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	Prologue

	EUPHEMIA Ashthorne stood in front of the tall windows of the mayor's office, gazing down at the Town Square with her hands wrapped tightly around her favorite mug.

	Three months.

	It had been three months since she'd watched Jasmine Gale's face transform with wonder as her wolf shifter mate found her at the dragon fountain in the center of the Town Square. 

	Three months since the bond had settled into place with quiet certainty, and a barely there whisper of warmth had fluttered through the air.

	Like the Emberveil had stirred in its sleep just long enough to murmur a blessing over the new pair before settling back into silence.

	For nine years, Effie had wondered if the magic that had once made Ashthorne Glen famous for bringing mates together had been lost forever in the Ashing. 

	For nine years, she'd watched the seven men of the local dragon shifter Wing grow isolated and disillusioned. She watched them grow resigned to the idea that their chance to find a bondmate had been lost along with the faded magic.

	And her heart had broken for her boys, both the sons she'd borne and the men who'd become the sons of her heart. 

	As much as she grieved her own lost mate, she didn't regret a single minute of her life with Mason Ashthorne. Effie desperately wanted the same joy and love for everyone in her town.

	Jaz's recent bond gave her hope. 

	And an idea.

	The Emberveil wasn't calling mates to the Glen anymore, but it could still bless the ones who found their way here. Which meant the magic wasn't gone completely. 

	It just needed help.

	"Well then," Effie murmured to her reflection in the window glass, her hazel-green eyes bright with mischief. "If magic won't call mates to Ashthorne Glen, I suppose I'll have to do the calling myself."

	Setting her mug aside, Effie moved to the antique oak desk that dominated one corner of her office and settled in front of her laptop.

	The Ember Quill Forum was her newest project. 

	Officially, it was a community bulletin board for locals and tourists to share Glen gossip and festival updates. 

	Unofficially, it was going to be her matchmaking command center.

	She clicked to create a new, anonymous username, then hesitated. After a moment of consideration, she typed in Matriarch with a gleeful, satisfied smile.

	Then she navigated to the locked section of the forum intended only for those residents who knew the town's deepest secrets.

	 

	*EMBER QUILL FORUM*

	Subject: I think it's time for a little community matchmaking!

	Posted by: Matriarch 

	 

	My fellow devoted Glen citizens!

	I've been thinking about our town and the… romantic drought we've been experiencing. It's unfortunate that so few of the wonderful, deserving people living in Ashthorne Glen have yet to find their perfect matches.

	And it occurred to me that, perhaps, love and fate might need a little community intervention. 

	Of course, the first step was getting those potential soulmates to actually visit our charming little Glen. But, between the reinstated festivals and last year's viral video incident, tourists are finally returning to the Glen.

	Which leads me to step two… 

	Once they're here, we all need to keep an eye out for those perfect matches. 

	We know our neighbors, and we'll spot their soulmates when they are too close to the situation to see the truth for themselves.

	Then, it's just a matter of nudging them in the right direction. 

	True love just needs the right circumstances to bloom, and who better to create those moments than the people who care most about this community?

	What do you say? Ready to play cupid? Because I have a feeling this town is about to get very interesting…

	 

	 

	Effie leaned back in her chair, savoring the moment as her post appeared on screen.

	Time to see if she could conjure a little magic of her own.

	


Chapter One

	IN most towns, the local fire chief worried about smoke alarms and budget meetings. 

	But most chiefs weren't also the Alpha of the local dragon shifter Wing.

	In Ashthorne Glen, Caelen Ashthorne was both. 

	Which meant, in addition to the usual safety concerns, he had to worry about protecting the residents from unapproved magic and safeguarding secrets older than the town itself. 

	That was why Caelen was kneeling beside the ancient fountain at the heart of the Town Square in the predawn gloom. 

	The gray, liminal hours before sunrise were mercifully quiet. Too early for locals, and the few tourists who'd arrived ahead of the festival wouldn't be stirring for hours yet.

	Caelen ground his teeth together and glared at the banner hanging prominently across from him. 

	Welcome to the Fang & Fire Halloween Celebration! 

	The words were emblazoned across bright fabric in a cheerful font, surrounded by cutesy flying cartoon dragons spouting fire, and smiling broadly to show off their rounded fangs. 

	Despite his best arguments, Caelen had been the only one in town who'd objected to the name.

	With the festival officially starting in a few days, it was too late to do anything about it now.

	Cheerful lines of dragon and pumpkin-shaped lanterns, strung but unlit, already hung between lampposts. Half-assembled festival stalls waited to be filled with local crafts, baked goods, and entertainers.

	The whole square felt suspended in time. Holding its breath until the festival started in earnest.

	Caelen returned his attention to the weathered granite dragon towering over him. Eternally perched on the fountain's rim, it spread its wings wide in anticipation of flight. Water spilled steadily from its carved muzzle into the circular basin below.

	To tourists, it was just another example of quaint small-town charm. A dragon-themed centerpiece perfect for the town's self-proclaimed status as the Dragon Capital of the Northeast.

	What they didn't know was that the fountain's square granite base housed something far more precious than decorative stonework.

	The pedestal concealed the town's central wardstone. More than a dozen of the stones were scattered across the Glen and linked by a network of magic as old as the town itself. 

	Laid in building foundations, sidewalks, and statuary, together the wardstones created a web of warding that helped protect the town. The magic also served as an early warning system, alerting Caelen at the first sign of supernatural trouble within his territory.

	The network had once maintained itself through its connection to the Emberveil. Unfortunately, in the nine years since the semi-sentient magic pool went dormant, it now needed to be recharged regularly in order to keep it working.

	And Caelen's particular dragonfire affinity was the power source best suited for the task.

	Closing his eyes, Caelen ignored the dull ache at his temples and centered his focus. With his palms braced against the damp stone rim of the fountain, he took a deep breath and reached for the Stonefire magic slumbering inside him. 

	Heat pooled in his chest, stubborn and slow to surface as the Stonefire that was his birthright sparked grudgingly. 

