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Chapter 1

When life gets tough, you’re left with two choices. Surrender to the pain...or become a pyromaniac. Fee chose the latter.

“Burn, baby, burn,” she chanted, fingers tingling with the force of fire magic exiting her skin. All around, dormant trees woke, stretched, sought her spark of life...then went up in flames as the superheated air ignited loose bark, crunchy lichen, and eventually even the sap-sodden Green itself.

Take that, suckers!

The beech was the first to go. Ghost leaves dangling from smooth gray twigs were perfect tinder for an incipient blaze. Not quite as satisfying as the pines up on the ridge, though, which seemed to thrive on fire, popping and spewing seeds of destruction in their wake. Still.... “Not bad,” she muttered as she spun, sending tendrils of fire licking up the hillside in her wake. “Not bad at all.”

“Focus, Bug.” As always, the male voice made Fee startle with combined fear and anticipation. Never mind that this time around the words emanated from the magic-infused cell phone at her hip rather than from a flesh-and-blood human. Never mind that Malachi—never Dad, never Father—was presently too far away to lash out with fists or fire.

Regardless, the partially healed burns dotting her pale skin ached with the pain of recent memories. The scars along her spine puckered at the mere sound of her father’s voice. And the joy of fire-starting abruptly vanished.

“Yes, sir,” she said, hating the way her voice quavered, hoping the distance between face and hip was sufficient to block out the intensity of her fear...and longing.

It wasn’t. Malachi’s voice was smug when he answered. “I know you’ll try your best, Bug. I just hope your best is good enough this time.”

And there was the familiar disappointment creeping into his tone. The disappointment that led to the rages, to the infernos of agony that built slowly until Fee blacked out and dreamed of self immolation. She tried so hard to evade her father’s displeasure...and yet, she never quite managed to sidestep in time.

Smoke whipped down out of the conflagration, teasing tears out of Fee’s eyes. Gritting her teeth, the fire mage smeared the liquid away with the back of one soot-covered hand then pushed the full force of her own frustration into the surrounding forest.

I’m just like my father, venting my rage on the weak, she realized as a standing snag exploded, splinters of flaming wood shooting off in every direction. Would she one day create a daughter of her own to terrorize? A daughter to turn into a certified firebug bent upon devastation?

“Not likely,” she murmured even as she obeyed Malachi’s instructions to the letter, pushing fire downwind and up the slope she’d turned to face. The Aerie lay just over that hill, close enough for dragons to smell smoke and come hunting the culprit. Close enough so she’d have no time to flee back to the hidden settlement of fire mages that Malachi ruled with an iron fist. 

But running away had never been in the cards. This was a suicide mission, and that concept Fee could fully get behind.

“What did you say?” demanded the voice at her hip.

It took Fee a moment to realize her father was responding to the muttered “Not likely” rather than to the thoughts that had been whirling through her mind. A moment during which she was unable to breathe...and not just because the wall of flames had superheated the surrounding air and threatened to blister the interior of her lungs.

“I was talking to the Green,” Fee prevaricated once she pulled equilibrium back around her like the quilt her mother had sewn six months before she died.

Okay, I won’t lie to myself. Before Malachi killed Mama for trying to escape.

The mere memory of Mama’s quilt gave Fee the spine she so often lacked in the presence of her ever-volatile father. So she elaborated on her fib even as she kicked at charred tangles of what had once been semi-sentient plants. “The vines are waking up,” she said. “They’re less dormant than we thought.”

And it was true that the Green did hunt every spark of electricity and fire magic it could get its grubby little tendrils on. During the Change twenty-nine years earlier, the Green had swallowed everything from cities to farms, sending the remnants of humanity scurrying to the few regions too dry, too wet, or too high for plants to survive. Fee hadn’t been alive back then, but she’d heard the stories.

So it wasn’t a stretch to believe the Green would now be fighting back against the destruction a lone fire mage could wreak. Despite the danger, though, Fee had worked fast and the plants had lacked time to transition from winter slumber to active retaliation.

Malachi hummed something that could have been complaint or possibly encouragement. Whatever it was, Fee could tell he didn’t quite believe her. Still, her father was too far away to know for sure whether she told the truth.

“They’re homing in on the electrical signature,” she said quickly, stepping closer to the flames in an effort to strengthen her resolve. It didn’t matter that soot clogged her nostrils and burned her eyes. She always felt stronger in the proximity of fire. “I’m gonna turn off the cell phone to give myself space to work. Don’t worry, though. I know what I’m doing.”

Not that Malachi ever worried. He wouldn’t worry now either, not even when she powered the device down without giving him time for a reply. Not even when she was the only pawn presently on the board in the face of an enemy so much more powerful than the Green itself.

Malachi wouldn’t worry because he knew that Fee would obey him without question. Minor rebellions like dropping his call were one thing. A major rebellion like taking advantage of this wall of flames and using the distraction to disappear into the wilderness? No daughter of Malachi’s would be so stupid as to try to evade his grasp. 

Fee tried to talk herself into proving her father wrong. Into walking away from this battle she’d been enrolled in since birth. She yearned to escape the father who manipulated her and hurt her and—she suspected—didn’t even know how to begin loving her.

But she couldn’t. Instead, running across the charred earth in the wake of the flames, she chased her personal inferno up onto the hilltop. There, ultra-flammable pines were already sizzling into life...but not the kind of life the Green preferred. Instead, this was a plant’s afterlife, one flaming pillar of catharsis reaching toward the pure blue sky, grasping at the smoke, clinging onto the skyline.

Beyond the flames, a city that had once been Knoxville stretched out across the valley below. Down there, the jungle was unseasonably active, vibrant leaves shielding most of the original human habitations from view. Because the Green didn’t sleep so close to the dragons’ Aerie. No, the plants reached upwards toward the high rises where dragons and humans still lived in all of the luxury of Before. Where they lived in all the luxury Fee had heard about but had never really been able to imagine.

The dragons refused to share that luxury with fire mages like her father. So Malachi had resolved to take it by force...or at least to ensure the dragon cities couldn’t be used against him when he constructed high rises of his own.

As she watched, a black speck took off from the top of the golden globe just west of the Aerie proper. Winged beast dipped, rose, then arrowed directly toward her location. The fire had been spotted and a dragon was on its way.

“I did everything you asked, Papa Bug,” Fee murmured, using the childhood endearment with a sad smile on her lips. Because even though she’d obeyed Malachi’s instructions to the letter, she knew his plans would fail. After all, the rebellion depended upon her reaching the Aerie safely...

...And the flames had eluded her grasp, growing a mind of their own while their maker was peering out across the valley below. Now they encircled her body in a wall of overwhelming heat, dense smoke not only tearing her eyes but also rasping her breath. Her head was already growing muzzy, her thoughts slowing to a snail’s pace.

“The fire,” she muttered. “I can still guide the fire.”

So she did. But not the way Malachi would have wished. No, rather than asking the flames to move along and leave the closest trees untouched, she pushed the heat deeper into the leaf mold at her feet. Deeper even than that until the earth itself ignited.

“I always knew I’d go up in flames,” Fee whispered. Then, with a smile on her face, she slid away into darkness.
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Chapter 2

DRAGON SHIFTERS WERE, by definition, motherless. But Mason would be the first to admit he was a mama’s boy.

Well, not in the wimpy, mollycoddled way that term generally suggested. After all, he was the Lord Dragon everyone in the Aerie looked to for answers. The Lord Dragon before whom underlings genuflected if he didn’t take the time to break them of the habit. The Lord Dragon who kept his small contingent of two-leggers safe from the Green.

But despite all that, when his foster mother showed up at his office door with a concerned wrinkle creasing the bridge of her nose, Mason dropped everything and ushered her inside. It was time to call out the big guns.

“Mason...” Sarah started. But the shifter put one finger to his lips and led her in silence to the seating alcove that overlooked the western horizon. Despite the mountain of responsibilities on his desk, he’d recently noticed how stooped the older woman’s shoulders had become and how her formerly sprightly steps slowed into a trudge by the end of every day.

And, yes, she was about to celebrate her seventieth birthday. But the Sarah he knew would have met aging with grace and dignity. Something was seriously wrong.

Luckily, Mason possessed the antidote. Opening the secret compartment his twin had built into the side of the sofa years ago, Mason drew out a small parcel wrapped in a much-used square of dingy waxed paper

“What is it?” his foster mother asked, intrigued.

Ah ha! She hadn’t even seen her gift yet and already the spark was back in his foster mother’s voice. The quiescent fire in Mason’s own belly grew even as he pulled back the edges of the paper to reveal his find.

Treasure. Rare and delicious, the nuggets scintillated his senses. The scent was nearly strong enough to taste, but Mason didn’t partake of a single morsel himself. Instead, stretching his arm out, he popped the prize into his foster mother’s mouth before she had time to protest the luxury.

“Where...?” The question halted as Sarah’s eyes closed in surprised rapture. “Mmm,” she hummed gently, that troublesome crease fading back into just another lax wrinkle in time-worn skin.

And therein lay the true treasure. Sarah’s joy was worth every harrowing moment Mason had spent hunting ginseng in woodland glades that yearned to eat him alive. He knew his brother Jasper would feel the same way about his own lengthy flight south to trade for this decadent treat ripped so carefully from the heart of the Green. One moment of peace on their foster mother’s face was worth any number of risks to life and limb.

So Mason didn’t fidget as they sat in shared silence. Instead, he watched and waited as Sarah’s closed eyes signaled her contentment. Her worries would bubble back to the surface sooner rather than later, but for now he would revel in the intensity of her pleasure.

Still, when his foster mother’s eyelids opened at last, her face remained almost girlish in its peacefulness. “Wherever did you find chocolate?”

Mason could smell the bitter sweetness on her breath, his shifter senses making the world more vivid than it appeared to those who spent their entire lives on two legs. Sarah’s face glowed gently with infrared light as her aroused limbic system elevated her temperature ever so slightly. Operation chocolate had been a resounding success.

Now the goal was to maintain that hard-won tranquility. Sidestepping her question, Mason merely shrugged and placed the remainder of the parcel in Sarah’s unresisting hand. Her slender fingers closed around the gift, a hint of a smile curling her lips upward into what he hoped were good memories from the Before.

This is how life should be. Rich, sated, full of love.

