near here?”

      Violet rubbed my arm and glanced hopefully at Micah’s reflection, waiting for his reply.

      After a few seconds of silence, he responded. “I think I know somewhere out of the way that will work—which is also what you need, correct?”

      I let out a deep exhale, thankful for his understanding. “Yes, somewhere I can build a pyre.”

      Micah nodded without further conversation.

      Minutes later, he made a series of turns that ended on a pebble-strewn road. The car’s headlights burned brightly against the backdrop of tall pines as we trundled past. When Micah stopped in front of a closed gate, the lights illuminated a sign for a state park.  

      Micah twisted in his seat to stare at me. “Can you use that heat of yours to break a lock?”

      I huffed at the insinuation that I could not. Except, he had a right to doubt me after my failure to retrieve the egg unharmed. I glanced out the windshield.

      The amount of grief and anger and disappointment that flowed through me could crumble mountains. A piddly chain should not take more than two seconds to dispatch. But indecision over where to place the limp body and all the shell pieces so I could get out of the car stopped me.

      “I can hold it.” Violet rested her hand softly on my forearm. I did not even care if she had invaded my mind to answer my unspoken thoughts.

      A lump of coal lodged in my throat, slagging my speech. I gently shifted the hatchling into her lap without a word.

      Chilly air slapped against my skin upon my exit from the car. I rolled my neck; the movement a respite from the cramped quarters of the backseat. After a few seconds to inhale the clean forest scent, I strode for the gate.

      Heat was unnecessary. The ridiculous farce of security broke between my hands with ease. A simple push sent the meal bar blocking our path, swinging open with a bouncing groan.  

      “Close it behind us, so if someone passes by, they won’t interrupt,” Micah called from his window.

      The threat seemed unlikely, but I stepped back and let the car edge by. After replacing the gate into a closed position, I ducked back into my seat. Instead of retrieving the broken shell, I stared into the darkness to gather my nerve for what came next.

      Moments later, we rolled to a stop in a flattened area among the trees. I crawled out of the vehicle and met Violet on the other side to take the hatchling from her. Without the car’s headlights, the stars sparkled overhead like a jeweled tapestry woven with celestial lanterns. From my experience in the city, I would not have believed such a spectacular view existed in this realm.

      I turned to Micah and met his gaze. “This is perfect, thank you.”

      “What do you need?” Violet let her fingers trail over my arm.

      I understood that she meant the gesture as a show of kindness and support, but my nerves prickled at her touch. Fire surged through my veins, clouding my mind from the reason we were there.

      A deep line etched its way across Violet’s forehead before she removed her touch. I could not discuss the impact she had on me, not with everything else I had to do right then. It would have to wait.

      As I maneuvered around her, my night vision allowed me to scan the area. A small rock circle sat in a clearing next to a trestle table with benches attached. The place would work well for the ceremony once I built the platform.

      “This is my responsibility.” I glanced over my shoulder to where the other two stood in silence.

      “Does that mean you don’t want our help, or you don’t believe we can help?”

      I did not miss the offended tone in Micah’s words. He’d proven himself a warrior in our battle at the office complex.

      “I can see the surroundings, but I presume that you cannot.” I did my best to keep the growl out of my voice, but judging from the way Violet’s eyebrows rose, I had not succeeded.

      Micah smirked and moved around to the back of his car. He lifted a hatch and leaned inside a compartment. When he straightened again, he clicked on a fireless torch-like device. “We’ll be fine. Violet and I will search for dry wood, while you do what you need to.”

      “I will need some branches at least an inch thick . . . a lot of them, and as dry as possible.”

      Their task would allow me a moment alone, which I needed.

      Violet made a noise that crossed between frustration and amusement, but followed Micah into the trees on the opposite side of the car.

      I blew out a heavy exhale. After a moment to keep myself from combusting due to all the boiling negativity still coursing through my veins after the fight, I scanned the area.

      The circle of rocks I had seen earlier was the perfect size to fit the hatchling body. To build the pyre, I needed to arrange the baby on the ground. Its scales were a dull gray, having lost all their luster. Its tail sprawled out of the half-shell I carried it in, so out of respect, I settled the rest of the empty shell pieces without disturbing the tiny limb.

      I glanced over my shoulder to be sure that Violet and Micah were not within earshot. I needed to voice my sorrow to my kin, my cousin, privately. The only funeral prayer I knew was for a Baskaran fallen soldier. This was personal. It was my fault. But it would have to do.

      “The pain of your death surrounds me, and I will carry my guilt over your loss for all my days. Your flames will never glow in the night sky because I failed you, and now your house will suffer for my shame. Add your signal fire, small as it may be, to light the way for those who will fly to Zeru after you. I pledge myself to House Zimurra in your place.”