	Slowly, the liquid-gold energy crept up his spine and along his arms until the Stonefire poured over his fingers.

	Lava-like flames threaded with veins of black licked around his hands, shining like lantern-light in the semi-darkness. It flickered along the edge of the basin for a second, then the dragon-magic spilled down into the fixture's square base. 

	Pooling in one seemingly unremarkable block of granite among the many that made up the fountain's base. 

	The wardstone's ancient sigils, nearly worn smooth by centuries of water and weather, became visible in the fire's ethereal glow. 

	Once, they'd shimmered perpetually with the town's ambient magic. 

	Before the Ashing. 

	Before everything changed.

	Now, Caelen had to renew the web of magic on a regular basis to keep the town safe. And the time between charges was getting shorter. 

	With so many people coming into the Glen for the festival this weekend, Caelen would be lucky if this boost of power held for a week. 

	The sigils etched in the block flared briefly to life as the stone greedily drank in his energy. 

	Sweat gathered at his hairline, and the pain behind his eyes deepened into a continuous throb. Squaring his shoulders, Caelen curled his hands tighter around the rim. Ignoring the growing discomfort, he focused on pouring everything he had into bolstering the Glen's wards. 

	What once had been an easy offering now scraped him raw, leaving him tired and aching. 

	But he didn't stop.

	He'd made a promise when he accepted the burden of Alpha after his father's sacrifice. 

	One Caelen had every intention of keeping.

	The sigils steadied, the wardstone hummed with renewed charge, and Caelen let his Stonefire settle. He remained kneeling, palms flat against the fountain's edge, watching the molten glow fade from his fingertips as he caught his breath.

	"You look like hell."

	Caelen didn't startle. He refused to give Luke the satisfaction.

	Instead, he slowly turned his gaze in the direction of the voice. 

	A shadow shifted out from beneath the stand of elm trees at the square's edge, revealing Lucas Cole, the town's best mechanic. A former mercenary who'd settled in town after the Ashing and quickly became Caelen's second-in-command.

	Unlike Caelen's looming, mountain-hewn presence, Luke's form was lean and dangerous. All sharp angles and dark, watchful violet eyes that missed nothing. 

	"Good morning to you, too," Caelen replied dryly, as he straightened his spine and schooled his features.

	Once certain of his steadiness, he pushed to his feet with deliberate control.

	Luke stood with his arms crossed over his chest, and his dark eyes reflecting nothing. "That took longer than last time."

	"I'm fine."

	"Didn't say you weren't." Luke moved closer, steps silent despite his heavy boots. "I was just making an observation."

	Caelen wiped his palms on the stiff blue fabric of his uniform pants. "It's nothing I can't handle."

	"Right." Luke's gaze flicked to the fountain, then back to Caelen. A hint of darkness flickered in his eyes, a tell that his Shadowflame was stirring. "You know, there are six other dragons in this town. Some of us could actually try to help with this."

	"It's my responsibility."

	Luke let out a dry laugh. 

	"Everything's your responsibility, according to you." He leaned against the fountain's edge. "One day, that stubborn martyr act is going to blow up spectacularly in your face, Chief. How long before you collapse in the middle of a shift? Or, worse, during an actual emergency?"

	Caelen's jaw tightened. "I know my limits."

	"Sure you do," Luke muttered. 

	He studied Caelen for a long moment before shifting his weight off the fountain with an exaggerated sigh. 

	"I just finished a sweep of the western perimeter. Everything's quiet out there. It seems the Peabody boys have finally learned their lesson about messing with the inn's early morning birding tour."

	Normally, adolescent pranksters, supernatural or otherwise, would have fallen under the purview of the municipal police department. But the recent retirement of the police chief had left them short-staffed, so Caelen and the Wing had shouldered some of the less mundane responsibilities.

	"Good," Caelen said, relieved for a change in subject. And that the teenage hawk shifters had stopped harassing tourists.

	Unfortunately, his relief was short-lived as Luke rolled on. 

	"Anton asked me to stop by mid-morning. He's got another shipment coming in." Luke rubbed his thumb across the scars on his knuckles. "He swears it's just antiques this time, but you know how that usually goes."

	Caelen sighed. 

	The last time Anton DeGarre claimed to have received an antiques-only shipment, they'd spent three days tracking down and containing a music box that summoned thunderstorms.

	"Did he at least tell you where the shipment is coming from?"

	"He didn't say, just muttered something about historical artifacts and collector's pieces from an estate sale before changing the subject." Luke shrugged. "I'll sort through whatever cursed junk he's dragged back this time."

	"Keep me posted," Caelen sighed, exhaling slowly to keep exhaustion at bay. "If he brought in another hexed heirloom, I'll—"

	"You'll scowl, grumble at everyone who'll listen, then clean up after him. Because that's what you do," Luke cut in, tone deadpan, before a hint of smirk slipped through. "Though, you might want to practice that glare. You're probably going to need it." 

	Caelen's stomach sank in unhappy anticipation. "Now what?" 

	"A documentary crew," Luke answered, amused and exasperated. "The tourism committee, and your mother, invited them to film the entire festival. They should be showing up today. Complete with microphones, cameras, and nosy questions." 

	"Perfect," Caelen grumbled, silently cursing the day his mother decided to run for mayor. Euphemia Ashthorne's zeal for boosting tourism with ridiculous publicity would eventually be the death of him. 

	 "Just what we need. Cameras everywhere, poking into every corner of the Glen during the Halloween festival. When locals are least likely to contain their enthusiasm. As if one blurry video last year wasn't enough to turn us into a circus attraction."

	"Oh, come on, Chief," Luke drawled, the ghost of a smirk playing at his lips. "That video was a low-budget masterpiece. Shaky camera, low resolution, bad lighting barely illuminating what might have been a dragon, but could just as easily have been a raccoon with ambitious posture."

	Caelen fixed Luke with his patented ice-cold Alpha stare, but the corner of his mouth twitched despite himself. "A raccoon that somehow breathed fire and had a fifteen-foot wingspan. Very ambitious indeed." 