The reprieve was short-lived, though. Soon, his foster mother’s usual keen intelligence filled her face and Mason braced himself for the inquisition that he knew was soon to come. Only, the initial question wasn’t one he’d expected.

“Have you seen Jasper lately?” Sarah asked, that darned crease reappearing on her face. Mason wanted to reach over and strangle the worry out of existence, to snuff it out with one iron fist.

But he’d learned from hard experience that women—or at least this one very important woman—didn’t react well to overbearing management. No, if he wanted his foster mother’s concerns to die a speedy death, then he’d have to be more subtle about his intentions.

“Jasper?” he asked, as if he’d forgotten the name of one of the five dragons who shared the Aerie’s towers.

“Yes, your brother,” Sarah replied, her voice as tart as the juice of the little sour oranges that grew wild down by the river.

Mason ignored both her reproof and the fact that Jasper wasn’t really his brother. Dragons only enjoyed one blood sibling apiece, a twin who hatched within their same egg. Neither he nor Jasper currently boasted such a relationship.

But long-standing sadness would do neither of them any good. So Mason squashed that line of thought and merely shook his head. “Not lately.”

He hadn’t spoken to Jasper in a week, actually, not since the other shifter had returned with chocolate in hand and a plan for bringing their foster mother back to her usual vibrant love of life. But a few days or even weeks between visits wasn’t unusual given Mason’s center of operations in the Sunsphere, a tower set apart from the rest of the Aerie by a sea of hungry Green.

“Well, you need to go check on him,” Sarah countered. “He’s been withdrawn lately. Absent-minded. A bit cold.” She paused, then dropped the bomb she’d obviously come to share. “I’m worried he might be succumbing to the Fade.”

And just like that, the pleasure of the preceding moment fled. Mason had heard rumors of the fading sickness, an unexplained ailment that began unobtrusively within certain shifters then grew like wildfire. The afflicted complained of cold, weakness, fatigue. Then, one day, they simply ceased to exist.

The magic that had merged man and beast imploded and left nothing behind but ash.

“There hasn’t been a single confirmed case...” Mason began. But, uncharacteristically, Sarah interrupted rather than affording him the deference every other Aerie human offered to their dragon overlords.

“He’s twinless,” she said, her voice a hoarse whisper. The older woman cleared her throat and spoke more calmly even though Mason could tell that squashing her fears required a supreme effort of will. “Everyone knows it hits the twinless first.”

Mason opened his mouth to say...well, he didn’t really know what to say. But before he could think of a way to calm his mother’s fears, the older woman had jumped to her feet and pressed her nose up against the angled glass that wrapped all the way around each floor of the Sunsphere.

“Is that smoke?” she demanded.

Mason growled in frustration. Between the chocolate and that dratted crease, he’d missed the obvious. Because the vision that met his gaze was more than smoke. It was fire...and fire kindled by a mage.

Brilliant magenta light flared out in all directions, the streaks of color invisible to the human eye but vivid as the nearby sunset to the shifter retina. The sight was beautiful, but it set Mason’s teeth on edge nonetheless. Because while the presence of mages was never a good sign, human magic always boded ill for their sworn enemies—dragon-kind.

Without speaking, he rose and flung open the massive fiberglass door leading into nothingness. Cold winter air swept inside, tearing papers off his desk and whipping his mother’s hair into a frenzy.

Mason’s long, flexible tail reached out and plucked Sarah out of harm’s way. Ah, so he’d shifted. Good. The sooner back in his own true form, the sooner this crisis could be averted.

Spreading his wings, the Lord Dragon prepared to leap. Then, remembering his mother at the last moment, he paused to glance back over one shoulder.

“I’ll alert the others,” Sarah yelled, her voice barely audible above the roar of rushing wind. She was unfazed by his abrupt transition from ordinary man to beast large enough to eat her alive and was equally untroubled by her adopted son’s descent into his instinctual animal nature. Instead, she stood tall, clutching her waxed-paper parcel in one hand while holding hair out of squinting eyes with the other.

Still, Mason strove to showcase the manners his foster mother had so carefully drummed into her family of reptilian predators ever since hatching. Nodding his thanks, he met her gaze. Then, bugling, he leapt into the air, wings beating hard to turn the initial plummet into a soar.

Jasper and the fading sickness would have to wait. Because if a mage threatened the Aerie, then Mason would have no problem squashing the intruder like a bug.

––––––––
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Chapter 3

THE GIRL LAY SURROUNDED by ashes but untouched by flame as Mason came to earth beside her. No missing eyebrows, no singed clothing. Instead, she was as pristine as a slogger could be, the hand-knit sweater around her waist gray with age while the traded-for jeans from the Before boasted holes in each knee.

Only the t-shirt appeared intentional. An intricate line-drawing of fire and leaves swept up one side, exploding into birds and flowers at the neckline before descending into a network of roots that encircled the hem. The lines appeared to have been dyed with walnut hulls and pokeberry juice, the rich brown and purple faded and smudged with wear but imperfections only adding to the beauty of the whole.

“A treasure,” Mason murmured, unsure if he was referencing the shirt or the girl herself. 

He’d discovered her moments after lighting a carefully planned backfire to snuff the inferno. First, he’d caught a glint of red hair and pale skin as he winged overhead. Then something tugged at his belly, a deep connection he’d nearly forgotten was possible, the bond of a dragon to his twin. The sensation had struck Mason out of the air, forcing him to shift so he could trail human fingertips across the woman’s soot-streaked chin.

Only then did he notice bruises hidden by remnants of fire. Fresh purple discolorations on her face and older yellow markings on her wrists spoke to a long captivity. Had her jailer left her here to die after setting this fire? Had nature somehow chosen to spare the girl’s life, leaving flames to split and stream past her unburnt body?

Around him, charred trees were already fading into the black of night. The mage wouldn’t have gone far. Knowing he was unable to outrun a dragon, the evildoer would have hidden nearby and waited until the coast was clear before returning to the scene of his crime.

When that happened, the girl would be caught in the crosshairs. And regardless of her identity, Mason couldn’t leave her behind to be captured...or worse.

Despite incipient danger, though, the shifter found himself shaking his companion gently rather than transforming and immediately grabbing her up in his talons. Well, she wasn’t actually a girl. If Mason had to guess, he’d say she was only five years his junior, making her just over two dozen years of age.

“I’m going to take you back to the Aerie,” he murmured, hoping she might hear his words despite every appearance to the contrary. The idea of the sleeper waking while he soared through the darkening sky gave him pause. Should he instead curl around her slender figure in dragon form and put off travel for the morning? Would regaining consciousness while wrapped up in a dragon’s embrace be any less horrifying than opening her eyes to see the ground streaming by hundreds of yards beneath her feet?

But Sarah would fret if Mason didn’t return before morning. And the girl seemed to be out for the count. She’d be safer and warmer in his bed.

“In a bed,” Mason corrected himself. “She’d be safer and warmer in a bed.”

As quickly as the thought hit, his body changed. Fire that had lain dormant in his human belly exploded outward, the blaze burning away skin and replacing that soft shell with scales even as his body returned to its most familiar form.

The transition was agonizing in its perfection, like an opera singer’s voice spiraling higher and higher until it shattered glass. But unlike the broken goblet, Mason splintered apart only to reform into a more perfect whole.

Wings spreading for balance, he gently scooped the girl up to lay atop his forepaws. Her head lolled to one side like a boneless doll’s as she curled against his chest.

But what pierced him was her scent. She smelled like a fireplace on a winter’s night. A hint of smoke, a waft of peppermint. Six baby dragons curled into a floppy heap while their mother sipped tea in front of a warm fire.

The memory fed the flames in Mason’s belly and he surged upwards without a single beat of his wings. Heat alone was enough to cause his dragon body to expand and rise.

As Mason ascended, he rearranged the slogger’s head so it nestled against the crook of one elbow. No need for her to wake with an aching neck due to dangling like carrion from his claws. He wanted his treasure to feel as protected as he had been on that long-ago evening when Sarah read fairy tales to sleepy dragonets before comforting flames.

Beating his wings at last, Mason whipped up spirals of ash-laden air as he rose toward the newly emerging stars in the dark sky above. The burn site was further away from the Aerie than he’d originally assumed, but he embraced the solitude as he soared homeward through the cooling night. Embraced the chance to be alone with his thoughts...and with the treasure cupped in his taloned paws.

Even if the Fade is real, we’ll find a way to fight it, he decided. Everything seemed possible right then, even beating back an evil that came with no face or name.

Yes, first thing in the morning Mason would beard Jasper in his lair and see what his friend’s deal was. He’d set Sarah’s mind at rest if there was nothing to worry about. And if Jasper actually was ill...well then, together they’d find a cure.

Smiling, Mason only noticed that the return journey was taking longer than it should have when his muscles began to drag. A similar distance would usually offer just enough exertion to stretch the kinks out of widespread wings. But now he felt like he’d been flying all night before he caught the first glint of moonlight reflecting off the Golden Reservoir to the east.

Mason’s body shrank as mass turned into energy to fuel his flight. Once as large as the biggest whales in the far-off oceans, Mason was now little more than an aerial dolphin.

And not a perky dolphin frolicking as it leapt out of froth-topped waves either. Rather, a tired, sore dolphin who could barely hold onto the woman still cradled against his chest.

The conclusion was as obvious as it was unpalatable. Either the slogger was secretly made of lead—unlikely given the heart he could hear beating beneath the roar of the wind—or the sickness Mason had been pretending didn’t exist was affecting him every bit as much as Sarah thought it was gripping his long-time friend.

Everyone knows it hits the twinless first. Which meant it was Mason’s own damn fault if he died. His own damn fault for failing to rein in his brother’s overflowing enthusiasm and allowing Sam to drown.

The reminder of his twin’s success and his own failure was vividly obvious now that the broad lake just upstream of the Aerie had come into view. The massive hydroelectric project had resisted encroachment by the Green, creating safe havens for house-boaters and also powering the Aerie’s burgeoning electricity demands.

Yes, the lake was a brilliant engineering marvel. An idea that could only have sprung from the golden boy after whom the reservoir was subtly named.

But Sam didn’t live to see his namesake completed because I let him perish in the making.