      Snapping brush from behind me indicated the others were returning, so I bowed and touched my fist to my heart, ending my prayer.

      The night was dry, and it had not rained for the last two days, making it easier to collect downed branches. I had also gathered some dried pine needles to lay under the platform I built. 

      “Do you have enough?” Violet knelt near me and spoke in a hushed voice.

      I could not meet her eyes for fear she would crack the slim margin of resolve that held me together.

      “I do. If you can strip the green away, that would help.”

      “Here, Vi, take my pocket knife. I’ve got another one in the car,” Micah offered.

      I darted a glance at Violet.

      She flashed me a tight, wincing grin as she replied, “It’s alright, I have a dagger.”

      I asked her to hold onto my weapon during the drive, when I did not want it near the hatchling.

      It was appropriate that she use it on the wood for the pyre, since it was the weapon I supplied to the witch, Linda, who then stabbed it through the small body now laying on the ground. In response, my rage had killed her and her husband.

      An act I did not regret, especially as I finished laying branches in a rectangle, cut to fit inside the stone circle. Two long sides, then two short alternated in a pattern so air could circulate and build the fire into a worthy blaze to send the little one into the afterlife.

      Once I had the correct base height, I completed the platform with smaller branches laying side by side. It needed to be robust enough to hold the body and shell until the life essence had ridden away within the smoke.

      “Violet, may I have my dagger?”

      Her brows pinched in confusion, but she held out the weapon.

      I carved the Draessonian words adimen, materia, and arimak on the end of three branches; the equivalent to ‘mind,’ ‘body,’ and ‘soul’ in human speech. I then added my name to a fourth, and rested one at an angle against each side of the pyre. When I finished, I leaned back and sat heavy on my heels.

      The only thing left to do was arrange the body, then say the phrases that would guide the hatchling to those who had crossed the veil into Zeru before it.

      Both Violet and Micah stood behind me, waiting. It was time.

      I slipped my hands under the half-shell, and laid the body in the center, making sure the structure held before I let go. It was the first pyre I ever built by myself, and the only one I had ever seen for a babe.

      I arranged the rest of the shell fragments in the remaining space, then found a stick with a diameter the size of my smallest finger, and twisted to face the others.

      “Step back a couple paces. Please. I need to light this.” The words scraped from my throat like glass.

      Neither said anything, but scooted further away.

      I began the ceremony.

       

      
        
        “From embers to ash,

        “Of fire you were born, to fire you return.

        “Follow the guardian sparks of those who . . . of me . . . who offer my essence.”

      

      

      

      The ache pressed heavy on my chest, and silence bathed my senses until I steadied myself.

      
        
        “Let it surround and guide you to the valley of our ancestors. Add your flames to the night sky for all to remember the life you gave. May you pass through the gates of Zeru without fear, and step into the cauldron of rebirth. You have served well. Though your fire extinguishes, your memory burns bright.

        Until we soar as one.”

      

      

      

      In Baskara, the King’s Guard would surround the pyre, and once the words were complete, they would breathe controlled flame to light the blaze from all directions. After which, they would take to the skies and fly through all of Draessonia uttering screeches of mourning.

      Those who added their names on the leaning boughs would wait the longest, watching the flames in respect as their symbolic gesture carried away a sliver of their own essence to guide their beloved.

      Since I could not trust my emotional control if I shifted, I grabbed a thin branch off the ground, closed my eyes, and rolled the end of the stick between my palms, allowing my heat to build until the wood combusted.

      Violet gasped when the flame burst into view. It was the only sound to penetrate our surroundings until after the fire crackled and bit into the dry branch.

      I stuck the burning torch through the structure to ignite the pine needles. When the flames grew high enough, I rose to my feet.

      Tears rolled down my cheeks while resolve steeled my core. I would finish this mission. No more houses would lose their chance of survival—no matter what.
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      I stared at the door, barely believing this might be the last time I returned to my apartment.

      After we found caretakers for the eggs, and Rone trained them, he would return to Draessonia. He’d fly away to a whole different world.

      This was supposed to be a temporary job. But I didn’t believe that anymore. After the battle at the coven’s headquarters last night, and the funeral I’d witnessed little more than an hour earlier, my life had totally changed.

      I’d already called my employers and left a message with each of them, letting them know that I wouldn’t be coming in that week, which meant my positions might not be there when I came back.

      Truthfully, I barely cared. Even if I did return to this city, this studio apartment, it wouldn’t be for long. I’d find a new home, a place to muse over what had happened to me, and dive deeper into discovering my heritage.

      I hoped that Rone would still help me with that—although, after the funeral I wasn’t about to bring it up. I wanted to know where we stood and learn more about my ancestry, but he needed time to grieve.