	Shaking his head, Caelen let his gaze drift toward the empty festival stalls that would soon be filled with outsiders. "We got lucky with that video. The next time someone catches something they shouldn't on a cell phone camera, it could be so much worse."

	"Relax." Luke patted his shoulder consolingly. "Everyone thinks it's all dragon-themed tourist bait. No one believes it's real."

	"Until someone shifts in front of them. Or a loose spell animates the jack o' lanterns. Again. Or Zeke tries to impress his latest fling and gets caught on a better cell camera." Caelen's fingers curled into fists at his sides. "One slip, Luke. That's all it would take. Pretend dragons bring in tourists. Real ones bring in wannabe dragon hunters."

	"Zeke still swears it wasn't him in the grocery store parking lot. And that it had nothing to do with the gargoyle daring him to a race on the wing." 

	"Right." Caelen rolled his eyes, knowing his Wing-mate couldn't resist a dare.

	"We'll manage," Luke assured him. "We've managed before."

	Part of Caelen wanted to believe that. His Wing was made up of the three brothers he grew up with, and three dragon shifters who'd become brothers by choice when they'd stood shoulder to shoulder with him to save the town from the Ashing.

	But Caelen also knew that, as Alpha, the burden of protecting the town ultimately fell on him.

	Luke's eyes narrowed on Caelen, gaze as sharp as any blade. 

	His arms stayed folded, but his tone shifted, becoming flatter and quieter. "Your mother worries, you know. Effie asked me last week if you'd let anyone else lend a hand with the wards. Waylin especially. He thinks he can tie the metalwork around town into the energy flow ward network. Then he'd be able to use his Metalflare to charge the wardstones. If the two of you work together—"

	Caelen's jaw flexed. "The wards aren't his task. They're mine." 

	Luke let out a low breath, somewhere between a sigh and a scoff, then pushed away from the fountain. He gave Caelen one last long look. 

	"Fine. Keep grinding yourself into the ground. The Wing and I will still be around to pick you up when you finally fall over." 

	Luke turned on his heel and walked away, disappearing into the lingering shadows as seamlessly as he'd appeared.

	Caelen stood fixed in place, arms crossed tightly over his chest, ignoring the way the square suddenly felt empty without Luke's steady presence. 

	The gentle splash of the fountain only served to make Caelen all too aware of the solitude he'd crafted around himself. Of the careful distance he'd chosen to keep between himself and everyone else in the Glen.

	The throbbing at his temples sharpened, and Caelen pressed his fingertips against his forehead, willing the pounding to subside. 

	It didn't. 

	He couldn't go home like this. His mother would spot him well before he reached his apartment over the carriage house. And one look at him would have her launching into the same lecture Luke had just delivered. 

	"The firehouse it is," he muttered to himself.

	The cots in the bunkhouse weren't as comfortable as his own bed, but one would do. All he needed was a few hours of sleep before his shift officially started to take the edge off. 

	He cast one last glance at the fountain and the wardstone that was still humming with the infusion of power. 

	The water flowed peacefully over the stone and the dragon perched eternally on the verge of flight. 

	For a fleeting moment, he envied the calm sense of freedom it embodied.

	Then Caelen turned away, shoulders squared despite his exhaustion, and headed toward the only sanctuary he allowed himself.

	


Chapter Two

	RONA Lancaster helped her crew unload the gear from the van while scanning downtown Ashthorne Glen with a practiced eye.

	It looked as if someone had read a definition of small-town charm and tried to recreate it.

	Starting with the Town Square that lay at the center of the town. Composed of an entire block of green space, the square was filled with iron benches and shade trees, now blazing brilliantly in shades of autumn red and gold. An eye-catching fountain, featuring a statue of a dragon, of course, burbled merrily in the middle. 

	Framing the park was Ember Circle, a name Rona found quaintly misleading. 

	It wasn't a circle at all, but four connecting streets that formed a perfect square around the central park.

	Historic buildings lined the outer edge of Ember Circle, holding a mix of shops, restaurants, and public offices. 

	Ashthorne Glen's version of a main street was charming, picturesque, and the perfect establishing shot to capture the town's whole we love dragons tourist-trap vibe.

	And Rona already had a plan for how it was all going to come together in the documentary. 

	Since they'd arrived in town much too early to check in to their rooms at the Scholar's Inn, they'd decided to hit the ground running. 

	Or, well, as the one in charge, Rona had decided, and her crew of two hadn't argued. 

	So they'd parked the rental car and equipment van on a side street and begun scouting the area for locations and opportunities.

	Pulling her ever-present Moleskine notebook from the pocket of her camera bag, she glanced through her notes.

	"Dyllan, I need ambient sound from near the fountain." 

	The lanky tech nodded and hustled off with his ever-present enthusiasm. Rona turned to Piper, her willowy blond camera operator. 

	"Let's get a closer look at the storefronts on the other side of the Town Square."

	Moving with purpose, Rona led the way through the early morning tourists and the locals who bustled around preparing for the upcoming Halloween festival. As they walked, they passed a man on a ladder hanging a dragon-shaped bunting from a second-story iron balcony, while two women arranged pumpkins carved with scale patterns in front of a stationery shop, and a handful of tourists posed in front of the scene for a selfie.

	Rona sighed. 

	This wasn't her normal type of documentary. Small-town festival pieces weren't usually her specialty. But her distribution partners had made it brutally clear that her usual investigative work wasn't bringing in the views or revenue they needed.

	And Ashthorne Glen was exactly the kind of quirky small-town reality content their audience was devouring lately.

	But, big or small, cute or gritty, Rona's favorite part of the job had always been telling people's stories. 

	And a place like this? It had to be full of them.

	So if this is what the audience wanted, this is what she'd give them. And when tastes changed, she'd happily move on to the next in thing.

	Cataloging the visual story unfolding around them, Rona pointed Piper's attention toward a nearby shop.