Closing off that train of thought, Mason focused instead upon his own labored flight. He’d do no good to either Jasper or to this rescued slogger if he allowed the Fade to pluck him out of the air and send him plummeting toward the hungry Green.

So he gritted his teeth and pushed onward, ignoring aching muscles and itching throat alike. He forced heavy wings to flap until the Sunsphere rose out of the forest below, the top gilded with the glow of the crescent moon.

Landing on the small platform at the summit of the dome, Mason mantled his wings and placed the redhead down on the concrete floor as gently as his aching muscles would allow. Only then did he see what tired eyes had missed in the descent.

Ash all around him. Ash dusting the pavement in the distinctive shape of a reclining dragon.

Ash marking the spot where Jasper had faded away.

––––––––
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Chapter 4

“...TO THE LOWEST LEVEL.”

The words emerged as if from a dream as Fee slowly drifted back toward consciousness. For a long moment, she relaxed into the astonishing sensation of being alive and unburned, but then icy adrenaline surged beneath her skin.

Danger!

Like all fire mages, Fee carried the faintest aroma of smoke around with her wherever she went. By contrast, dragons smelled like the flames themselves. Like marshmallows gently browned over a flickering campfire. Sweet and inviting, but oh so much more dangerous than that rare childhood treat could ever be.

Tensing, Fee fought the urge to leap to her feet and run for cover. Based on odor intensity alone, the enemy must be located no more than a dozen inches away from her chilled skin, plenty close enough to burn her to a crisp or at least clap her into chains.

But perhaps if she pretended to be sleeping, she’d win a short reprieve. Strangely, Fee found herself craving those precious seconds of continued vitality, grasping them with an intensity that negated her suicidal impulse earlier in the evening.

Despite everything, she wanted to live.

Malachi was right, Fee thought with a silent laugh. Not only had he guessed correctly that his daughter would still obey even when out from under his overbearing thumb, but he’d also won the gamble that a dragon would be unable to resist carrying Fee back to its lair unharmed.

Because the air and voices swirling around her could only come from one place. The Aerie, the heart of the enemy’s territory. Exactly where Malachi had wanted her to end up.

“To your chambers, Lord Dragon?”

This voice emanated from a simple human, no sensation of fire about his person as he slipped cupped palms beneath Fee’s armpits and hefted her partially into the air. Another set of hands gripped her feet, raising her far more gently than she would have expected given the circumstances.

After all, she was a prisoner...wasn’t she?

Fee could only hope her captors hadn’t yet discovered the secret strapped around her waist. The secret wrapped in flame-retardant fabric to prevent stray sparks from blowing her sky high. The secret that she and Malachi had built to end this war before it fully began.

Wind cut through Fee’s thin t-shirt and slipped between strands of tangled hair to lick at her scalp. Air sometimes boosted fire, but tonight the former element was her enemy, making limbs shiver and teeth chatter. Any moment now, she’d be forced to stop playing possum in an effort to prevent frostbite.

But then the original voice rumbled toward her, rich and deep and only a few inches away from her ears. “Yes. It’s warmest there, close to the furnace.”

Then Fee was being carried away from the sweet marshmallow aroma and out of the biting wind. Down through a sea of hushed voices and stuffy air until chatter was replaced by the cool and quiet of heavy feet stomping down an empty stairwell.

Through no action of her own, she was being drawn ever deeper into the dragon’s lair. Malachi would be so proud.

“Do you think Lord Mason realizes what he’s doing?” asked a younger voice near her feet after her bearers had been walking for at least five minutes. The men were leaving the staircase behind now, entering a space that felt tremendous and airy around Fee’s carefully relaxed limbs. “Should we tie her up?” the youngster continued. “Lock her in?”

Despite her best attempts at pretend somnolence, Fee tensed at the words. Because while she could break free of these humans, that would mean using her magic prematurely and leaving behind a trail of death and destruction bound to alert enemy dragons to her intent sooner rather than later.

Not the best choice for herself or for her mission.

“Lord Dragon is well aware of the danger,” said the older voice, breaking into Fee’s panicked thoughts as he answered his partner’s question at long last. Although this second man had initially questioned overt orders, he was now adamant in his support of the shifter who had plucked Fee from the flames. “Apparently he believes the benefit is worth the risk,” her bearer continued as he led the way into the dragon’s personal domain.

Immediate danger averted, Fee dared to open her eyes a slit and take in the view. Dimly lit room circled like a donut around a stairwell at its core. Windows lined the huge exterior wall, but other than that decadent expanse of glass the space looked nothing like she’d expected.

When Fee had imagined a dragon’s den, she’d pictured heaps of jewels and gold covering the floor, intricate silk tapestries lining the walls. Perhaps even a few maidens chained to the bed if the dragon was so inclined.

After all, the shifters in question were all-powerful. Everyone said their greed knew no bounds.

But instead, this particular room was stark and simple. A kitchenette filled the area to her left. Beside it, a dining nook boasted three chairs, only one of which appeared to have been sat upon if the layer of dust elsewhere was any indication.

Meanwhile, papers upon papers spread out across the table’s flat surface. Did the Lord Dragon spend his meals working? Did he read reports and pen notes in the margins while absently chewing on what appeared from the crumbs to have been a simple slice of toast?

While Fee was still assessing the initial view, her bearers turned in the opposite direction and carried her toward a mattress partially covered with rumpled blankets. At the sight, her lips quirked upward into a stealth grin. This, at least, made sense. She’d yet to meet a man who willingly made his bed in the morning.

And yet...why would a dragon lord need to tidy his own space when he oversaw scores of human helpers to do the task for him? Abruptly, the disheveled bedding turned into yet another conundrum, and Fee fought down a shiver as she pondered the evidence of her own eyes.

Was it possible Lord Mason’s life was every bit as hard-working and lonely as her own? At the thought, her skin flinched away from the hard bulk of wires and explosives wrapped around her middle.

She couldn’t afford for doubt to enter her mind, though. So Fee instead focused on what she knew for a fact.

Dragon lords were evil and greedy. Malachi was on a sacred mission to save ordinary humans from the shifters’ overbearing rule. And Fee’s own task was a means toward that very important end.

“She could be anyone!” the younger voice countered heatedly, his adamant words bringing Fee back to her immediate surroundings with a jolt. “She’s definitely a mudslogger,” he hissed. “You know they’re desperate down there on the ground. She could steal all the silverware. She could murder Lord Dragon in his sleep.”

The boy had a typical teenage temper. Still, Fee was surprised to find that his hands were gentle as he and his partner set Fee down in the middle of the dragon shifter’s soft yet rumpled bed.

“That would require him to actually sleep,” the older man said wryly. Despite his kind words, though, his right hand shot toward Fee’s neck as fast as a snake might strike. In reaction, her breath caught in her throat and she sent frantic mental tendrils reaching for fire. Fire to burn, fire to protect, fire to send her explosives flaring to life....

Only the man’s palm changed trajectory at the last moment. Through slitted eyelids, Fee watched as a soft blanket was drawn up beneath her chin, the action she’d thought an attack instead turning into a parental gesture of quiet concern.

Still, she cradled the fire against her racing heart just in case. Held her muscles tensed and ready for attack until voices disappeared back toward the stairs from whence they’d come. One man reached back to flip a switch and leave her in darkness, but neither paused to lock the door. No, they simply trotted away toward the human levels above.

And as darkness fell, the scent of charred marshmallows rose to encircle her, warm covers easing the final chill out of aching bones. Fee told herself to rise and make sure she hadn’t been locked into this strange round room after all. She definitely needed to call her father and let him know she’d been granted free reign of the dragon’s quarters through a fluke of luck.

But, instead, Fee found herself subsiding into Mason’s soft sheets, magic dwindling back into the air from which it had come. Her eyelids refused to pry themselves open, and one hand stubbornly tucked itself beneath the contoured pillow to cradle her sore neck.

The sensation of safety enfolded her like an absent mother’s arms. A dragon’s rich, deep voice murmured out of memory. And, willingly, Fee slipped down into her first true sleep in nearly a decade.

––––––––
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Chapter 5

THE ROOM WAS BRIGHT with morning sunlight by the time Fee emerged from slumber. Her bed—the dragon’s bed—was located on the eastern side of the circular tower, so there was no delay between sun slipping over the horizon and light turning the insides of her eyelids from black to gray.

The surprise was the hour. I slept all night?

Fee couldn’t remember the last time she’d woken relaxed and refreshed to the brilliant glimmer of morning sunlight. Usually, nightmares pried her awake in the wee hours. She’d toss and turn for what felt like an eternity, then rise and sip a cup of herbal tea during the long, solitary wait for dawn.

Now, she swung her legs over to the edge of the bed and sunk bare feet into a rug that was unaccountably warm despite spitting snow drifting through the air outside the windows. Lush carpeting soothed blisters on her toes, the only sign of the tremendous forest fire that had left her body surprisingly intact despite burning boots to cinders.

Glancing around, the fire mage was relieved to see that the dragon’s den remained empty. In daylight, though, the space appeared significantly less spartan—if no less solitary—than it had the previous night. Lord Mason didn’t surround himself with gaudy signs of his wealth, but every facet of his quarters had been chosen with comfort in mind.

Soft sheets, heated floorboards. I could get used to this, Fee thought as she padded over to the closest window.

She had half a mind to take advantage of the shiny shower stall she could see through the open bathroom door, to wash away the scent of forest fire and bask in what she suspected was limitless heat. But water and fire mages didn’t mix easily. Fee couldn’t afford to lower her magical defenses even so far as to take her typical bird bath of damp cloth against grimy skin, not today when the enemy was so close at hand.

And exhilaration rapidly faded as gaze drifted to the nearest window. Through the glass, Aerie buildings rose above green trees like monstrous sentinels. A dragon circled around one of the skyscraper peaks, unnatural flame flaring bright as beast transformed into man.

Unwillingly, Fee was reminded of her duty. Heated floorboards and shiny shower stall or no, she wasn’t here to meet this Lord Mason. She was here to kill him.

And as she took in the four blocky towers less than a mile distant, Fee realized she’d ended up in the wrong part of the Aerie entirely if she wanted her mission to be lauded as a resounding success.

I need to call Malachi.