      His wounds ran deep, rippled across his skin with every movement he took. Even if I were blind, I’d recognize his pain. His resonance had shifted slightly, too. Usually, it was a comfortable hum in my mind and a warm blanket on my skin, but now it burned hotter. I assumed anger fueled the blaze that clung to the dragon prince.

      We needed to get moving, so I nestled the key into the lock and turned it. Taking one last breath, I pushed open the door.

      The small, shabby space that I called home leapt out at me like I was looking into another person’s life. These past few days had changed me so much that I no longer identified as the Violet Ayers who would live here. I’d become . . . something more.

      Something I didn’t understand yet.

      I inhaled deeply, immediately wrinkling my nose. Ick.

      Now I was even more glad I’d insisted on coming up alone. No one, particularly a dragon, could miss the stench of something rotting in the trash. I made a memo to myself to take that out as I left, and then began gathering my things.

      First, I found the plain black insulated bag I used to carry around food when I worked doubles. I shoved a threadbare towel inside the tote for extra padding and insulation, and grabbed two others for Rone to use as insulation in his murse.

      Because we’d have a lengthy flight, compounded with potential hours of driving and waiting for our departure, we planned on nestling two dragon eggs each inside the bags during travel. For added protection, the grapefruit-sized eggs would be wrapped in the towels. Rone would alternate two eggs close to his body, tucked under his shirt whenever possible, to elongate the time they stayed hot.

      I pulled another bag from my closet, a black duffel, and began tossing clothes into it. It was about three-quarters full when I stopped; I needed to leave a little room for Rone’s possessions, most of which were clothes and a single dagger.

      Just a couple more things, I thought, turning to my small dresser.

      On top of the wobbly Ikea dresser was one of the few beautiful items in my apartment: a dark mahogany jewelry box. Inside, the antique white-gold key with a sapphire embedded in one of the key’s teeth was in a position of prominence, just as it should be. It was from my father and remained the sole family heirloom I’d inherited.

      I gripped the metal, remembering the day Dad gave it to me like it was yesterday. We’d been walking on the coast when he’d pulled it out of his pocket. According to him, my paternal grandmother had worn the key every day of her life. The moment Dad clasped the necklace around my neck I’d been so happy, so proud.

      I’d worn the key for years, even after he died. I only stopped when Mom got put in the assisted living home. After that, the heirloom was a painful memory of my Dad, one I couldn’t deal with because I was grieving the loss of Mom’s cognition. But now, I found that leaving Portland without it was impossible. Wrong.

      I didn’t want to risk losing it in the airport, so for the first time in years I clasped the key around my neck. I glanced in the small mirror, gripping the heirloom tight with one hand. The woman in the mirror seemed like a stranger, but I didn’t have time to dwell on who she was right then, so I simply moved on to the other item I wanted to take with me.

      This piece wasn’t very valuable either, just a cuff bracelet, silver lined with turquoise stones on the outside. Still, no matter its value to others, I loved it. And seeing as I wasn’t sure I’d be visiting Mom for a few days, I wanted something to remind me of her.

      I slipped the bracelet on, noticing how well it covered the scar Linda had burned into my skin. Ready, I loaded up my travel bags and went to grab the reeking trash.

      ***

      Almost an hour later Micah drove into the parking garage at Portland International Airport. I clutched the insulated bag holding two of the dragon eggs against my chest. Fresh from Rone’s oven, they were still hot. I hoped we wouldn’t run into complications, and they’d stay that way.

      Micah pulled into a parking spot, killed the engine, and pulled his phone from his center console.

      “Even though I’m going inside with you, we don’t want anyone seeing you take something from another person and then boarding a flight. Particularly a phone. It might trigger questions.”

      Micah handed me his personal phone. “I’ve wiped all the unnecessary apps, but you can download whatever you want. I’ll post on social media, telling people that I’ve lost my phone and changed my number, so hopefully you won’t get any calls or text messages. The moment I get a new one, I’ll text you the number.” He eyed me sidelong. “You know how to text, right?”

      I rolled my eyes.

      “I’m not a Luddite. I can’t afford a phone, but I can use one.” I slipped it into my carry-on so it rested on the towel swathing the eggs. “Thank you.”

      “Thank the dragon back there. He gave me a wad of cash for an upgrade.” Micah’s lips quirked up briefly before a mask of worry slipped over his face yet again.

      “Hey, if I’ve already contacted you when you land, text me back to let me know that you made it, okay? I want to stay informed.”

      I stared at him. We were friends, kind of. Really, I thought of us more as acquaintances—two people who cared for the same person and got along pretty well. Aside from these last few days, we’d never hung out. We’d never even spoken outside of Mom’s assisted living facility.

      “I know I’ve never asked you something like that before.”

