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Chapter One




After the deep freeze of winter, summer finally thawed out New York City bringing tourists from all over the world as well as the sweltering heat. Jaxson jockeyed for position through the jam-packed streets as he made his way towards Hell’s Kitchen. He had been in the city long enough to know it wasn’t the place for him. He needed to get back to the Hidden Lands where he could breathe in fresh air and hear the soft twitter of birds instead of car horns and sirens all hours of the night. 

But the Hidden Lands were dying, and the air wasn’t fresh anymore. It had turned toxic. At least, toxic to most of the shifters. For others, it didn’t seem to affect them at all. The Dragon’s Breath hiding the Whispering Mountains of his homeland had turned poisonous. In the last few months since he’d been living in the city, he’d witnessed more and more clans abandoning it and entering the human realm.

Except his father. As a member of the Council of Five, Lord Nyles Lane was determined to stay behind to care for his ailing wife and keep order amidst chaos. A dangerous thing, Jaxson knew. When he offered to return home, his father ordered him to stay. He set up a tiny apartment on the Upper West Side and found work doing freelance security jobs for the wealthy. It kept him fed and mostly out of trouble.

His friend, Logan, needed all the allies he could get. Taking over the Council of Five as Chief Magistrate hadn’t been an easy task. He’d had to fight the usurper, Lord Archer Drake, for control and nearly lost his life in the process. Killing Archer allowed Lord Herrick to take his place to continue to threaten Logan’s claim as Chief. When Logan asked him to meet with him, he assumed it had something to do with the recent unrest in the Council as well as the dying Hidden Lands.

All this swirled through Jaxson’s mind as he headed into Bar Inferno, the local hangout for the supernaturals in the city with the exception of the vamps. The bar was off limits to them.

Logan had called him that morning and asked to meet there for a late afternoon lunch. He’d agreed only because they hadn’t really spoken in the last few months since Logan had been in the human realm.

He arrived first and took a secluded booth in the back of the bar. Minutes later, his usual drink arrived. He clutched the bourbon in one hand and his smartphone in the other while keeping a watchful eye on the door.

Logan entered a few minutes later, gave him a quick wave of hello. He paused to speak to Meg, the bartender, and then made his way over. He slid into the booth across from him and plopped a thick folder with papers spilling out of it onto the table next to him.

“Thanks for meeting me,” Logan said.

“Anytime.” Jaxson downed the bourbon and eyed the folder as the alcohol burned down to his gut. “It sounded urgent.”

Before Logan could reply, Meg arrived and dropped off his drink. “You guys want the usual?”

Jaxson nodded as Logan said, “Sure.”

They had been customers often enough she knew what they always ordered.

“I’ll get you another drink, Jax.” She bounced off before he could reply.

“You know I’m determined to break the curse on the Hidden Lands,” Logan began, jumping right into it. “I’ve been reading through my father’s notes and journals every chance I can get when I go back.”

“So, you have been back?” Jaxson asked.

He nodded. “Several times. Bree came with me a few times before she had the baby.”

“Have you been back since the baby was born?” Jaxson asked.

Logan was the proud father of an adorable little boy named after his father, Elijah. Half human, half dragon-shifter, the boy was growing faster than the average human and already into his toddler phase.

“Only once to grab my father’s journals.” He glanced at the folder. “I can’t risk my family’s safety in the Hidden Lands until I know the curse is broken and the air is safe again.”

Jaxson’s second drink arrived. He palmed the highball, clutching it until his fingers ached. He hadn’t been back to the Hidden Lands since he stepped through a portal of his own making. It wasn’t that he didn’t want to go back, he knew as Logan did it wasn’t safe. With the air turning more and more toxic, and more and more dragon-shifters dying, he didn’t want to risk it, either. Nor did several of the clans judging by how many abandoned the realm. Truth be told, he was ready to go home. The fast-paced city that never slept exhausted him.

“You plan to return for good?” he asked.

“When this is all over, yes,” Logan said. “Your father sends his regards.”

He hadn’t spoken to his father since he stepped through the portal, nor had he seen his mother. “And my mother?”