Slipping fingers beneath knotted sweater sleeves, Fee pried loose the hidden cell phone at her waist and powered the device back to life. But then she paused and walked a quick lap around Lord Mason’s quarters instead, ascertaining that no one was hiding in the one area she couldn’t see from the other side of the enclosed stairwell. She couldn’t risk being caught at her illicit task.

Momentarily, her attention was caught by the office opposite Lord Dragon’s luxurious bed. There was a desk, of course, filing cabinets, even that rare item from the Before—a fully functional laptop.

But there were also models and architectural drawings. Intricate traceries of what Fee recognized from her own studies were hydroelectric turbines and pulley-driven dumbwaiters. It appeared that this dragon hadn’t merely moved into abandoned cities and stolen his predecessor’s wealth. He’d built a better life for his people through the sweat of his own brow.

“Or, more likely, through the sweat of underpaid laborers’ brows,” Fee reminded herself, her voice echoing oddly in the open space. Sinking down into the lush office chair in front of Lord Dragon’s desk, she tapped out a text at last. “I’m in,” she informed her father. “But in Sunsphere, not Aerie proper.”

Immediately, the cell phone rang, its alert harsh against the morning quiet. Fee’s fingers clenched nervously, a signet ring that had been sitting beside a ball of sealing wax finding its way into one fist. She rolled the marshmallow-scented metal between nervous fingers as she reluctantly accepted her father’s call.

“About damn time.” Malachi’s words were biting, but his tone contained that warm flicker of satisfied fire that promised a reprieve from his usual physical and verbal abuse. Instantly, the tension in Fee’s shoulders eased. Malachi was having a good day, which meant his daughter was having a good day as well.

Still, she kept her voice professionally calm as she reported in. No need to waken Malachi’s anger if she didn’t have to. “I’m on the lowest level of the Sunsphere’s living quarters,” she started. “And they don’t appear to have locked the door. I could take the stairs down to the bottom and make the walk to the Riverview in fifteen minutes flat if you want. But I’d have to ditch the cell phone and maybe the explosives first—the Green is very much awake down there.”

As Fee spoke, she swiveled the chair to take in hungry plants swaying and grasping outside the window. Most were unable to reach as high as the bulbous summit of the Sunsphere, but a few intrepid vines were pushing their way upward along the glass sides of the building. Fee shivered, glad the windows boasted no obvious hinges to open out onto the Green.

“Don’t do that yet,” Malachi said, his thoughts running along a similar track as her own. “We can’t risk our one chance on a maybe. Explore the Sunsphere and figure out how the wingless get back and forth between there and the Riverview. Dragons like their luxuries and there’s no way they spend their free time ferrying humans and supplies from one tower to the other.”

Abruptly and without a farewell, the cell phone went dead. “Be careful, daughter,” Fee muttered, speaking the words her father hadn’t bothered to voice. Still, she didn’t hesitate before tucking the cell phone back into its holster, leaving the dragon’s quarters behind, and trotting halfway up the first flight of stairs.

Only when her frantic pulse slowed to a resting pace did she realize that she’d fallen back into her old rhythm of instant, thoughtless obedience. She’d left the room so fast, in fact, that she still clenched a shifter’s signet ring in one white-knuckled fist.

The impulse to immediate action had saved her from Malachi’s blows more times than she could count. But the older mage wasn’t there to assess how she went about obeying his wishes this time around.

I don’t have to jump at his every word, Fee realized, the thought filling her with an unaccustomed sensation of power. Malachi will never know whether there are real obstacles in my path or whether I’m just dilly dallying as I do his bidding. I can...take my time.

The notion was so unusual that it sent excited flames sparking from twitching fingertips. Quickly, Fee squashed the fire and slipped the stolen ring into one pocket before patting her other side to make sure the cell phone was still in place.

On vibrate mode, the latter device shouldn’t be immediately obvious beneath her tattered clothing. Which was a good thing because—barring stupid use of fire in front of a dragon—the phone was the biggest chink in her current armor.

In the Before, mobile phones had been as ubiquitous as electric lights. But now the former were rare as hen’s teeth and required expensive air magic to boost their signal. Fee didn’t want to think about what Malachi had traded to get his hands on this particular communication device, and she knew its presence was a dead giveaway that she wasn’t the ordinary slogger her captors had initially supposed.

Good thing it’s winter and extra layers are expected.

Rearranging her sweater so it better sheltered the tricky bulge, Fee completed her climb and tentatively cracked open the door to the second level. It was time to figure out whether her disguise would pass muster.

Between fire magic flowing through her veins and explosives strapped around her waist, Fee was a weapon loaded and ready to take out the dragons who called this tower home. And yet—no one so much as glanced in her direction as she tentatively pressed open the door and stepped out into a sea of culinary mayhem.

Kitchens, she concluded, peering wide-eyed at the flurry of activity whirling through the open space.

The scents alone were so overwhelming she nearly swooned. Crisply frying bacon. Warm yeasty bread. Sweet icing that brought to mind the marshmallow aroma hanging over Lord Mason’s recently vacated bed.

Despite her plan to remain unobtrusive, a deep, abiding hunger forced one foot forward...and Fee nearly smacked into a young man as he hurried toward the stairwell with two tremendous platters balanced on raised hands.

“I’m sorry,” she started.

But the waiter danced nimbly aside to prevent collision before tilting a tray in her direction to reveal a vast selection of muffins and pastries. “Choose,” he said curtly.

Her hand obeyed, closing around a blueberry muffin that was almost hot enough to burn the skin off her fingertips. “Thank you...” she started.

Before she finished speaking, though, the waiter was gone and the door to the stairwell had clicked shut in his wake. Fee glanced up skittishly at the sound, but no one asked her what she was doing or why she was skulking unattended through the lower levels of the Sunsphere.

Fee was deep in the heart of enemy territory and it appeared that nobody cared except herself. Numbly, she peeled back the paper cupping the bottom of the muffin and filled her mouth with one warm, sweet bite.

––––––––
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Chapter 6

MASON WAS BITTERLY cold. The sensation was so unfamiliar that it took a long moment to figure out why his fingers were numb and his cheeks were raw.

In the past, he’d always been filled with fire, warmth in his belly staving off the effects of both chilly winds and icy surfaces. But Jasper’s wake had lasted for the better part of the night. And by the time dawn touched the eastern horizon, Mason felt empty in a way he never had before.

“It’s not your fault,” one of his remaining brothers said, clapping Mason on the shoulder before shifting and winging skyward in a pillar of flames.

Not his fault? Mason had a hard time believing those placating words when Jasper wasn’t the first brother he’d lost through negligence. Instead, as the Lord Dragon walked with bowed head over to the recessed stairwell that shielded a small portion of the platform from the gusty bite of winter wind, his thoughts turned to a different brother entirely—his long-lost twin.

Although all six siblings had been involved in building the Aerie out of nothing over a decade earlier, Sam had been the genius behind the endeavor. Mason had busied himself carting humans around on his back and using brute strength to get things done, but his twin had been the one to design the intricate hydroponic system that fed the masses. His twin had been the one to retrofit the communications system so Sunsphere residents could stay in touch with the Aerie proper while bypassing the Green. And his twin had been the one to add an elevator to ferry the aged and infirm from floor to floor when the stairs turned out to be too difficult to traverse.

Still, life had gone on after his twin’s passing, and it would go on after his closest friend’s Fade as well. Despite his efforts to pump himself up, though, Mason couldn’t quite cancel out the shiver that wracked his body, the cold emanating not just from without but also from within.

“Lord Dragon.” The Sunsphere’s steward appeared at his elbow with a clipboard in hand and Mason stifled a restless sigh. Still, he waited as patiently as he was able while the man rattled off a list of tasks needing the Lord Dragon’s immediate and personal consideration. There were trade bargains to be approved of, supplies to be ordered, menus to be considered.

“Menus? Really?” Mason caught himself the moment the words left his lips. He hadn’t meant to snap at the man...but surely that was why they paid cooks?

“Perhaps we could go over the rest of the items tomorrow,” his steward backpedaled, cowering in on himself the way humans were prone to do in the presence of a dragon. Mason thought he’d broken the man of that particular habit after two months heading up the Sunsphere’s internal workings, but apparently one wrong word was enough to set them back to square one.

“Tomorrow,” Mason agreed, his word an apology. Tomorrow, he’d not only look over the menus but also find a way to prove to his steward that the Lord Dragon was merely a man like any other...even if he did possess the rare ability to transform into fire and soar through the air unassisted by modern technology.

For now, though, Mason didn’t possess the patience to clean up his own messes. Instead, he pretended not to hear as a woman called out a greeting while a bevy of children attempted to rope him into a game of tag. Slipping deeper into the stairwell, he fled from the throng that still eddied around the site of Jasper’s passing.

Making a beeline for his own bed was rational, he figured, when he hadn’t slept in what felt like a decade and was chilled to the core. The fact that his treasure was waiting for him there, all long red locks and smooth creamy skin, merely made the destination that much more palatable.

Memory of the woman’s face kindled enough fire in his belly to carry him down five flights of stairs at a trot, but Mason paused before opening the door to his own chambers. If he was lucky, the slogger might mistake him for an ordinary man and welcome him into her presence with none of the fear that usually filled newcomers’ faces. And yet...Mason hadn’t been lucky in a long time. The woman was likely wide awake and he didn’t want to startle her by intruding unannounced.

Tapping lightly on the metal barrier, he called out: “May I enter?”

There. He’d even said “may I” instead of “can I” and “enter” instead of “come in.” Sarah would be proud of his ability to feign civility even if he didn’t feel like a gentleman deep down inside.

Only no one answered, and Mason couldn’t decide whether it was acceptable to wake the girl from potential slumber. So he hesitated for longer than he cared to admit, pacing back and forth in the shallow entranceway that led into his private quarters. His feet were not only metaphorically cold now but were literally numbing from the toes in by the time he made up his mind.

If his treasure was sleeping, he wouldn’t wake her up. But Mason had to set eyes on her face one more time before diving into the hassles of an ordinary day.

The memory of long lashes and a pert nose made him smile as he pushed open the door and strode inside...only to find his bed empty, the sheets cold. Mason transited the entire loop, searching both office and kitchen for signs of life.

Nothing.

Perhaps she’d holed up in the bathroom? But that final chamber was open to the main arena, the small space dark, cold, and lifeless. There was no one inside and Mason was finally forced to admit the truth.