      He looked down at his hands, probably feeling as awkward as I was. “But you might not be back in time for Friday. I’ll have to tell your mom something, and I don’t want to upset her if I don’t have to.”

      “Of course,” I said, already anxious over that scenario.

      I would feel terrible if I missed my weekly date with Mom. “But I’ll make it a priority to be back by then.”

      “I will do everything in my power to see that Violet does not miss her time with her mother,” Rone, who had been quiet all morning, spoke up from the back seat. “Family is the most important thing.”

      “Thanks, man.” Micah paused for a moment. “I debated whether to say this, but something has shifted, Vi.” His brown eyes bored into mine, more serious than I’d ever seen him. “Not necessarily between us, although that has happened, too.

      “We know each other’s secrets now, and I feel like we’re on the precipice of change.” A heartbeat of silence passed. “Change can be dangerous, so even though you’re seeking a safe place, stay alert. I’ll worry about you guys the whole time.”

      I blinked, surprised that Micah and I seemed to be on the same wavelength. I too felt like the world around me would never be the same.

      In the backseat, Rone scooted forward.

      “I am forever grateful for your assistance, mage. If by some chance you find your way to Draessonia, I will welcome you with open arms. My mentor and friend Mage Virhan could teach you much, I am sure.”

      “Good to know I have a place to disappear to if I need one.” Micah replied, his tone warm and genuine. “But, uh, we should get moving.”

      Twisting in my seat, I caught deep cabernet eyes. “Got everything?”

      “I am prepared.” He lifted his murse, in which he’d packed the other two eggs tight with the towels.

      I snickered at his formality. “Now might be a good time to start trying to relax the way you speak a little. If we’re going to get through security with dragon eggs and try to make it seem normal, you should practice using contractions.”

      His forehead creased like he’d bitten into a lemon. “Contractions?”

      “Yeah, like can’t instead of cannot. Or ‘don’t you see’ instead of ‘do you not see.’” I couldn’t help pulling in my chin and speaking like a stuffy old man as I explained.

      Rone stared over my head, nodding absently. “I will strive to practice that usage.”

      “Good. I’ll be happy to hear it.” I squeezed his arm playfully. “Okay, let’s go then.”

      I opened the door, and we walked into the airport. Micah pointed out the airline that had the next flight to Phoenix. Thankfully, there wasn’t a line.

      “Go check if any of them are supes,” he said. “If they aren’t, then give me the signal. I’ll get closer so I can manipulate a human’s mind.”

      I chewed on my bottom lip. Rone didn’t have a proper ID, so Micah or I would have to use our mind powers to get the dragon prince a ticket. We’d also have to manipulate the TSA if we were going to get past their screenings with the eggs. Of course, the eggs weren’t weapons, but they were unusual and could get us stopped.

      If the people at those checkpoints were supernaturals, I could handle them. But if they were humans, I was screwed. Micah was on standby in case we needed him.

      “Even if they are supernatural, I don’t mind doing this,” Micah pressed. “Your powers of command are so new, it would be easy to alert them that something is up.”

      I shook my head. “If they’re supernatural I think I can do it. I was in distress when I did it last time.”

      “Okay, but if there’s any trouble . . .” He trailed off when Rone growled low in his throat.

      No one wanted to think about that possibility. Rone wouldn’t handle confrontation well, not after losing one of his kin.

      “That won’t happen,” I assured him, even as a pit formed in my stomach. “Let’s go.”

      Rone and I approached the ticket counter. As we did so I listened carefully, and caught the voice of a supernatural in my head.

      “There’s at least one.”

      “Which?” Rone’s eyes took in the three ticketing agents.

      I scanned the ticket counter and deduced that the voice was coming from a woman. However, this time the prickly sensation that witches gave off wasn’t just in my head, like before, but crawling along on my skin. I suspected that if I could sense her resonance in other parts of my body now, my powers were growing.

      “Bleach blonde dyed hair. She seems to be looking something up and not paying attention. I’ll make sure she calls us over.”

      It was a tall order. One of the other guys was eyeing us, but our getting on the flight depended on Rone being able to bypass the ID requirements.

      Help the customers coming up, I commanded the woman.

      I’ll be damned if her head didn’t snap up from whatever she’d been reading.

      “I can help you over here.” Her eyes locked on me as she waved us over.

      We stepped up to the counter.

      “Hi.” I put on my brightest smile. “We need two tickets to Phoenix, please.”

      “Let me see what we have.” The agent, whose name tag read Doreen, began typing on the keyboard. A moment later, her thin lips curled up in a smile.

      “It’s your lucky day. We have two seats on the next flight. They⁠—”

      “Perfect,” I said, cutting her off. What unbelievable luck. “We’ll take them.”