“Your father says she’s well.”

But how well? When he left, she was quite ill. His father insisted it was nothing serious, but he suspected it had something to do with the air. He’d wanted to bring her with him, but she refused because she didn’t want to leave her home or her husband. Jaxson wished he had insisted.

Logan flipped open the folder, fluttering the pages. Jaxson could see copied pages from a handwritten journal. Someone, likely Logan, had scrawled notes along the copies. He flipped through them until he came to the one he wanted and stopped.

“I got help from one of the clan elders to help translate my father’s journals. He has specific notes about the Hidden Lands and the curse. It requires the Blood Stone and the tooth from the cold-drake, both of which I have.”

“I know that already,” Jaxson said, sounding more agitated than he intended.

Logan cut him a glance but said nothing. He dropped his gaze back to the page, his tanned finger going down to the bottom. “I also need a scale from a fire-drake.” He sat back in his chair and gave him a pointed look.

A tingling sensation flickered through him as he met Logan’s gaze. He knew there was more to it than simply any scale from any fire-drake. He shifted in the booth, the vinyl crunching under his weight, and said nothing.

Logan laced his fingers together on top of the papers. “The scale has to be from one of the Rindhara bloodline. Like the tooth had to come from one of the Gildhara bloodline. It’s very specific to breaking the curse.”

His mouth went bone dry. “And why is that?”

“The tooth will have to be ground down to infuse the Blood Stone with the power. The scale gives it the energy it needs along with three drops of blood from three specific bloodlines—the Gildhara, the Rindhara, and an elemental. The ritual requires all of that plus a chant, which I have yet to translate. Once all that’s complete, the curse will break, and the Hidden Lands will heal.”

“Allegedly,” Jaxson said.

Logan raised his brow in question. “Why allegedly?”

“Do you have proof that this chant will break whatever curse is on the Hidden Lands?”

His mouth thinned into a straight line. “No.”

“Then how do you know it will work?”

“I have to believe it will. If it doesn’t…” His voice trailed off.

Jaxson knew what he implied. If it didn’t, then the Hidden Lands were lost forever. He stared at Logan, his hand tightening even more around the glass until his fingers ached.

“What does this have to do with me?” As if he didn’t know the answer already.

“I traced the Rindhara bloodline, Jax.”

They stared at each other, the din of the bar fading into a muffled hum. All he could hear was the blood rushing through his ears. All he could feel was the sudden erratic pounding of his pulse.

“And?” His voice rasped when he spoke.

“There is only one clan of fire-drakes left. One ancient, noble clan. One you know well.”

Jaxson downed his drink in one gulp in response. The alcohol burned down to his churning gut. He didn’t want to hear this. He didn’t want anything to do with this conversation. Logan was one of his oldest friends, though. He couldn’t bolt from the bar without looking like a total ass.

“It took me some time to trace the bloodline, but I finally did it,” Logan continued. “I wasn’t sure about it until I found this.”

He shoved papers in the folder aside and turned one around toward him. It was a family crest, the symbol that of an orange dragon, upright with wings open and the tail curling around a sword on a red shield. Jaxson knew that crest without even looking at it. He never knew, though, the bloodline was that of the Rindhara. Not until today.

“Again, why are you telling me this?” He tried for indifference but wasn’t sure if he pulled it off.

“You know why.” Logan’s glinting stare hardened.

It was as he thought, but Logan wasn’t willing to say it out loud. Annoyance pulsed behind his eyes as he stared at his friend.

“What are you asking me, Logan?”

“You know what I’m asking.” He leaned across the table, dropping his voice. “We need her. She’s the one with the third and final relic.”

He shifted in his seat and knew Logan wasn’t lying. His dragon magic told him as much. He puffed out a heated breath. “For fucks sake, Logan. I haven’t talked to her in years.”

“Then it’s time to get reacquainted.” Logan sat back in the seat, flipping the folder closed.

Before he could respond, the food arrived. The young female server delivered the two plates and then hurried away before either of them could reply. Likely she could sense the tension between them.