His treasure was gone.

Of course, if the woman had slept ever since being carried down into his chamber the evening before, then she would have woken with the dawn. Nights were so long at this time of year that even an exhausted slogger would be hard pressed to doze for more than sixteen hours straight.

“So she got hungry and went one floor up to find something to eat.”

Talking to himself—was that a sign of incipient Fade?

Squashing the thought along with a shiver that persisted in racing up and down his spine, Mason took the stairs two at a time as he reversed his journey. He pushed into the kitchen like a hot wall of wind-pressed fire flying back out a wood stove’s open door. “Has she been here?” he demanded.

He knew he wasn’t making any sense. Worse, he was scaring the under cook, who’d come down the river by boat just last week and was still unaccustomed to being around dragons even in their human form.

Mason had been trying so hard to tame that one, greeting her with a smile whenever she eked out enough courage to meet his eyes and tiptoeing around the woman as if she were a feral kitten when she was too scared to glance up at his face. Now, the under cook shrieked and dropped a skillet onto the floor, hot grease splattering up onto her exposed calves in the process.

Only the liquid wasn’t hot by the time it reached her—Mason retained just enough presence of mind to yank every hint of flame out of the oil before it could burn her tender skin.

Which probably made everything worse, he realized as the head cook shot such a powerful glare in his direction that he might as well have been struck by a physical projectile. In contrast, her subordinate had descended into pitiful whimpering, head tucked down between shaking knees.

Between the anger of one and the terror of the other, Mason knew he was no longer welcome in the Sunsphere’s kitchen. “Never mind,” he muttered, backing slowly toward the door. There was no need to stay there anyway. He could see from the door that his treasure wasn’t present in the large, open room.

But a waiter grabbed Mason’s arm before he could take himself completely out of the space. “She was here an hour ago,” the young man offered. Unlike the under cook, this particular waiter had been raised in the Sunsphere and showed no fear in the Lord Dragon’s presence. “She took a muffin then went up,” he added, matching gesture to words.

And that waiter deserved a raise. Nodding his thanks, Mason returned to the stairs and followed the trail of his treasure toward the summit.

––––––––
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Chapter 7

THE LORD DRAGON ISN’T a monster.

Fee had gotten her first inkling of that fact when she ran into an impish moppet on the third floor. “Who are you?” the child demanded. Then, without waiting for a reply, the girl raised her arms and demanded to be picked up.

Fee glanced around at nearby adults, expecting horror to flash across worn faces when bystanders noticed a stranger with an Aerie toddler cradled on her hip. But, instead, one woman mouthed “Thank you” from across the room while several other plump, pleasant faces met Fee’s gaze with smiles and gestures of welcome.

“Mason puts me on his shoulders,” the moppet complained from her hip-side perch, making Fee smile. “He said we never have to live out in the cold ever again because he’s a dragon and he says so.”

Fee almost dropped her living burden as it became painfully clear that the child’s Mason and her Lord Mason were one and the same. And, immediately, a devilish thought cloaked in Malachi’s gleeful voice whispered in her ear, reminding her that she needed a way to fly across the expanse of Green to the more central portion of the Aerie. Why not grab a child important to the Lord Dragon then turn the girl into a hostage...as well as a gateway to achieve her goal?

I refuse to pin the success of my mission onto the shoulders of a toddler, Fee told herself, only barely restraining her feet from fleeing as fast as they were able away from the dastardly temptation. Because, really, how much worse was it to turn one sweet child into a victim than to allow dozens of similar youngsters to be caught up in the eventual crossfire?

As if sensing her wavering resolve, the cell phone at her hip buzzed quiet reproof. Fee jumped at the sound, head turning rapidly to determine whether anyone had noticed the technological prodding above the clamor of the room.

To her relief, the only person who appeared interested in Fee at the present moment was the child with friends in high places. Well, the child and her mother, the latter of whom was wending her way across the room, soon ending up at Fee’s side.

“He’s not just a dragon,” warm female voice admonished the child. “He’s the Lord Dragon, sweetie. And this lady probably has better things to do than to cart you around.” Then the newcomer’s attention transitioned from toddler to adult as she added, “Here. I’ll trade.”

Fee found her hip abruptly unburdened, her hands instead filled with what appeared to be a meat-filled taco. Beef. Such a treasure to be handed over so readily by an absolute stranger. The unexpected bounty twisted Fee’s gut until she found herself making hurried excuses and fleeing back toward the empty stairwell from which she’d so recently come.

“I hope you’ll visit again soon!” the child’s mother called just before the door clanged shut between heartless invader and the world’s most welcoming prey.

Worse, the cold, empty space made the cell phone’s buzz even louder and angrier. Ducking into an alcove, Fee surreptitiously checked its scratched screen. “Where are you?” her father had texted, his curt wording a slap in the face after the warmth of the people she’d so recently left behind.

Fingers shaking, Fee pushed the cell phone back into its holster without bothering to reply, then headed up the stairs toward the Sunsphere’s fourth level. She needed time to think. Time to figure out what was going on in this Aerie that was so unlike anything she’d expected or seen before. Time to figure out how to help her own people without harming innocents like the moppet who gleefully rode around on the shoulders of a dragon.

So she climbed and ate. Feet moved at a snail’s pace while warm, salty morsels slid down Fee’s throat far too quickly to allow true savoring of the most delicious meal she’d ever eaten. The hunger was just too intense, the flavors too delicious to chew each bite until it disintegrated within her mouth the way she usually did to extend meager repasts.

Now, she reveled in the flavors of cheese, beef, crusty tortilla...and was that bite in the center a tomato like the one Fee had seen her father trade for once as a child? For a long moment, the fire mage basked in borrowed luxury and allowed herself to forget that she was on a mission to wipe the Aerie off the face of the earth. She forgot that her father was awaiting a tardy update. That the explosives around her waist could be remotely detonated if Malachi’s already tenuous patience ran all the way out.

Instead, she licked the last oily juices off four fingertips then inhaled a deep breath and pressed open the heavy door leading to Sunsphere’s penultimate level, another space where ordinary humans lived and worked. And this time, she was less shocked by the warm welcomes, by the lack of wariness that had been trained into Fee since birth. When offered yet another meal, she forced herself to sit back as she chewed, listening to a conversation that whirled around her head like a raging inferno of dancing flames and warm flickering laughter.

“...the crop this year will be good.”

“Do you think Lord Nicholas will trade for fabric again in the spring?”

“A shame about Lord Jasper.”

Then, an honorific that she’d heard many times that day already: “...Lord Dragon.”

Fee turned slightly in her seat so she could take in the face of this final speaker. The man was her father’s age and had a bit of the same look about him—tall and stern with features that spoke to power and ambition. But his words were soft and caring, nothing like Malachi’s biting tones.

“Has anyone been to the fifth floor to check on Lady Sarah?” the man who was and wasn’t like her father asked his companions. “I’m sure she took Jasper’s passing hard. And the Lord Dragon didn’t seem to be in any state to tend to his mother.”

His mother? If the moppet on the floor below had been a potential hostage after riding piggy-back on Lord Mason’s shoulders, how much more powerful would this Lady Sarah be at speeding along the culmination of Malachi’s plans?

Fee stopped ladling hot soup into her mouth and instead sat stock still, hoping no one would notice they were dropping state secrets around a stranger who very definitely didn’t have their best interests at heart. And as Fee listened, she quickly realized that everyone—dragons included—would cut off their own right legs if it meant protecting the elderly human from harm.

Which meant Sarah was the key to moving Fee and her explosives from Sunsphere to Aerie proper. There, she could create maximum mayhem while fulfilling her father’s desires all in one fell swoop.

Once again, the phone at her hip vibrated harshly and Fee bade quick farewells before her companions could notice the buzz. Back in the stairwell, the incoming message was even less heartening this time around. “Call me in fifteen minutes or I’ll detonate the explosives,” it read, Malachi’s annoyance at being ignored clear in both diction and tone.

Fee shivered. Remote detonation had always been their backup plan, of course. But the assumption was that Fee should do her level best to place the bomb and make her escape before Malachi pulled the trigger. That she’d have time to slip away through the stream of fleeing humans and dragons, would manage to evade hungry plants waiting at the base of each tower and return to her father’s enclave triumphant.

Of course, Fee had always understood that rosy scenario to be entirely fictional. But she needed to believe Malachi thought differently. It was just too painful to consider that her father might willingly send Fee to her death like a disposable tool to be used once then discarded.

So she hesitated, torn between the clear route toward her original goal and the confusing generosity that had been showered upon her shoulders by the Aerie’s inhabitants. “Wait,” she typed into the dratted cell phone at long last.

Then, swallowing down the final dregs of bitter kindness, she turned left at the base of the stairs and continued up.

––––––––
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Chapter 8

FEE KNEW FROM OVERHEARD conversations that the top floor of the Sunsphere was a hydroponics lab, the location where Lord Mason’s foster mother was most likely to be found. So she opened the door with teeth gritted...only to be brought up short as Sarah called out an unusual welcome.

“Never mind the smell.”

Fee squinted against the brilliant lights illuminating the space, then nearly retched as the aforementioned odor filled her nostrils. “What is that?”

“Bad batch of nutrients,” the older woman said, seeming no more concerned about Fee’s uninvited presence than the downstairs humans had been. “I’ve got a window open, so the stench should air out shortly.”

Sure enough, a gap in the glass wall let in breezes from a wintry day that glowered gray and overcast as the morning’s snow picked up its pace. Three fans encircled the aperture, their blades humming as they pushed foul-smelling air currents outside, and an occasional gust of wind swept inside to refill the emptying space.

Unconcerned by both cold and stink, Sarah hummed as she puttered only a few feet away. “You must be Fee,” the older woman said after a moment, glancing up at last from the seedlings she was tending.

Fee jolted, but whether at the woman’s omniscience or at the sight of so many living plants in one area she wasn’t sure. The former could be explained away easily enough—after all, as soon as she’d spun a fake history for one person, the tale had traveled faster than her feet could carry her down Sunsphere’s well-developed gossip network. By level four, everyone had been familiar with the tale she’d offered on the floor below.

So, yes, Fee’s name on Sarah’s lips made a strange sort of sense. But innocuous plants that didn’t bother rebelling against their human handlers? That extraordinary sighting was far less easy to swallow.