	"Can you get those workers putting up the decorations? The contrast between historic buildings and touristy dragon stuff is exactly what we need."

	Piper lifted the camera and followed Rona's direction.

	When she lowered her camera, however, it was with a breathy sigh that Rona had learned to dread.

	"The sun is hitting that brass weather vane on that building at an incredible angle," she gushed and her enthusiasm set her blond curls bouncing. "Give me three minutes to capture it before the light changes."

	 It wasn't so much a question as an announcement of intent. Without waiting for Rona to answer, Piper darted down a side alley.

	"Piper! We have a schedule!" Rona called after her, knowing it wouldn't do any good. Especially since she'd already disappeared from sight.

	Rona exhaled through her teeth, making a note to adjust the day's timeline. Again.

	"Hey, Rona! Look at these!" Dyllan appeared at her elbow, boom mic tucked awkwardly under one arm as he displayed a handful of shimmering trinkets. "Dragon scales! The gift shop guy says they wash up on the shore of the lake after storms. Supposedly from the dragon that lives in the locked preserve."

	Rona raised an eyebrow. "They're plastic with iridescent paint, Dyllan."

	"Well, yeah, these ones are souvenirs," he admitted, not deflated in the slightest. "But according to the card that came with them, there's a whole history of actual scale sightings dating back to the town's founding. The local blacksmith makes metal versions, but they were a little out of my price range."

	Dyllan continued to regale her with descriptions of all the pamphlets he'd collected on his trip around the shops of Ember Circle. 

	The fountain he was supposed to be recording was in the center of the square. And all the shops were on the opposite side of the streets that made up its perimeter. 

	Rona pinched the bridge of her nose and counted to ten before interrupting him.

	Okay, maybe it was more like three, but expanding her patience was an ongoing project.

	"Did you at least get the sound I asked for?"

	"Uh…" 

	From his impression of a deer caught in the headlights, Rona assumed the answer was no.

	Another deep breath, and shorted count allowed her to keep her cool.

	"Could you please get me five minutes of clean audio from the center of the square?"

	"Yeah, of course, on it, boss."

	Dyllan nearly tripped over his own feet as he hurried away. Rona sighed and scanned the crowd for her wayward camera operator. She'd give Piper exactly two more minutes before hunting her down.

	While she waited, Rona tucked her notebook into the open side pocket of her bag and pulled out her own handheld video camera to capture a few candid clips.

	Just as she was about to check her watch again, Piper glided back into view, camera cradled in her hands like a precious artifact.

	"Got it," she breathed. "The light was hitting the copper dragon-shaped weathervane in a way that made it look like it was breathing fire. I've never seen anything like it."

	"Great." Rona nodded briskly, only half-listening as she looked down at her clip. "Let's get back to the schedule."

	Piper's expression turned thoughtful as she fiddled with her camera. 

	"This is different from your usual documentaries, isn't it? I mean, your last three were all hard-hitting exposés. Corporate corruption, environmental cover-ups…" She gestured at the quaint buildings surrounding them. "Dragon tourism feels like a shift."

	"Trust me, there's an angle," she said, more curtly than intended.

	The truth was, her last documentary had barely broken even. And since her streaming partners had made it clear that they were looking for something different, she needed to prove she could deliver. Hopefully without losing herself in the process. 

	Her crew, small as it was, was like family. 

	And they depended on her success as much as she did. Without this project, Piper and Dyllan would be out of a dependable paycheck. Rona didn't intend to let that happen.

	"The appeal is in the contrast," Rona explained, softening her tone. "Small towns like this survive by manufacturing mystery. They've turned local folklore into a tourism industry. Complete with gift shops and festivals that revolve around their so-called dragon. It's clever marketing dressed up as magic."

	She glanced at the dragon-themed decorations with renewed determination. 

	"Our documentary will pull back the curtain on how they've built this image, while celebrating the charm of what they've created. People love seeing how the magic trick works, especially when it's this adorable."

	Rona lifted her camera, framing a shot of someone arranging a three-foot stuffed dragon in a display window.

	"From what I found in my research, this whole magic theme is a relatively new wrinkle. The legends have existed for more than a century, but just in a campfire story kind of way. Their tourist draw used to be a set of festivals centered around the nature preserve outside of town until a devastating wildfire destroyed it. So they reinvented themselves. Created this whole dragon narrative to draw people back. It's incredibly savvy and resourceful."

	Rona could clearly see the story unspooling in front of her as she spoke, tying itself into the general outline she'd roughed out during the research phase. The more she thought about it, the stronger the angle became. Economic resilience, community reinvention… 

	Maybe there was a compelling story hiding beneath all the dragon kitsch.

	Dyllan loped back from the Town Square, headphones askew, boom pole clipping a banner rope and setting a paper dragon swaying over his head.

	"Hey guys! Guess what?"

	"You got the sound I needed?" Rona asked hopefully, crossing her fingers that she wouldn't have to send him out for a third time. 

	"Oh, yeah, of course," Dyllan assured her, patting his recording equipment. "But listen, do you remember that blurry parking lot dragon video that went viral last year?"

	Rona rolled her eyes. "Yes. It was a big part of what made us choose Ashthorne Glen over other possible locations."

	"Oh, right, yeah. Anyway, the grocery store is right over there." 

	He pointed to a modest brick building on the northwest corner of the Circle. Glen Grocers had been hand-painted on the cheerful green awnings.

	Next to it sprawled an empty gravel lot where a cluster of high school students were wrestling with an enormous pile of hay bales. At the moment, it was hard to tell if they were constructing some elaborate structure or playing a very ambitious game of Jenga.

	Piper held her hand over her eyes and squinted. "I don't see a parking lot." 

	"It's behind the store," he explained gleefully. "We should totally check it out."

	"It's on the list," Rona assured him, tapping her notebook.

	"Oh. Right. On the list. For the documentary." Dyllan's smile lost some of its exuberance, and Rona realized he'd intended to rush over and check it out like he was just one of the early-arriving festival tourists.