Jaxson stared down at the hot wings and fries, suddenly no longer hungry. His stomach burned with the heat of the bourbon, his chest ached with the gaping hole that was left there, his mind scorched with fervent denial of even thinking her name. He had pushed her so far out of his thoughts, he couldn’t quite recall her face.

No, that wasn’t true. He had thought of her and often. More often than he wanted to admit. They had been young and stupid and so incredibly hot for each other. But that was a long time ago. He had lost all hope of ever seeing her again, all thought of ever getting her back. Even if she was his mate.

“Jax, I know you don’t want to talk to her.” He fiddled with his fork, likely trying to decide how to ask him whatever it was he wanted to ask him.

“But?” he prompted.

“But I need you to talk to her, to convince her to help us.”

“No.” His tone was abrupt and succinct.

Logan’s brows flew up in surprise. “No?”

“You can’t ask me to do this.”

He huffed out a breath and flipped open the folder again. He turned several pages until he got to the yellow 3x3 sticky note attached to one of the papers. He could see flowing handwriting he knew wasn’t Logan’s. It had to be Bree’s. He pulled the note off the paper, held it, looking down at it.

“I tried talking to her, but she didn’t want anything to do with me. She has an address in Phoenix, but she has another place on Fifth Avenue. Right here in Manhattan.”

“Convenient.”

“She’s in town on business.”

“Also, convenient.”

He dropped the note next to Jaxson’s plate. “Her address and phone number. I’m asking you, as a friend, as your Chief Magistrate, Jax. Talk to her. We need her.”

For fucks sake. He stared down at the perfect handwriting, the blue ink stark against the yellow paper. Heat sparked up his spine. The handwriting wasn’t Bree’s. It was his mother’s. Questions. So many questions swirled in his mind.

“Where did you get this information?” Jaxson demanded.

“I can’t reveal my source.”

But Jaxson knew. Somewhere along the way, Logan contacted his mother. He hadn’t a clue how she got it, though.

“What makes you think she’ll talk to me?” Jaxson asked.

His mind pounded with the last memory he had of them together. The last time he kissed her. The way she smelled, looked, tasted, felt. The blood pounded hard through his veins, pulsating at a rapid pace. It made him light headed. He plucked a fry from his plate, holding it between his thumb and forefinger.

“If you can’t get through to her, then no one can. Besides,” he paused, swallowed hard, “I can still smell her on you.”

Again, not a lie.

Jaxson squeezed the fry, the guts of the potato squishing out of it and breaking the crispy exterior. He tossed it back onto his plate and pinned Logan with his best warning glare. “Don’t.”

Logan knew, as he did, she was his mate but they had never spoken of it.

“I don’t know what happened between you two—”

“And you never will,” he cut in.

“But you’re the best chance I have at getting her to hand over a dragon scale.”

Tense silence descended between them as they stared each other down. Logan was his oldest friend but he had never shared the truth with him. It had been too painful, too awful to even think about. Jaxson had been paying the price since that fateful day when he walked out of her life forever. He hadn’t seen her since, nor had he ever planned to see her again.

He clenched his jaw so tight, his back teeth ached.

“I smelled you on her, too,” Logan added. “I thought you should know.”

His heart nearly stopped. The blood rushed out of his head so fast, he saw dark pinpricks of light.

The mating scent was strongest shortly after ka kladou, the dragon mating, and eventually faded but would always remain there as a faint undertone. Knowing Logan could still smell him on her meant two things. One, he was close enough to her to smell it. And two, the mating bond was still strong between them. Strong enough to reignite it.

“You saw her. That’s how you know she’s here in Manhattan.”

“I tried to talk to her but she wasn’t interested. She slammed the door in my face.”

He couldn’t help his curiosity. “How does she look?”

“Find out for yourself.”

A little glimmer of hope sparked deep inside him at the thought of seeing her again. He knew, in time, that would ignite into a hot, burning need. He doubted she would even want to see him, talk to him. Their parting hadn’t been a good one.