“Won’t they harm you?” Fee asked, stepping further into the room. Water gurgled as a pump drew liquid up from tanks to cascade over trays of root-covered rocks, but the plants above appeared dead. Not leafless, but motionless, as if they’d somehow been bludgeoned into submission or trained to leave nearby humans alone.

After twenty-four years spent hiding from grasping grapevines and hungry honeysuckle, Fee couldn’t begin to imagine how that end had been achieved. In fact, when a breeze from the fan sent one leaf questing toward her, she jumped backward to escape floral parry. To her surprise, the plant part merely subsided back into its former position, as inanimate as the snow that drifted down outside.

“These little guys?” Sarah asked mildly, running fingers over thin leaves as if she were petting a dog. “They’re not part of the Green. No earth, no Green.”

The explanation made logical sense, but Fee still held her breath as she waited for the plants’ reaction. At any moment, they’d latch onto the older woman’s hands, would bind her arms against her sides and reach up to her throat to strangle away all life-giving air.

But Fee was wrong and Sarah was right. The herbs merely swayed gently beneath the older woman’s touch before going entirely still. No earth, no Green.

Danger averted, Fee opened her mouth to ask why the Sunsphere was growing plants, never mind that these particular individuals were apparently harmless. But then she finally surveyed the lab with a more critical eye.

These weren’t mere plants; they were crops. Highly expensive and deeply coveted assets in this day and age when humans subsisted on the bare minimum nutrition carefully foraged out of an angry forest.

Lettuce Fee had eaten once before, and she’d tasted tomatoes in that precious taco on level three. If her childhood picture books were anything to go on, perhaps that yellow cylinder was a squash and the dangling pods were beans?

Despite her best intentions to remain focused on her objective, Fee found herself walking down the alley of wondrous edibles and soaking up the unusual colors and textures. At Sarah’s nod, she even reached out and trailed a tentative finger across one lustrous red fruit.

“That’s a strawberry,” the dragons’ foster mother said from just behind her left shoulder. Wow, the old woman could travel fast. “You can taste it if you want to.”

“I shouldn’t.” Fee backed away from the plants, retreating toward the open window at the far end of the row. There had been far too much kindness during this particular morning already. Too many well-fed people with plump cheeks and wide-open smiles who greeted Fee as if she was a long-lost relative.

No, she wouldn’t eat the strawberry. Because Fee had a sinking suspicion that if she accepted Sarah’s offer and popped the seed-studded orb into her mouth, she might never fulfill the mission she’d been sent there to spearhead.

Speak of the devil. At her hip, the cell phone vibrated yet again, its buzz audible even over the roar of rotating fans. Sarah’s eyes narrowed. “Is that...?”

But before Fee could begin talking her way out of the mess Malachi had landed her in, an even greater danger appeared behind the older woman’s back. When Sarah had opened the window moments earlier, she must have assumed herself safe hundreds of feet above the ground on the uppermost level of the Sunsphere. Unfortunately, the Green was intensely attracted to the flow of electricity and was able to transcend its usual boundaries when the juice was worth the squeeze.

So while the primary gardener was otherwise occupied, a long tendril of kudzu had slipped up the side of the building and through the gap provided by one open window. It stalked its prey beneath laden benches, hiding from human eyes as stem extended relentlessly toward its goal.

Now the vine reached unerringly toward the woman in question, its tip coiled like a spring. The Green was inches away from Sarah’s unprotected neck, poised and ready to strike.
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Chapter 9

STRANGELY, MASON GREW warmer rather than colder as he left the well-heated lower levels of the Sunsphere behind. Meanwhile, the fire in his belly expanded further as he passed through room after room, listening to tales of his treasure’s passing.

Fee. Her name is Fee.

The woman he’d rescued from the forest was shy but charming, his people told him. Curious but humble. Her grace had captured the imagination of the young and brightened the smiles of the old.

For an instant, jealousy flared within Mason’s chest as he considered the fact that everyone had spoken with his treasure but him. Maybe it’s better this way, though. Savoring their first face-to-face encounter would only make that eventual introduction so much more profound.

Still, Mason was growing impatient by the time he traced Fee to the uppermost level of the Sunsphere, to Sarah’s usual domain. In case his mother was napping, he slipped through the door silently, turning his usual quiet walk into the silent pacing of a predator. Then flames flared upward in his chest as he took in a sight both expected and unexpected.

There was his mother’s familiar form, wide awake and smiling fondly. And, on the other side of the room, stood the exact same treasure Mason had worked so hard to track down.

“That’s a strawberry,” Sarah said, pointing toward one of the many hydroponic crops coating every surface of the circular space. “You can taste it if you want to.”

The memory of sweet and sour juices burst over Mason’s tongue and his mouth spread into a contented smile. His treasure was wide-eyed, obviously unfamiliar with the riches offered by Mason’s carefully managed domain. Unconsciously, he leaned forward, anticipating her rapture when she tasted each delicious fruit for the very first time.

But instead of accepting Sarah’s generous offer, the younger woman backed away and shook her head adamantly. Hmmm.... Her waking self was more prickly than Mason had expected, her shoulders tense and her steps jerky. Somehow, though, he found he preferred this reality over the imagined perfection of his sleeping beauty.

She was strong, poised, full of fire.

“I shouldn’t,” Fee said, turning away to face the open window.

The open window through which a long, slender plant currently twined. When no one was looking, the invader had curled along one wall before dropping down to hide beneath a table of cultivated crops. And now the earth’s malicious intellect infused the vine and prompted tendrils to strike at Sarah’s unprotected back.

Malicious greenery, here inside the Sunsphere.

Mason’s mind fogged with rage and the fire in his belly threatened to overwhelm him. The enemy had breached the walls of his home for the very first time...and the last. Through blood-tinted haze, he saw Sarah’s lips moving. Yet he couldn’t parse a single word as he lashed out, aiming for the grasping vine that threatened his foster mother’s precious life.

But something else got there first. Magenta light streaked past his peripheral vision. Flame burst into being. The vine turned black and shriveled emaciated to the floor.

Sarah was safe.

Turning, Mason took in Fee’s face as their eyes met at long last. Smoke drifted up from his treasure’s hands to loop around her pale features. Residual fire glinted from dilated pupils.

Fee wasn’t just metaphorically fiery. She was literally a fire mage.

Puzzle pieces rearranged in his memory as Mason finally allowed himself to understand the obvious. He’d picked out the flare of magical flames from a distance the night before, had flown to the spot to find this strangely soft-skinned slogger nestled amidst the ashes. The flames had parted to pass her by, their tribute to a powerful wizard who stroked their egos and fueled their burning.

Now, Mason was shamed by his own tunnel vision. Why should all mages be old, wizened grandfathers? Of course there were young, beautiful women among the enemy’s ranks as well.

Young, beautiful women like his treasure.

Fire raged beneath overheated skin as Mason’s legs carried him forward without conscious intent. “Why?” he demanded, forcing his voice to come out cold and hard. But unruly fingers mitigated his harshness, reaching out to brush a wisp of lustrous red hair out of his companion’s face. Remnants of fire-turned-static-electricity pressed tendrils against seeking fingers, twined hair around over-sensitized skin, clung on with all its might. Mason ached to respond in kind.

“I couldn’t let her die,” the fire mage breathed.

That hadn’t been what Mason was asking. Saving Sarah’s life was a no-brainer, the instinctive reaction of an honorable soul...

...And maybe that had answered his question after all. Fire crackled in a halo around Mason’s body and he took two long steps backwards to protect his treasure from further harm. But his overpowering energy only licked at the woman’s skin like a caress. No, a meager flame like this one wouldn’t burn through the shields of a fire mage.

Instead, his supposed enemy straightened her spine, lifted her chin, and glared into his eyes. “I know I shouldn’t be here. I failed. You’ve found me out. Now...are you going to kill me in front of your mother or what?”

Kill her? What Mason wanted to do was to accept the beckoning curve of those tantalizing lips and kiss this invader into submission. To drag her back down to the bottom floor of the Aerie and make love to her until she screamed with pleasure.

Instead, he compromised. Sliding back into the strange beauty’s personal space, he ran fingers up one bare arm, watching goosebumps trail erect beneath his touch. Pressing in a little closer, he hummed as blue draconic flames enveloped them both. Then he waited, hoped...and growled in pleasure as her fire leapt up to join his own.

Magenta and indigo, their flames danced together. Intertwined until there was only one rich, deep purple enfolding two people in its heated embrace. Then, when he could barely breathe from anticipation, Mason growled, “Tell me not to kiss you.”

He waited with tensed muscles for her to push him away. To lash out or flee, to act like the adversary she appeared to be.

Only she didn’t. Instead, Fee stood up on tiptoes, her breath kissing his mouth when she spoke. “But you don’t even know me.”

“But I like what I see,” he rebutted. And this time around, he didn’t wait before plundering the lush lips that beckoned his own.

Her mouth sizzled as it made contact, sucking away Mason’s breath and leaving him gasping for air. Fire raged between them, scorching his skin and heating his formerly frigid body into an inferno.

Mason hadn’t realized how deeply he’d Faded until flames returned to their former levels in an instant. The agony was as painfully satisfying as changing shape and taking to the air after an enforced eternity on two legs. For the first time in weeks, he felt light, powerful, unbelievably alive.

Taking advantage of heightened senses, Mason deepened the kiss, parting his treasure’s lips and probing deeper inside. The mage tasted like blueberries and sugar. She felt both soft and hard at once beneath his questing fingers, and he pulled her in closer until she was leaning against his hungry body.

She fit like the key that unlocked his heart.

But Fee was absurdly covered with clothes, clothes, endless clothes. Fingers drifted south, hoping to uncover a patch of bare skin. Instead, Mason found himself fumbling at the lumpy sweater that hid what he suspected was a perfectly curved hip from his greedy embrace.

Aha. There. The knot wasn’t much, the faded gray obstacle falling to her feet as he pressed hungry belly against waiting skin...

...Only to find something entirely unexpected pressing back. Forgetting to be a gentleman, Mason sent hands darting beneath the hem of her shirt, searching for an explanation.

It wasn’t the explanation he’d hoped for. Hard lumps and thin wires. Cold plastic and slick tape.