	"I'm pretty sure it was just someone in a rubber suit with a fog machine," Piper said with a shrug. "I've filmed some really terrible costumes that read great with the right lighting and filter."

	"Please. That shadow crossed three cars at once." Dyllan puffed, getting into the debate. "You don't get that with a guy in a Costume Corner lizard suit."

	Rona snorted. "Local kids with too much time on their hands probably set the whole thing up. A few hours of editing and you've got yourself a viral monster."

	Piper's mouth curved thoughtfully. "I'd want to film it from low angles to make everything feel larger than life. Like we're seeing it through a child's eyes."

	"But the way it disappeared—"

	"Clever cosplay and a smoke machine," Rona said with finality. 

	"Or it really was a dragon," Dyllan added with wide-eyed determination.

	"Or that," Rona gave in with a roll of her eyes and refocused on her notebook. "Let's get more of the town center before we start moving farther afield."

	They moved along the Circle, weaving past a vendor dusting sugar over something shaped like a spiral tail, around someone hanging a sign on a wobbly ladder, and pausing to peek in the window of an art gallery selling iron dragon sculptures. 

	All the while, Rona laid out her plans.

	"We need some establishing shots of the Town Square. Especially festival prep, close-ups of artisans making dragon-themed crafts, and browsing tourists. We're also going to try to get interviews with the local business owners about how the dragon mythology affects their livelihood."

	Rona paused, eyes zeroing in on the building across from her. "Oh, and Piper, make sure to get plenty of the Town Hall exterior and the rooftop clock tower."

	"On it," Piper nodded, already framing potential shots of the municipal building through her lens.

	That's when Rona noticed a woman watching them from the top of the Town Hall steps. 

	Elegant in that effortless way that made Rona envious. Silvering auburn hair, strong yet feminine features, a chic combination of a dark green blazer and crisp black pants that somehow looked both authoritative and approachable. The woman's posture radiated quiet power without seeming rigid. 

	Though she appeared to be casually observing the square, Rona could tell the documentary crew was her primary focus.

	There was no doubt in Rona's mind that this was Euphemia Ashthorne. Mayor of Ashthorne Glen.

	 

	


Chapter Three

	RONA had planned to seek out the mayor later for an interview, but there the woman stood, as if waiting specifically for them. 

	Even though they'd arrived in town earlier than they'd intended.

	Still, Rona knew enough to jump on an opportunity when it presented itself.

	"Let's go introduce ourselves," Rona suggested, making a beeline for Ashthorne Glen's Town Hall. 

	But she didn't get the chance.

	"Rona Lancaster, welcome to Ashthorne Glen." The elegant mayor called out warmly when they reached the bottom step, smiling like she was greeting an old friend. "And Piper and Dyllan, too, of course. We're delighted to have Lancaster Productions visiting our little town."

	"Mayor Ashthorne, I presume?" Rona jogged up the half-dozen steps and extended her hand. "Thank you again for allowing us to film the Fang & Fire Halloween Festival."

	"Oh, please call me Effie. Everyone does." The mayor clasped Rona's hand between both of hers. "I've been looking forward to meeting you all. I hope you don't mind, but I took the liberty of preparing some refreshments."

	Rona blinked at the porcelain tea service set out on an actual, full-on Victorian tea trolley incongruously parked on the top of the Town Hall steps. 

	It was the kind of out-of-place detail she'd normally notice immediately, but, somehow, she'd missed it.

	Steam curled from the spout of an ornate teapot decorated with a dragon motif, next to a platter filled with a variety of cookies so fresh from the oven, Rona could smell the cinnamon and vanilla.

	A massive Maine Coon sat stationed in front of the tea trolley like a furry sentinel, his amber eyes fixed on Rona with the kind of imperious assessment usually reserved for customs officers. The cat's considerable bulk and regal bearing made him look both adorable and vaguely menacing.

	"That's… thoughtful," Rona managed, exchanging a bewildered glance with Piper.

	"I've also prepared welcome packets with the town's festival history, maps of filming locations, and some local legends that might interest you." 

	Effie turned to the cart and sighed at its feline guardian. 

	"Merlin, darling, guests first," she chided, before gently but firmly lifting the enormous cat, who submitted to relocation with long-suffering dignity. "Jake will take good care of you."

	She handed him off to a young man who looked vaguely terrified to take custody of the animal, but bravely accepted the burden.

	Meanwhile, Effie had picked up a stack of leather folders from the bottom of the trolley and handed them to Rona and her crew. The front of each one was embossed with the silhouette of a dragon.

	 "I included some background about the Dragon Circle Preserve, since I assumed it would be of interest to you. I'm afraid, however, that it is still considered too dangerous to enter. And local ordinances forbid video recordings of the preserve, so you'll only be able to view it from outside the fence." 

	Rona raised her eyebrows as she accepted the folder. 

	She hadn't mentioned the preserve to anyone except her crew.

	Before she could ask any questions, however, the heavy oak doors of Town Hall swung open behind Effie. 

	Three people emerged in perfect unison, like actors hitting their mark. A tall man with silver-streaked dark hair led the group, an elegant black umbrella unfurled above him despite the clear sky.

	Two blond women followed him, and the three of them fanned out beside Effie with practiced ease.

	"Ah, and here's the festival committee, right on time," Effie said, as if their appearance was perfectly expected. "Jaz, would you pour the tea while I introduce everyone?"

	The younger of the two women nodded with a smile and began pouring the tea with practiced grace as Effie gestured to the man with the umbrella. 

	"This is Sebastian Woode, proprietor of our historic Scholar's Inn."

	"A pleasure," he said with a slight bow, keeping the umbrella canopy angled precisely over him the entire time. "I'm looking forward to your stay with us at the Inn."

	Rona nodded back with a polite smile. But she couldn't help glancing up to make sure storm clouds hadn't rolled in when she wasn't looking. The sky remained blue and unmarred by any hint of rain, however.