Jaxson inhaled a deep breath through his nose, let it out through his mouth. “Fine. I’ll talk to her. But you’re going to owe me for this.”

“I’ll buy you the finest bottle of bourbon I can find, okay?”

“Think bigger.” He flashed his friend a grin, his tone teasing, but deep down he was serious.

Consideration flickered over Logan’s face. “When all this is over, there will likely be an empty place on the council. It’s yours if you want it.”

The idea took him aback as he looked at him across the table. He thought for a minute Logan was kidding. If he had been, he would have been able to sense it. There was no hint of a lie. There was no hint of a playful smile anywhere on his face. His tone was sincere. His offer was an honest one.

“You don’t have to answer now,” Logan added.

“I’ll think about it.”

“Good. Now, let’s eat.” He picked up his triple decker sandwich and took a healthy bite.

But Jaxson couldn’t eat. Not with the name Zahra Veritor staring at him in his mother’s graceful blue-inked script.








  
  
Chapter Two




Zahra perched on the edge of the Bethesda Fountain in Central Park and tilted her face to the late afternoon sun, the heavenly warmth pressing into her skin. Nothing made her feel more recharged than spending an afternoon soaking up the rays and letting it fill her. The only thing that would make it better was if she shifted into her dragon form and let her scales take in the sun. 

But she couldn’t do that here. Hell, she couldn’t do that at all anymore. Her shifting powers had deserted her years ago around the same time as when she got her heart broken. She had lost all her dragon magic, her ability to shift, everything. She hadn’t felt a glimmer of her powers since.

Behind her, water spilled down from the angel sculpture, the sound soothing and rhythmic. It was a crowded afternoon with lots of kids, moms, and tourists but she knew it was the only chance she’d get to spend it in the sun since she’d be working the rest of the weekend. As a freelance photographer, she was often hired for high-profile weddings and paid a nice sum for it. This weekend was the wedding of a financier to his socialite girlfriend at the Ritz. Even though she didn’t fit into those circles, she did enjoy the food.

As she glanced around, the saw a man she knew making a path straight for her. Tall, broad-shouldered, dark hair with bright green eyes and stubble shadowing his jawline. He had been working for her father for decades. He was an ever-present shadow following in her father’s wake.

Her tranquil afternoon was about to be ruined. She straightened and tried to hide the scowl that wanted to erupt on her face. She was never very good at hiding her emotions. With a huff, she stood and slung her Louis Vuitton handbag over her shoulder. No sense in delaying the inevitable. She headed right for him, making eye contact and making sure he knew she saw him coming.

He halted halfway to her and let her close the gap between them. She folded her arms over her chest and glared him. Bastian worked for her father back in the Hidden Lands. She hadn’t stepped foot there in a few years. Not that she had planned to return anytime soon. She had no interest in politics or contact with her estranged father. For all she cared, he could die a slow death and take all the pompous entitled Council members with him.

“What do you want, Bastian?” She gave him her best death glare.

“Your father wants to see you,” Bastian said.

“Good for him. I don’t want to see him.”

She started to walk around him but he grabbed her arm. “You don’t have a choice.”

The way his fingers dug into her upper arm showed he meant business. She glanced down at his hand and then back up at him. “Take your hand off me.”

“I will if you agree to come with me.”

Surprise flickered through her. “He wants to see me now?” When he nodded, she added, “I’m not going back there.”

“He’s here in the city,” Bastian clarified.

“Here?”

What the hell was her father doing in Manhattan? He rarely, if ever, left the Hidden Lands. Whatever he wanted to see her about must be important. She could admit it piqued her curiosity but it still didn’t mean she wanted to see him. She pulled her arm free of his grasp.

“Doesn’t matter. I’m still not going.”

This time she managed to step around him, the click of her kitten heels on the pavement was the only sound she heard as she walked away.

“He thought you might say that,” Bastian called. “So, he said if you refused, he would make sure you wouldn’t have contact with Nemea again.”