      “Wonderful, however, first I should inform you that there are no economy seats left. The ones I found are first-class. If that’s not an option, I can always get you out on the evening flight. But on that flight, you’d be seated separately.”

      “We must sit together,” Rone snapped.

      “We’ll take the first-class,” I added, much more softly. “Do you have your wallet, honey?”

      Even though we’d discussed the playacting beforehand, using the term of endearment made me squirm on the inside. It reminded me that I’d grown closer to Rone than I had to anyone else in years. I’d admitted things to him that, besides my mom, I hadn’t uttered to another soul. I’d put myself in the line of battle for him and his cause. Jealousy had ravaged me when another woman tried to flirt with him, despite me having no real claim to the guy.

      Although we hadn’t talked about it, there was something brewing between us. A connection more than just a physical attraction to the hunky dragon prince. After all, I’d freaking kissed him. Possessively. If I just thought he was hot I could have controlled myself. I’d done that hundreds of times.

      But when Jadis had been flirting with him, I was unable to stop my reaction; my gut insisted that he was mine and that the witch needed to back off. I glanced at him as he reached for his wallet, stoney-faced.

      Clearly, right now wasn’t the time to bring up the question of what was going on between us. Although I wished he’d make it easier to discern what he was thinking.

      Given my talent for mind-reading, the irony wasn’t lost on me that I didn’t know what was happening in his head, but I clung to the belief that people deserved their privacy. Just because I could get quick answers didn’t mean I should.

      Rone pulled out the Star Wars wallet that Micah had given him, snapping me back to the moment. I barely refrained from laughing at the sight of it. The wallet was so not Rone’s style, but at least it was inconspicuous compared to the wad of bills he had been toting around for days.

      “How much for the first-class tickets?” he asked.

      The attendant looked at the screen. “You’re getting quite a deal. Seeing as it’s so last minute, we can get you both on the flight for thirteen hundred dollars with taxes and fees added.”

      She beamed as if she was doing us a real service.   

      I smiled too, but inside, I was dying. Thirteen hundred dollars for two tickets? The flight was only two and a half hours! My mouth dried up at the realization that accounted for a month’s rent.

      “We’ll take it,” I tried to sound nonchalant.

      “In that case, identification please.”

      I steadied myself, preparing for the next bit of mind magic I’d have to perform.

      I handed over my driver’s license first. She went about creating a ticket and handed it back to me.

      Then, Doreen looked at Rone expectantly.

      “Sir, identification please?” she asked when he didn’t hand over his card right away.

      My heart thundered as he passed her Micah’s old driver permit.

      For a second she stared at it, her eyebrows pinched in the middle. But before a single question passed her lips I infiltrated her head and told her what to do.

      And somehow, as easy as you please, it worked.

      Doreen followed my instructions, and typed in exactly what I told her to. To my great relief, three minutes later, Rone had a ticket in his hand. We handed over our duffel full of clothes, and walked toward security.

      Holy crapoli, I was sweating up a storm. Micah caught my eye, and I gave him a tight nod. “We passed the first hurdle. Two more checkpoints to go.”

      I twisted slightly to glance at Rone.

      “Now remember, don’t say anything aggressive or commanding to the TSA. Micah told me they can be picky and serious. They won’t respond well to that, and I do not need you getting detained.”

      Just the idea made my stomach tighten with fear.

      Micah walked a few paces in front of us, and as planned, the moment we stepped into the security line he spoke to me, mind-to-mind.

      The people checking tickets are all human, but don’t worry, I’ll control any of them. Just choose a line and act natural. When you get to the x-ray machines, there’s a supernatural. The young guy. You got that?

      My mouth dried up. I trusted Micah, but it was scary yielding control to someone else. However, as all the agents performing a final check of our IDs were human, I had no choice but to hand over the reins.

      Vi?

      I got the supe, I replied.

      “Micah has us covered for the first interaction,” I whispered to Rone.

      He stiffened.

      “Once we get through, go to the young guy manning the machine on the far left.”

      “Understood,” Rone said, and we fell into silence, the anxiety thick between us.

      The line for security moved quickly, and in no time at all an agent called us over.

      “ID and ticket.”

      I handed both my driver license and the ticket to an elderly man, trying my best to make sure that my hand didn’t shake.

      The agent peered over the top of thick glasses to examine the documents, marked the ticket up with a highlighter, and returned it. “There you go. Your ticket, sir?”

      I waited, butterflies swarming my stomach as Rone passed over his ticket and the permit that showed a teenager with dusky skin, dark eyes, and a shaved head; not the dragon prince standing next to me.

      Before the agent even looked at the card, he blinked strangely, as if pulled out of a trance, and his eyes met mine.

      “You can go through, Miss.”