	"Jasmine Gale. Besides making the best preserves in the county, she runs the day-to-day operations of our festivals," Effie continued as Jaz offered Rona a teacup. "And she's recently engaged, so we're looking forward to the wedding. She's given us hope that we can get the rest of this stubborn younger generation moving on the matrimonial path."

	Jaz blushed and rolled her eyes, but didn't miss a beat as she moved on to offer cups to Piper and Dyllan.

	"Finally, this is Jasmine's aunt, Begonia Gale. Bea runs the Scrying Spoon Tearoom," Effie finished, indicating the woman who looked like a slightly older version of Jaz. "She's also renowned for her accuracy in tea leaf and card reading."

	"It's really just a hobby now. I retired from professional divination several years ago," Bea said, eyes twinkling.

	Rona took a sip of her tea while mentally cataloging the unique cast of characters surrounding her.

	They'd definitely provide memorable personalities and local perspectives for her documentary.

	For a few minutes, the group chatted politely and enjoyed the refreshments. Rona emptied her teacup, noting with amusement how the remaining tea leaves had swirled into a pattern somewhere between a teardrop and a flame. She wondered idly what Bea would make of the shape. Something ominous and dramatic, no doubt. 

	Rona preferred to focus on the realities of the moment.

	Effie refilled her own teacup and waved her hand toward her assistant. Jake, who'd lost hold of Merlin at some point, set an ornate wooden chair next to the Mayor. 

	Rona blinked, certain there hadn't been any furniture within arm's length a moment ago.

	Then she grinned, appreciating the effort and creativity they applied to playing up the mystical air of the town.

	"Thank you, Jake." Effie settled into a chair and balanced the teacup and saucer effortlessly on her knee. "Now, I thought we might start my interview here on the steps. The lighting is wonderful this time of morning. Then perhaps later we could reconvene in the tearoom this afternoon for some other local interviews?"

	Rona's mouth went dry. 

	"That sounds… perfect," she managed, setting her teacup on the trolley in order to consult her notebook, already knowing that she'd planned something very similar. "How did you—"

	"Common sense, dear. I've been coordinating events in the Glen for thirty years." Effie waved her hand dismissively. "Shall we begin? I believe you had questions about the dragon mythology surrounding the town?"

	Piper positioned her camera while Dyllan, eyes wide with irrepressible excitement, fumbled with the sound equipment. Rona took a steadying breath and shifted into professional mode.

	"Let's start with how Ashthorne Glen became known as the Dragon Capital of the Northeast?"

	Effie practically lit up at the question, leaning forward with a pleased smile.

	"Every small town needs its niche, doesn't it? After the tourism dried up a few years ago, we needed to find a way to bring vacationers back. Our salvation came from embracing the centuries of dragon folklore that's been passed down through generations of Ashthorne Glen's residents."

	"So it's all a marketing angle?" Rona pressed, trying to regain control of the interview.

	"Angle implies fabrication." Effie shook her head with an  enigmatically smile. "We simply… curate the experience. Our legends existed long before we started selling dragon-shaped cookies. We've just found a way to balance the historical folklore with a tourist-friendly presentation."

	Something in Effie's tone made Rona lean forward. "And what about the viral videos? The dragon sightings?"

	"Isn't it wonderful how the internet loves a good mystery?" Effie'sM fingers tapped the elegant string of pearls at her neck thoughtfully. "Whether it is clever effects or something more magical, it certainly brings the crowds. And in a town this small, crowds mean survival."

	Rona couldn't decide if the mayor was the most skilled tourism director she'd ever met or simply believed her own propaganda. Either way, she made for fascinating footage.

	"And the town all works together to bring in those crowds?"

	"Exactly. It's like a dance, dear," Effie replied, gesturing toward the square. "Our annual festivals draw in tourists. The inns and hotels offer packages and recommend the shops. The shop owners stock local artisans. The artisans create dragon souvenirs that have collectible appeal. The tourists show off their finds and experiences on social media, drawing more attention to the festivals."

	Effie paused, then winked directly into the camera lens with a sly smile. "And of course, the local dragons do their part by occasionally allowing themselves to be caught on camera."

	Effie lifted her teacup to her lips, subtly showing off the painted dragon curled around the porcelain.

	When she lowered it back to its saucer, she was all business once again.

	"When visitors come for one business, they sustain them all. We simply connected what we already had, folklore, artistic talent, and beautiful scenery, into something marketable."

	"But the festivals stopped for a few years?" Rona asked. "After the devastating fire in the preserve, I believe." 

	Effie's smile faltered for the first time, surprising Rona.

	The change lasted only a heartbeat before she composed herself. But Rona caught the way the mayor's eyes darkened and her fingers tightened around the teacup. 

	"Yes, we had a… difficult period." Effie's voice carried an unexpected undercurrent of grief that felt startlingly genuine, in contrast to her polished responses so far. "The preserve fire was…"

	The silence lasted just long enough for Rona to know she'd touched something real, and feel a sliver of guilt. Then Effie's professional mask slipped back into place with practiced ease.

	"But the Glen bounced back stronger than ever," Effie continued, her voice brightening as she redirected. "Last year's Halloween Festival brought in record numbers. And that little video incident nearly doubled the numbers at our midwinter festival. The economic impact has been tremendous. Jasmine's preserves now ship nationwide, and Sebastian's inn stays booked solid almost year-round. We're already making plans to reintroduce more of the festivals that we sponsor."

	Rona recognized the skillful redirection. Whatever had happened in that fire, Effie wasn't willing to share the details. 

	At least not yet.

	But it was only the first day, and Rona had time to let Effie warm up to her. 

	For the moment, she allowed the mayor to continue making what amounted to a fairly effective promotional spot for Ashthorne Glen. She'd decide how much, if any, made it to the final cut later.

	It took another fifteen minutes, but the nearly one-sided interview finally wound down when Merlin jumped into Effie's lap and trilled with impatient demand. 

	"That's perfect, thank you, Mayor—Effie," Rona corrected as soon as the elegantly arched eyebrow raised in her direction. "I think we've got everything we need for now. But I would love to sit down with you again once we've gotten a better feel for the town."