Vaguely, the shifter noticed Sarah’s gasped complaint as he thrust his treasure’s shirt upward with abruptly chilling fingertips. But his foster mother needn’t have worried. Mason wasn’t planning to disrobe this beauty and make love to her there on the hydroponic lab’s tiled floor.

Instead, he was seeking the danger that his fingers had stumbled upon but that his brain refused to admit existed.

Only his brain was wrong and his fingers were right. There, strapped around the fire mage’s slender waist, lay enough firepower to eradicate the Sunsphere.

––––––––
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Chapter 10

FOR ONE AGONIZING MOMENT after the Lord Dragon appeared by her side, Fee couldn’t gather enough breath to move. The dragon—her dragon—was terrifyingly beautiful in the flesh. He was head and shoulders taller than herself, his muscular bulk so tremendous it bordered on the sublime. His dark eyes pierced hers and his rich marshmallow aroma intoxicated her senses. Worse, the entirety of his human form was wreathed in a magnetic forest of flickering flames.

The fire must have been what pushed her over the edge. That’s the only way Fee could explain forgetting who she was and why she was present in enemy territory. Forgetting Malachi’s hard fists and the desperate poverty of the people who shared her underground home.

Instead, she’d clutched the dragon’s shoulders for stability as she half-climbed his body to claim the offered lips with her own. She hummed into his mouth and twined fingers through raven locks as she collapsed into the satisfying heat of crackling flames.

Although, to be fair, it wasn’t pure physical attraction that moved her. Instead, Fee’s actions were an acceptance of the conclusion that had been trickling into her brain all morning long.

Mason was the closest thing she’d ever seen to pure good on two feet. Despite the dreary picture her father had painted of the magic-less majority bowing down beneath a dragon’s overbearing thumb, the inhabitants of the Sunsphere weren’t terrified and imprisoned lackeys. If anything, that particular description more aptly applied to her own compatriots who walked with bent shoulders beneath Malachi’s gimlet gaze.

Knowing that Mason nurtured such trust and happiness in his community, Fee allowed herself to be drawn by his magnificent fire. She sank into their shared kiss and luxuriated into the burning fingers that caressed her shoulders and neck. For a long moment, in fact, she even forgot their joining was being witnessed by a rather embarrassing audience—Mason’s plant-loving foster mother.

Only when cold air licked at her bared midriff did Fee glance down and see her secret revealed. Then breath fled as she read the words moving across the cell phone’s illuminated screen.

“Last call,” Malachi had typed. Her father’s impatience echoed through the air, his anger sharp in the eight small letters.

He wouldn’t.

But Fee’s fingers were already fumbling frantically to tap out a reply. Because deep down inside, she knew that her father really would. He would punish a daughter who disobeyed his orders, even if that rebellion was as minor as a delayed check-in. He would set off this bomb in the wrong part of the Aerie out of pure spite.

He would extinguish his only daughter’s life, considering the gesture an acceptable loss in the pursuit of his overarching goal.

Knowing she had mere seconds to change Malachi’s decision, terror made fingers clumsy as they slid across the slick surface. Then words changed to numbers as Fee failed at her task.

2:00, 1:59, 1:58.

It was already almost too late.

“Turn it off,” Mason demanded.

For an instant, her father’s harsh voice filled her mind in counterpoint. This was Fee’s final chance to force Mason’s hand. She could dart aside and grab the dragon’s mother, threaten Sarah with the knife swiped from a third-floor drawer. After sensing protective passion smoldering beneath Mason’s skin during that mind-altering kiss, Fee knew her companion would do anything to save his mother’s life.

But instead, she looked away, unable to meet the intensity of her companion’s gaze. “I can’t,” she breathed.

1:55, 1:54: 1:53.

For three long seconds, Lord Dragon stared at her, pain and disappointment evident in his gaze. Then he turned his back, those joyous flames a distant memory as he barked orders at the older woman watching with cocked head from the opposite side of a hydroponics bench.

“Evacuate everyone,” he demanded. Then, despite the time limit, he waited for Sarah to reach the down staircase before grabbing Fee’s arm and pulling her up the stairs leading in the opposite direction. Seconds later, they stepped together onto the open platform that made up the Sunsphere’s roof.

Wind snatched away what little breath Fee had managed to regain and she gasped at the cold. The wintry gust bit into her skin, whipping a strand of hair into her mouth and tearing her eyes.

“Can you at least take it off?” her dragon asked quietly. Mason should have been livid with rage. But instead, he was far more patient than rapidly disappearing numbers on the cell-phone screen gave him reason to be.

Fee forced air through a tightened windpipe and nodded. “Yes, but it’ll take time.”

“Hopefully less than one minute and forty seconds of time,” Mason countered. She thought there was a hint of a smile on his hard face, but then the man was gone and a massive dragon stood on the open platform in his place.

If Mason had been enticing in his human form, he was now entrancing. By rights, a dragon should have grabbed Fee around her waist and gripped her painfully as he launched himself away from the people he loved. But, instead, the Lord Dragon himself stood stock still as if she had reason to be scared of him rather than vice versa. Didn’t he realize Fee was strapped skin to wires with explosives?

Well, if Mason wasn’t going to grab her, then it was up to Fee to find her own way aboard the only available transportation on offer. Because sometime between waking in a marshmallow-scented bed and discovering that her father considered her expendable, Fee had decided to do everything in her power to rescue the defenseless innocents below. Now, without hesitating, she gave herself a leg up via the dragon’s bent elbow then created handholds out of one curved scale after another as she scrambled atop Mason’s back.

Flames opened out around them like the petals of a flower. No, those weren’t flames, they were wings. Sails of fire that carried the two aloft while enfolding Fee in the most profound feeling of safety she’d ever experienced.

It wasn’t an entirely smooth ascent, though. Instead, the abrupt motion of the dragon’s launch nearly tossed Fee from her perch. But Mason’s tail bumped her back into place in the valley separating shoulders from neck, preventing her from plummeting to an untimely death.

0:58, 0:57, 0:56.

While Fee had been figuring out how to board a dragon, the cell phone had already breached the final minute of its countdown. Time seemed to expand and contract all at once, each instant lasting an eternity but also whipping past as quickly as the wind flew by her face.

Hurry up, Fee reminded herself.

She had work to do if she wanted to experience another toe-curling kiss with the human equivalent of her draconic steed. So she ignored both dizzying earth rushing by beneath unshod feet and fingers aching from their death grip around the dragon’s massive neck. Instead, she pried one hand loose with an effort and stuffed bare toes into jagged cracks between heated dragon scales. Then, after hesitating only an instant, she relinquished her second handhold as well.

Fee knew she should have been terrified to ride hands-free on a dragon with ticking explosives strapped around her waist. But instead, her original fear fled as fire magic consumed her. Opening her mouth, she whooped with delight...and was nearly startled from her aerial perch as the massive dragon beneath her mirrored the cry.

Mason’s bellow of sound and flame, unlike her own, served a utilitarian purpose. Down in the swirling mass of snow beneath massive dragon belly, other fliers launched themselves from the summit of towers clustered along the river’s nearest bank. Three dark specks grew as they arrowed upward to join the dragon to whom she clung, and Fee knew she was soon fated to meet the other shifters who called the Aerie home.

0:39, 0:38, 0:37.

Okay, enough sightseeing. It was time to prevent the catastrophe her father had set into motion. And, really, the effort shouldn’t be so hard.

After all, Fee rather than Malachi had placed the device around her waist in the first place. Fee rather than Malachi had been the one to pore over books late at night, deciphering wiring diagrams as she cradled her mug of steaming chamomile tea and ached for missing sleep.

When it came right down to it, the puzzle was merely a matter of disentangling threads of copper and teasing them back out the way they’d come in. It was as simple as pulling loose just the right wire and leaving the entirety deactivated, a harmless hunk of metal and plastic.

Okay, so there was also one small failsafe to consider, the fact that removing the cell phone from its cradle or pressing a single button would cause the bomb to detonate prematurely. 

But even that trigger wasn’t the cause of the sinking sensation in the pit of Fee’s stomach. No, it was a second fleeting glance earthward that turned an exhilarating ride into a journey through hell. And not because of a fear of heights either.

Because back in their underground tunnels, Fee had taken her father’s words as fact. She was to be the invader, the sole warrior bringing fire-mage battle to the heart of the dragons’ domain.

Now she realized that Malachi had been lying about her purpose in the Aerie just as he’d lied about everything else. Even from this distance, she easily recognized the canary jacket of Malachi’s second-in-command as the man crept through the tangle of winter-sleepy Green below. And once she focused on the glow of gold, she could pick out a handful...no a score...of soldiers stealthily stalking through the plant-covered city in the minor mage’s wake.

The conclusion was gut-wrenching and obvious all at once. Fee hadn’t been her father’s carefully trained assassin. No, as she took in the scene arrayed beneath her, she realized she’d never been anything other than bait.

––––––––
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Chapter 11

EVACUATE THE HUMANS to the tunnels. Mason flashed the frequently practiced but never before used code to his brothers, ultraviolet pigments in his scales changing to match the pattern they’d developed during a misspent youth. In reply, Zane immediately peeled out of formation, shifting even as he landed on the Riverview’s roof then sprinting for the stairs to carry out the Lord Dragon’s orders.

With both sets of towers taken care of, that left only the bomb itself to defuse. Cold air bit into Mason’s hide as he turned away from the houseboats arrayed across Golden Reservoir. The west, in contrast, was a Green stronghold, a spot where Fee could drop the explosives without harming human life.

Heading established, Mason twisted his neck backward to check on his precious cargo. Despite a clear understanding that the redhead had come to the Aerie with the intent to do harm, his belly immediately filled with peaceful embers as he watched his treasure work.

Long tresses whipped around her face while pellets of ice settled into the gap between collar and skin. But Fee was so engrossed in her task that she noticed neither wind, cold, nor the fact that she was currently perched on a dragon’s moving back.

So much like Sam. Mason couldn’t count the number of times he’d walked in on his brother intent upon a sea of engineering drawings, how many times he’d slipped a plate of food onto the corner of Sam’s desk only to return hours later to find the offering still untouched.