      “I—” I darted a glance back to Micah, and gaped.

      He was just picking himself up off the ground. A group of men sprinted in the opposite direction, clearly worried that they’d be late.

      Sorry! Those jerks ran into me, and I lost control, Micah spoke inside my head. I’m going back in, stall for a moment. I got you, Vi.

      Blood thrummed in my ears as I twisted back around and gripped Rone’s hand, trying my best to act natural despite the fact that I was sweating like a pig.

      “It’s my first time doing all this. If you don’t mind, I’ll wait until my boyfriend is done? I’m just so nervous.”

      It wasn’t a total lie. I was freaking nervous.

      The agent smiled kindly.

      “Oh, course. You know, flying is safer than driving. You’ll be fine, especially with this strapping guy at your side. Now, let’s see . . .”

      His eyes dropped to the ticket and then to the ID. His gray eyebrows furrowed for a moment, and my heart dropped.

      And then, blessedly, the agent’s face muscles slackened.

      The tension in my chest uncoiled. Micah was back in charge.

      Like a puppet, the agent nodded, marked up Rone’s ticket, and handed both items back. “Have a good flight, you two.”

      “Thanks.”

      I swerved to the far left, toward the supernatural running the x-ray, and inhaled deeply.

      Now for the hardest part. My part. Getting the eggs through security.
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      I maneuvered Rone over to the young man’s security station and gestured toward the belt. “Put your murse there.”

      “Is this necessary?” he asked through gritted teeth.

      I refrained from sighing. We’d been over this in the car. I knew separating from his bag would be a source of contention with him, but there was no getting around it. I could mind-control the supernatural working the x-ray machine, but if anyone else noticed Rone going through the body scanners with the bag, we’d be stopped. I didn’t think I had it in me to control more than one person, let alone however many TSA agents there were milling around.

      “Yes. It’s necessary,” I said calmly. “But I promise, no one will touch the eggs except us.”

      Rone’s nostrils flared when the person directly behind him put their bag too close to his.

      “That’s protocol. Everything will be okay,” I assured him, and to remind him of the plan, I tapped my temple. “I’ll take care of it.”

      A lengthy breath left the dragon prince, the heat of it washing over me. It was disconcerting to think that any moment, Rone might breathe fire or something crazy like that.

      “Follow me.”

      We walked the bags down the belt and watched as they disappeared into the machine. I was content to stand at the mouth of the machine, but a security guard waved me toward the body scanner. A lump rose in my throat when the agent told me to face away from the baggage x-ray. I would have to do this without my vision to aid me. That would make my task more difficult, but not impossible—I hoped.

      I stepped into the scanner and raised my arms, all the while searching for the supernatural behind me. He was surprisingly easy to find, his energy prickly like I expected with witches but much weaker than Linda’s resonance. He thought about toothbrushes and other items in people’s bags, then I heard him exclaim his surprise at what appeared to be a massive egg.

      I latched on and took control of his thoughts.

      You won’t see anything unusual in that bag. They’re soccer balls.

      That’s weird . . . The guy’s tone was curious. Why are these people traveling with soccer balls? They don’t look like a team.

      They’re gifts, I invented.

      Guess they’re a gift? he said as if he’d come up with it. Whatever.

      He moved on, and I breathed an enormous sigh of relief. When a second later, the guy examined Rone’s bag, I did the same thing.

      “Step out, miss,” another security guard instructed. “Then wait here.”

      He gestured to a mat, and I did as he said, twisting my neck toward the x-ray machine. My bag emerged and Rone’s followed.

      “You’re clear.” A female agent waved me on.

      “Thanks,” I said, and walked toward our bags.

      We’d done it. My shoulders fell from where they’d hitched up near my ears. Now we just needed to get on the plane and⁠—

      “Unhand me!”

      I stiffened and turned to find Rone standing on the exit mat outside the machine. A guard was about to pat down his pocket, and the prince was not having it.

      “Sir, you have something in your pocket. I need to check that it’s not dangerous.”

      Rone cut a glance at me. I gave an encouraging nod, hoping he’d comply.

      “Let me show it to you,” he said.

      The TSA agent shook his head.

      “I have to pat it down first. Like I said, to make sure it isn’t anything dangerous. That’s protocol.”

      A vessel bulged in the dragon prince’s neck, and his skin grew redder. I just knew that when Rone opened his mouth a firm denial of the officer’s wishes would pop out. That would create a problem.

      My stomach twisted as the only possible solution hit me. Without taking a moment to talk myself out of it, I took over Rone’s mind.

      Just as I’d thought, he had been about to argue fiercely. Instead, under my influence, he dropped his hands and nodded submissively.

      The guard looked surprised by the turn of events. Carefully, probably expecting another backlash, he patted down Rone’s pocket.