	"I'll be here whenever you need more," Effie replied, setting Merlin aside and smoothing her jacket as she rose from her chair. Somehow, there wasn't a speck of cat hair on her at all. "Is three a good time for me to arrange the meetings in the tearoom this afternoon?"

	"Perfect," Rona agreed, then glanced at her watch, contemplating how much they could get done between now and then. "Piper, let's get those storefronts now while the light's still good. Dyllan, I want sound from the sidewalks to go with it."

	Rona turned to help the others pack up their equipment and noticed the crowd they'd drawn. She was used to the attention a camera crew could attract, and had learned to tune it out while she worked.

	A dozen or so curious locals lingered at the base of the Town Hall steps, some pretending to be engaged in errands while others made no effort to hide the way they openly stared at the camera equipment. A pair of older women clutched their shopping bags, heads bent together in animated whispers, while a lanky teenage boy in an Ashthorne Embers T-shirt recorded the whole scene on his phone.

	With a wry smile, Rona silently acknowledged the hypocrisy of how much she hated being caught on a camera she had no control over. 

	Her amusement faded as something shifted in the mood around her.

	A hush fell over the square, subtle but unmistakable. Conversations paused, shopkeepers stepped to doorways, and even the tourists seemed to sense the change in atmosphere.

	A tall man strode toward the Town Hall with deliberate purpose. The distinctive navy blue quarter-zip sweatshirt bore an Ashthorne Glen fire department patch. 

	Even from a distance, he had a commanding kind of presence that was impossible to ignore. His uniform fit his powerfully built frame perfectly, emphasizing the wall of solid muscle that lay beneath. 

	And only served to draw attention to the broad shoulders, dark hair, and a jawline that belonged on a movie poster rather than a small-town firefighter.

	As he drew closer, Rona couldn't help the smile that twitched on her lips when she finally made out the image on the patch. A dragon framed by crossed axes sat at the center of a Maltese cross.

	The stern set of the man's mouth, however, suggested that he wasn't finding anything amusing at the moment.

	Then Rona's eyes slipped up a little more, and she found herself caught in the intensity of striking golden brown eyes that glowed with an inner light.

	"Well, this should be interesting," Effie murmured, though her smile never wavered.

	Rona watched as people subtly moved out of his path. It wasn't fear, but a clear deference that went beyond respect for a public servant. Shop owners nodded in acknowledgment, tourists stepped aside, and the entire square seemed to reorganize itself around his approach.

	"Who's that?" Rona whispered to Jasmine, who had paused beside her.

	"Caelen Ashthorne, town fire chief," Jasmine answered with a small smile. "Effie's eldest son."

	He stopped at the base of the Town Hall steps, and his stare raked across the film crew before landing on his mother.

	"Mom, can I speak with you for a moment?" His voice carried a controlled edge. "Privately."

	The dark sweep of his eyes and grim way he said privately made it clear to Rona that the documentary crew was the problem he wanted to discuss.

	"Caelen, dear, we're just wrapping up." Effie's smile never wavered, but something passed between mother and son. A silent argument conducted entirely through barely noticeable facial shifts. "Have you met our visitors? Rona Lancaster and her crew are making a documentary about our Fang & Fire Halloween Festival."

	Caelen didn't even glance at Rona. "I'm aware. That's what I need to discuss."

	"Well, I'm afraid my day is fully booked. Whatever you need to… discuss will just have to wait," Effie explained, looking completely unconcerned by the level of his scowl. "Perhaps you could join me for breakfast in the morning?"

	His jaw tightened so hard and fast that Rona actually winced in sympathy for his teeth.

	"Mother," he somehow sounded calm despite the clear tension. "This is not a good idea."

	"Caelen," she replied with amused exasperation. "This is the best idea I've had in years."

	Rona watched the standoff with growing fascination. 

	The temperature between mother and son seemed to rise several degrees, though neither raised their voice or changed expression. Their calm exteriors barely contained what looked like a well-practiced battle of wills. 

	


Chapter Four

	CAELEN glowered at his mother's back when she brushed off his concern and returned her attention to her festival committee cronies. 

	With frustration simmering hotly in his chest, Caelen crossed his arms and planted himself at the bottom of the stairs, determined to wait her out.

	The gathered locals kept a healthy distance, knowing better than to get caught in the crossfire between the mayor and her son. They didn't drift too far away, though, knowing there was a good chance of an entertaining show whenever the two of them squared off.

	Caelen squinted against the late October sun, and the small movement sent a spike of pain through his head. The quick nap at the firehouse had barely taken the edge off his bone-deep exhaustion. And the headache had returned full force, promising to make his frustrating day even worse.

	As he continued to wait for his mother to give in and acknowledge his presence, Caelen cast an appraising eye over the documentary crew.

	The willowy blond with the main camera drifted toward the park, seemingly aimless as she filmed the world around. Yet she didn't miss when a soaring hawk swooped down to buzz one of the shopkeepers precariously balanced on a ladder to hang some gaudy cartoon dragons. She shifted her shot quickly enough to capture both the dive and momentary wobble of the ladder.

	The videographer seemed harmless, but Caelen knew. People who noticed details for a living tended to notice too much in Ashthorne Glen.

	The lanky sound tech bobbed his head to some unheard rhythm, adjusting dials on his equipment as he interrogated Jaz about reports of aquatic monsters in the nearby lake.

	Something about the kid's wide-eyed eagerness made Caelen uneasy. He looked like the type who'd chase rumors of dragon sightings into restricted areas without a second thought.

	Then Caelen's attention landed on their leader. 

	Rona Lancaster, apparently.

	Caught up in a conversation with Bea, the documentary director stood with her back to him. Giving Caelen a chance to observe her unnoticed. Her strawberry hair was pulled back in a practical ponytail, revealing the soft curve of her neck and the confident tilt of her chin. Something about the combination of practicality and grace made it difficult for him to look away.