Instinctively, Mason shied away from the memory...but then he slowly eased back toward an image that emanated warm nostalgia rather than the usual flame-quenching guilt. His chest expanded as his fire grew. And for the first time since Sam’s premature death, a reminder of his twin sent Mason soaring higher into the cloud-filled sky rather than plummeting toward the grasping plants below.

But the moment of tranquility was short-lived. Even as the dragon watched, his treasure’s chin tilted earthward and her hands went abruptly still. Then she peered toward Mason’s face, her already pale skin now so ashen that the dragon was terrified she’d lose her grip and fall down, down, down toward the perennially hungry Green.

Immediately, he whipped his own head forward, berating himself for startling a human who wasn’t accustomed to staring into a dragon’s gargantuan eyes. Fee was so small in comparison to his true form, her body so nearly weightless that he could barely feel human thighs squeezing the saddle of draconic neck as his passenger clung on for dear life. No wonder she’d been startled.

Maybe Fee can relax now that she’s not gazing into eyeballs as large as she is tall....

Except his passenger didn’t relax. Instead, her muscles tensed further and her fists started pounding a staccato against hard-edged scales.

The pummeling didn’t hurt, but it did provoke Mason to glance backward one more time in an effort to assess the situation. “...Dangerous men!” his rider was saying, words barely audible as she yelled against the roar of the whipping wind.

But her hand signal was easier to understand. His treasure had lost her focus on the bomb and was pointing east and down, back toward the towers from which they’d come.

At first, Mason saw nothing but swaying trees and falling snow. Then, at long last, a bright yellow jacket glinted into view.

Once color alerted him to location, impending danger quickly became apparent. Here, there, and everywhere, the forest swayed with movement as humans passed underneath. The invaders were scattered at first but soon coalesced into a circle around the undefended buildings he and his brothers had so recently left behind.

Enemies. Mason whipped his tail up to loop protectively around his treasure’s waist. He knew the gesture was frightening for a human unused to dragon-riding, but he couldn’t risk the woman falling off as he dove directly for his dangerous prey.

Because prey they were. At any other time, the Lord Dragon might have given the invaders benefit of the doubt, might have asked questions before assuming malevolent intent despite the men’s unusual actions. After all, supplicants knew they could arrive openly and make their requests at the public docks. So why bother creeping toward the towers through the danger of the Green?

Mason knew better than anyone how dragons could frighten humans out of their good sense. Still, his treasure had recognized something about these men. Why else would she have turned from tunnel-vision engineer into terrified girl at the drop of a hat? And from the way she now leaned forward, fingers tense as they clung to the gaps between scales, Fee knew the humans below were up to no good.

Which meant Mason was equally confident of the same. Thrusting swirling eddies of snow aside with beating wings, he roared out a warning as he gathered flame inside himself to prepare for attack. The initial goal would be to capture the secretive humans without loss of life. But he wouldn’t risk the safety of his people to do so, not when a hot tear whipped away from his treasure’s cheek and sizzled harmlessly against his flame-riddled hide.

Then an even less familiar sensation captured his attention. The vibration worked its way through his treasure’s leg and into his skin, and for a soul-shattering moment the dragon thought his rider was shaking with terror. Only when he risked another glance backward did he realize the tingle had instead emanated from the chiming of a silenced phone.

The invaders were so close to the Aerie by this point that Mason’s rage threatened to turn him into a ball of formless fire. Yet he managed to squash the impulse and hover above their heads, watching as Fee reached toward the cell phone with shaking fingers.

“Hello?” she said at last, one finger swiping to accept the call. But she hadn’t removed the device from its holster, and her legs squeezed against his neck so hard that she must have expected the bomb to blow them both to smithereens as soon as she touched the screen.

Nothing happened, though. Instead, the only explosion was the pounding within Mason’s chest that sped up to match the pulse of the woman once more clinging to his neck with her one free hand.

“Is the dragon listening?” a male voice asked, not bothering to greet Fee by name. Instantly, flame within Mason’s belly channeled itself into intent focus. This was the true enemy, the man who had sent an honorable but bruised mage into the Aerie with an incendiary device strapped around her huggable waist. This was the man Mason was meant to find and kill.

“I’m not sure if he can hear...” Fee started.

Mason might have been tempted to see how much information he could glean by pretending not to notice the conversation taking place on his back. But his treasure’s voice shook and his fire rose up again, refusing to accept her pain.

Roaring, the Lord Dragon made his presence known.

And as his bellow faded away, the air descended into silence broken only by the beating of massive wings. Two brothers had formed up at his flanks while invaders below gave up on stealth and began running toward their goal as fast as puny human feet could carry them.

But the Lord Dragon was willing to wait. Because he was stalking a far more important enemy now. One who wasn’t close enough to see or fight.

Or was he?

“Look east,” came that insidious male voice. Together, Mason and Fee swiveled to glance toward the reservoir that connected the Aerie to the larger outside world. At this time of year, the smooth-surfaced water was sparsely populated, the haven no longer quite so necessary to protect people from Green encroachment. Still, there were more than a dozen boats currently peppering the surface, each representing several human lives buoyed up by the rivers that Sam’s genius had helped to dam.

But surely that wasn’t what the enemy wanted Mason to see?

Then magenta light flared from the massive embankment that held back the flow of two rivers. A lone human figure stood atop the weir, his index finger pointing down to the right, down to the left, then to a dozen other spots along the tremendous face of the dam.

From his current distance, Mason could barely make out specks where the man gestured. But when a burst of violet turned into a gushing flow of water, his brain quickly filled in the blanks.

Fee’s bomb was the least of the Aerie’s worries. Because if this man destroyed the upstream dam and released reservoir waters to gush down into the Aerie’s valley, then every human currently hiding beneath Sunsphere and Riverview would drown.

Houseboats would be swept along and crushed into splinters as they slammed into trees and fell over the newly created falls. Bodies would float to the surface just like that one gut-wrenching memory out of the Lord Dragon’s guilty past.

In the end, everything Mason and his brother had envisioned would be lost in one moment of complete devastation.

––––––––
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Chapter 12

THE BOMB HADN’T BLOWN.

Fee couldn’t quite wrap her mind around the fact that she was speaking to her father post-countdown, alive and well rather than separating into bloody fragments to rain down upon the fluffy layer of pristine snow below.

She should have been relieved. But instead she felt numb...and not just because of the rime of ice forming atop her unprotected head.

“You lied to me,” she murmured as a six-inch waterfall gushed out of a small hole in the concrete dam. Her emotions felt just like that plummeting water. Anger, rage, and disappointment were beginning to leak out from behind her formerly impenetrable barriers. And Fee had a sinking suspicion that if those feelings fully erupted, she wouldn’t be able to stuff the repressed thoughts back inside ever again.

Because she now realized that Malachi had played her for a fool from the very beginning. He’d planned destruction far more heinous than anything she would have willingly taken part in. And, knowing his daughter’s feelings on the matter, the fire mage had purposefully left her out of the loop, twisting her bomb-making skills into a master plan Fee would have adamantly refused to embrace had she understood what she was signing on for.

Worse, Malachi didn’t even attempt to deny her current accusation. Instead, his voice grew as cold as the wind biting into her cheeks when he replied. “This is no time for childish drama.”

Despite herself, Fee flinched backwards, nearly sending herself tumbling off Mason’s heated neck in the process. She knew that Malachi was currently too distant to harm her physically, but his tone suggested that she’d pay for her commentary sooner rather than later. Yes, she’d pay in pain once her father had vanquished the dragons and installed all of his people—Fee included—in the elevated splendor of their new home.

So perhaps it wasn’t irrational after all to cringe away from the threat of punishment that came through loud and clear in her father’s clipped tone.

But before Fee could fully wrap her mind around parental betrayal, her minor rebellion was forgotten as Malachi returned his attention to the shifter currently bearing her aloft. “Fly west, dragon,” the mage demanded. “Every shifter will be out of this valley within the next five minutes or you’ll have hundreds of deaths on your hands. You’ll leave my daughter on the same charred mountaintop where you found her, then you’ll discover another Aerie to terrorize. This one is now mine.”

Between her thighs, Mason’s muscles rippled as if he wanted to reply. So Fee spoke the words she knew her bearer ached to say. “And if he obeys, what will happen to the people he leaves behind?”

“Then they’ll live.” She could almost see Malachi waving away the minor issue with a flick of one long-fingered hand. It didn’t matter to him whether the dragons’ underlings scattered into the Green or accepted new jobs as loyal servants to a fire mage. In fact, her father likely couldn’t understand why Mason and Fee bothered to ask about the fates of such inconsequential beings in the first place.

At least there’s one dragon still alive inside the Riverview, Fee thought, grasping at straws as she attempted to think her way out of Malachi’s trap. But even as she glanced toward the tower, a final shifter leapt into the air and winged toward his compatriots. Meanwhile, the humans were almost gone from beneath the trees, most having already slipped inside the first high-rise as they followed Malachi’s orders to claim the space as their own.

Silence filled the air as dragons hung motionless for an endless moment. Mason’s eyes were deep pools of sadness, but he made no move to countermand Malachi’s orders. Instead, her bearer appeared to be waiting for Fee to decide whether they should go or stay.

The part of Fee that had emerged from its cocoon while she wandered up the stairs with a taco in one hand stretched and woke. It wanted to tell Mason to strike her father down, never mind the fact that Malachi was her only living relative. Her braver half wanted to urge the shifter to char fire-mage flesh to ash, removing the evil Malachi represented from their formerly paradisiacal world.

But she couldn’t do it. Because she knew her father inside and out. And while obeying wasn’t a certain path toward saving the lives of Sarah and the other human inhabitants of the Aerie, disobeying was equivalent to signing everyone’s death warrants en masse.

Malachi would have the reservoir-side bombs rigged to explode unless he personally cut them off. And Fee couldn’t live with all that blood on her hands.

“Okay,” she said at last, the sound more breath than word. But it was enough, because her father confirmed his acceptance by ending the call with an abrupt click. And the dragons beneath and around her obeyed without argument, spinning in a formation of shining scales and barely repressed fire before retreating west as a single unit.

Perhaps it was because they were now flying into the wind, or perhaps the weather itself rejected Fee’s capitulation. Either way, the snow that had been drifting down like gentle holiday ornamentation abruptly transformed into a gale of billowing white. Landmarks disappeared as the ground faded away, and their journey soon took on the aspect of an endless flight into the void.
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