      “Feels like a big guitar pick. Not a blade. Now can I see it?”

      Let him see it, I told Rone.

      Rone brought the dragon scale out of his pocket. It was supposed to allow him to locate dragonbloods and contact Mage Virhan, but it hadn’t done anything of the sort yet. He showed it to the TSA agent.

      The guy looked, understandably, confused by the item. However, as it was not a weapon, he stepped back so Rone could pass. “Thank you, sir. You may go.”

      Come over here, I thought, wanting to make sure Rone got past the guy before I released my control.

      He strode my way. When he stood right in front of me, I allowed my power to dissipate and handed him his bag.

      “That was close,” I said. “But we got through.”

      Rone stared down at me, his eyes hard and narrow.

      My gut churned. I hadn’t thought through the impact of my actions—I’d only been interested in getting Rone through the security gate without incident. But as intense heat rolled off his body I realized how unwelcome my mind manipulation had been.

      I closed my eyes, chastising myself. Of course it was unwelcome. What had I been thinking?!

      I’d spent years trying not to invade other’s minds because I thought it was rude and now I’d just controlled Rone. Who wanted their mind tampered with?

      I was about to say something else when someone jostled me to retrieve their bags. We needed to get out of the way.

      “We need to talk, but not here,” I said. “Let’s move.”

      I led him away from security, through the crowded airport. After a few minutes we found an empty gate to settle in. Positioning us in the corner, I set the insulated bag on the ground and looked Rone in the eyes.

      “I’m sorry. I knew you didn’t want him to touch you, but they have to. It’s their job to keep flights safe. If you refused them, they would’ve been able to stop us. Then who knows what would have happened?”

      Rone’s eyes were burning with fury but he didn’t respond.

      I chewed on my lower lip. “I didn’t even think before I did it. I’m so sorry. It won’t happen again.”

      A growl emitted from the prince’s throat. “How would you like it if someone took over your mind, controlled you?”

      I gulped. “I wouldn’t like it.”

      My eyes flashed away from him for a moment. His gaze was so intense that a dozen emotions began churning violently within me.

      “Do you at least understand why I did it?”

      Rone was silent for a moment, and my heart rate doubled. “I do, but do not—don’t—do it again. Swear it.”

      “I promise, it won’t happen again.”

      We fell into silence and remained that way for at least half an hour. When I realized we should go to our actual gate and wait, I suggested that to Rone. He didn’t speak to me as we walked through the airport. Upon arriving at our gate we discovered there were already many people waiting. Still, we managed to find two seats together.

      The time before departure passed slowly and quickly. More than anything I wanted to get on the plane and to Phoenix but I also didn’t want to rush my experience. As I’d never been in an airport before, only seen them in films, the experience of watching the comings and goings of travelers enthralled me. Occasionally, I caught snippets of supernaturals, most of them excited about their vacation.

      When someone considered how hungry they were and began planning their exciting food tour around Portland, my stomach gave a huge growl. I was starving..

      When did we last eat? In prison yesterday? I shook my head. How could it have been only yesterday that Rone and I had been locked up? How was it possible that I’d known Rone for only a couple days?

      Life was so crazy sometimes.

      “Hey,” I turned to him. “I’m going to go get something to eat. Do you want anything? There’s a great Jewish deli that we passed on the way out of security.”

      Rone arched his eyebrows. “Do they have sandwiches with meat? And hot sauce?”

      “I’m sure they do.”

      “Good. And no vegetables. Especially lettuce. I hate that stuff.” He made a face, lightening the tension lines in his handsome visage.

      “But veggies are so good for you,” the teasing tone slipped from my lips. “They will make you big and strong.”

      “Not for a dragon. We require meat and the occasional carbohydrate.”

      “Duly noted.” I gestured to the bag. “You okay if I leave my bag here? The eggs are heavy and the straps dig into my shoulder.”

      He scooted the insulated bag closer to him in answer.

      “Be back soon.”

      I made my way back toward the deli. The line stretched down the terminal, so I hopped in it first to place my order. Once that was done, I went to the coffee shop right next door while I waited for the sandwiches to be made.

      I was holding a steaming hot Americano with a splash of cream and hazelnut syrup in my hands, when a voice trickled through my mind and made my blood freeze.

      The dragon . . . have to warn . . .

      I gasped and whirled around to face the wider airport hallway, nearly spilling coffee on myself in the process. So many people milled around. Hundreds. My heart thundered and the urge to bolt came over me, but at that moment the deli worker called my name.

      Hastily, I grabbed the sandwiches and made my way back to the gate. I plopped down in my seat, handed Rone his sandwich, and leaned in close.

      “I overheard someone at the deli. They were thinking about a dragon.”