	When she turned, gesturing toward the library with her notebook, the ethereal gray-blue of her eyes caught his attention and refused to let go.

	Sharp. Determined. Intelligent. There was a depth in her gaze that pulled at Caelen.

	For just a second, Caelen forgot the ache in his temples and the weight of weariness dragging at him.   Especially when the Stonefire of his dragon stirred in a way he couldn't define.

	Caelen shook his head, attempting to clear the sensation, and instantly regretted the movement when pain rushed through his skull in a searing wave once more.

	Clearly, his stress and exhaustion were playing havoc on his body. Refueling the wardstones always left him raw and off-kilter. 

	That's all this was.

	Caelen rolled his shoulders and forced his attention back to his mother. The sooner he could get Effie to see reason about these outsiders, the sooner he could focus on what really mattered. 

	Protecting Ashthorne Glen.

	Despite his best intentions, however, a part of him couldn't help keeping tabs on Ms. Lancaster. 

	For the good of the town, of course.

	So he noticed when Bea moved away and Rona bent to pick up a small camera bag at her feet.

	And he was very much aware of the way his body tightened in anticipation when she jogged down the steps toward him.

	Anticipation of what, Caelen didn't think too hard about.

	"Fire Chief Ashthorne, right?" She extended her hand. "Rona Lancaster, Lancaster Productions."

	Her grip was firm and professional, yet the brief contact sent an unexpected jolt through his palm that he immediately dismissed as static electricity.

	"Ms. Lancaster." He kept his voice neutral.

	"I'm hoping you could help us get special access to the Dragon Circle Preserve," she continued without waiting for his response. "I understand it's considered a safety risk, but with you accompanying us, I'm sure we could get some amazing footage without any incidents. The image of the mysterious forest that burned and never regrew, contrasted with the town's revival, would be a powerful statement."

	Her request ripped through Caelen, unleashing a rapid-fire surge of dark memories. 

	The Preserve, blackened and twisted. 

	His father vanishing into the flames. 

	A moment of hesitation that nearly cost the town everything.

	The sudden rush of memory intensified his already throbbing headache.

	"No." His voice came out harsher than intended, fueled by pain and guilt. "The Preserve is off limits. Period. I expect you and your crew to abide by the restrictions of your permit."

	Before Caelen had allowed himself to fall onto his cot, he'd checked the filming permits to make sure his mother hadn't completely lost her mind. He'd only been slightly mollified to see that all of the usual limitations had been included.

	Her eyebrows shot up. "I was just—"

	"The Preserve, the clock tower roof, and the library basement are all restricted." He squared his shoulders. "For good reason."

	Color rose in her cheeks, but the steel in her eyes made it clear the flush was anger, not embarrassment. "I'm a professional, Chief Ashthorne. I don't make a habit of trespassing. I wouldn't put my crew at risk or defy our contract. But I also do my job thoroughly. Your mother is enthusiastic about making this documentary—"

	"My mother isn't responsible for public safety. I am."

	"I would have thought the local police would handle permit violations." The lift of her eyebrow was both a question and a dare.

	"The last police chief retired," he snarled, unsure why he felt the need to explain himself. "I'm liaising with the senior officer until a replacement is named."

	They stood close, now, with neither showing any sign of backing down.

	Close enough for Caelen to smell the citrus of her shampoo and feel the warmth of breath. 

	Something electric crackled in the narrow space between them, and Caelen's dragonfire stirred beneath his skin again. Not with anger, but with a primal interest that caught him completely off guard.

	The disorienting sensation almost reminded him of the pull of—

	Beneath his feet, a low vibration hummed through the ground, and his Stonefire shifted restlessly in response. 

	The molten awareness of its connection to the wardstones flared to life, resonating with a warning pulse of dangerous magic much too close for comfort.

	The reverberation intensified, thrumming through his bones with an unmistakable urgency and unleashing a flood of adrenaline through his system. 

	Instincts honed by years of vigilance took over.

	"Excuse me." The words were curt and offhand as he turned away from Rona to scan the square.

	The fountain. 

	The warning was strongest there, where the central wardstone lay hidden beneath decorative granite.

	Without thinking, Caelen moved toward the danger, hurrying to put himself between the threat and the gathered townsfolk. 

	Before he reached it, a gasp rippled through the crowd. 

	The water in the bowl of the fountain started to glow with an eerie blue-green light, and the flow from the dragon's mouth halted midstream. The droplets hung suspended in the air, shimmering like glass beads catching sunlight.

	"What the—" Rona's voice cut through the startled murmurs, and Caelen was surprised to realize she'd kept pace with him as he'd rushed away from the Town Hall steps. 

	And that she was trying to wrestle a camera free from the depths of the bag she had slung over her shoulder.

	Before he could decide what to do about her, the suspended water began to tremble and spin, forming small vortexes that sparkled unnaturally. Caelen recognized the telltale shimmer of unfocused magic. 

	Harmless when inert, but potentially dangerous if unleashed without constraint.

	Those crystal droplets could easily become deadly projectiles.

	And three curious children were leaning in toward the basin, fascinated by the spectacle.

	"Get away from the fountain!" Caelen sprinted the last few feet, his voice cutting through the crowd with ingrained authority. "Now!"

	It took three long, interminable strides to reach the fountain. Without hesitation, Caelen swept the kids back with one fluid movement of his arm, turning so his body would act as a shield, if necessary.

	To his relief, all three rushed back to their parents, who shooed them even farther out of range. 

	Despite his overwhelming concern for the bystanders, he was aware enough of Rona to position himself directly between her camera and the fountain.

	His lips actually quirked at the soft squawk of her irritation. 

	Then the sluggish heat threading through his veins quickened, making it clear he needed to act. 

	Now.

	"Everyone, stay back!" 

	Planting himself like a wall between the phenomenon and the onlookers, Caelen grasped the stone rim of the bowl. His fingers dug into the granite with inhuman strength as he readied himself to channel a counter-current of stabilizing energy through the granite.
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