      His eyes snapped up from the pastrami sandwich to meet mine. “Where?”

      “Not too far. Right by where we entered security. But they could be anywhere by now.” My gaze shifted from side to side. “Have you smelled anyone supernatural?”

      Rone tilted his head up and began sniffing the air. After a few moments he shook his head. “No. Although I’ll admit, the press of bodies makes it difficult to tease out individual scents.”

      “We’ll have to be alert, see if they’re on our flight.”

      “And if they aren’t, we must assume that they have contacted the Komisio,” Rone said rightly.

      “That’s what I thought too.” I took another sip of my coffee, because holy heck I needed it, and released a groan. “This sucks. If they’ve already found us, then all they need to do is watch us get on the plane and they’ll know where we’re going.”

      “You said Phoenix is a large city?”

      “Really big.”

      Rone mulled that over.

      “Then there’s hope. I’m only one dragon. There will be no passing between realms and I won’t use my magic to shift, so witches won’t sense me.”

      “What about the vampires? Don’t they have a great sense of smell?”

      “Not as good as shifters. If someone wanted to find us, they would use wolves.”

      My anxiety spiked. “I’ll still keep alert and listen for anything fishy until our flight leaves.”

      Being on the lookout hadn’t been how I wanted to spend the next two hours. Honestly, I’d been hoping for a nap but until we boarded the plane there would be no rest for the weary. So I put my big girl pants on, sipped my coffee, and listened for supernaturals.

      I only breathed freely again an hour later when we boarded our flight.

      Because we were flying first class Rone and I were among the first people to get on the plane. Our position in the forward cabin was perfect. If someone was in the airport because of Rone it would make sense that they were on our flight. And if they were on our flight, they’d have to walk past us and see him.

      If they saw him, it was almost a certainty that they would think about him. Probably even call him a dragon. Then I’d know who we were dealing with.

      We settled into our seats, Rone clamping his murse to his chest, and me nestling the insulated bag between us so his body heat might keep the little eggs warm for as long as possible. As people filed in, I listened.

      Most were human, but half a dozen times I caught the inner dialogue of a supernatural. None of them were thinking about dragons and one, a young woman about my age, even looked right at Rone.

      Actually, she didn’t just look right at him. She fluttered her long, perfect, dark eyelashes at him.

      He was pretending to examine the safety paperwork so no one knew he was sniffing the air and didn’t even notice her—but I did.

      And like a possessive psycho, I placed my hand over his arm. A crackle of electricity rippled over my skin the moment I touched the dragon, but I ignored it, holding the girl’s eye.

      The flirty tart wrinkled her nose and moved on.

      Not a second later Rone turned to me.

      “Can I help you with something?”

      I sighed. He’d warmed up slightly since I’d mentioned someone knew he was here, but he was still obviously not okay.

      “No. Sorry.”

      More people filed in, and I resumed listening.

      The flight attendant had begun serving the first-class cabin and I’d asked for a cup of tea, when another person walked past. I caught the tiniest hint of his thoughts.

      I can take that dude. No real man carries a red purse.

      That put me on alert but once the flight attendant left, I wondered if it should. Rone was a big guy. And some men were competitive like that. Always looking for a fight. Still . . .

      “I need to see someone,” I said to Rone, who’d taken the aisle seat to better protect both bags of eggs.

      His eyes widened as I leaned over his enormous body.

      Trying not to touch him, I twisted. From my vantage all I could tell was that the supe had longish, blond hair, jeans, and wore a black t-shirt. I made a note to keep on the lookout for him.

      “What did you see?” Rone asked.

      “A dude,” I said, still not sure what to make of the man.

      At that moment, the flight attendant announced that the aircraft doors were closing in a couple of minutes. She requested that all bags be stowed under the seats in front of us for takeoff. Rone did so grudgingly and then watched the bag in front of him like a hawk.

      Takeoff was amazing, so unlike anything I’d experienced before—even riding on the back of a dragon. It was only once we were safely in the air that I could relax. For the next two-and-a-half hours no one would chase us or the eggs.

      I turned to Rone. “Do you want to nestle both bags around you to keep them as warm as possible?”

      “Yes,” he said, his tone tight from the stress of being separated from his bag by a few feet.

      I scooped up my insulated bag and brought the armrest up to burrow it between our bodies. Rone wrapped his arms around the murse.

      “There,” I said. “Now that they’re settled, we should sleep while we can.”

      Breathing a sigh of relief, Rone closed his eyes.

      I wound my hand through the insulated bag’s handles, and followed suit.
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      I woke minutes before we landed. The bright Arizona sunshine blasted through the small window, warming my skin and sending a shiver of excitement down my spine.

      Craning my neck, I watched our descent in awe. The city of Phoenix spread out before
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