She halted, her back to him. Her little sister was her only link to her realm. She’d kept in contact with her throughout her years from her home in the human realm to make sure she was all right. She had no idea her father knew of their secret messages. What else did he know? She’d have to be more careful about what she put in those messages. Even though Nemea was good at reading between the lines, she didn’t need her father meddling in her life. She looked at Bastian over her shoulder, knowing she had no choice.

“Fine. Let’s go.”


      [image: image-placeholder]Ten minutes later, they were in Hell’s Kitchen at a place she’d never even heard of—Bar Inferno. They arrived at the kickoff of happy hour and found her father tucked away in a corner booth alone nursing a gin and tonic. Bastian stood next to her as she paused at the edge of the table, looking down at him with indifference.

It had been a few years since she’d seen him. Haggard was a good way to describe him. Haggard and old. His once black hair was dusted with gray. Those brown eyes that once held mirth and humor now were filled with fatigue and weariness. One thing that hadn’t changed was the look of disdain on his permanently etched on his face. As though he would forever be disappointed by her.

“Hello, Zahra.”  He waved her to the opposite seat.

She didn’t budge. She merely gripped the strap of her handbag until her hand ached. “Father.”

“Stop looking at me as if you want to murder me in my sleep and sit.”

“Call off your goon and I might consider it.”

Her father leaned back in the seat. “Go get a drink, Bastian. Tell the bartender to put it on my tab.”

With a nod, Bastian left and made his way to the bar. She waited until he was long gone before sliding in the booth across from him. She placed her handbag on the seat next to her and sat back, her hands in her lap, her senses on high alert.

“Would you like a drink?” he asked.

“I would not. I would like for you to get to the point of this little visit.”

“Is it so wrong to want to see my daughter?”

“It is when you threaten her.”

“It worked, didn’t it?” A hint of a smile played on his lips.

She bristled, hating him even more than she already did. Hated he managed to manipulate her into coming. He likely didn’t know she and Nemea had been corresponding weekly. He used it as bait.

“I’d appreciate it if you left Nemea out of your machinations, Father.”

“I’m sure I don’t know what you mean.” He used his best innocent tone.

It took all her strength not to tell him to fuck off and then get out of there. Still, something kept her from leaving. Under the table, she clenched her hand into a tight fist, her nails digging into her palm. Heat flashed through her. Anger licked up her spine.

“What do you want?” Her voice was thin and tight.

“No small talk, then. You always did like to get right to the point of things.” He sipped his drink and peered at her over the rim of his glass. “It’s time you stop all this folly and come home.”

“Folly? Is that what you think of my career?”

He slammed his glass against the table with a thud. “Galivanting around the human realm with a camera does not make a career.”

“My bank account says differently,” she snapped. “I’ve worked my ass off to build a prestigious portfolio but you wouldn’t know anything about that, would you?”

“Oh, I know. I know you’ve been living a lie here. I know about the house in Phoenix and the apartment on Fifth Avenue. I know about your ‘secret’ messages to Nemea.” He put secret in air quotes. He cut a glance to the handbag at her side. “I know about your penchant for high dollar handbags. I know a lot of things.”

The blood drained from her head. “Have you been watching me? Having me followed?” She jerked a nod toward Bastian.

“Bastian is one of my best men. Or did you forget?”

She clenched her jaw. “I forget nothing. Least of all what you did to drive me away.”

It was something she hadn’t thought about in years. She didn’t know why she thought of it now, why the sudden horrible memories came rushing to her in a flash of heated emotion. Her father had destroyed her life and taken away the one person she loved. She would never forgive him until the day she died.

“You know why I did it. That’s also the reason why I’m here. It’s time to come home, Zahra, and fulfill your obligations.”

“My obligations? You mean that farce of a betrothal?”

“It’s no farce. Marriage to Talal will forge a strong alliance for the Council.”

“The Council.” She huffed out a heated breath. “The Council can suck it.”

“The Council is what helps to provide you with this life of yours so I would show a little more respect.” He practically snarled the words.

“The Council has nothing to do with my life in the human realm.”

“On the contrary, I’ve managed to keep them at bay with excuses while you enjoy a life of luxury masquerading as a human. They wanted to hunt you down and bring you back.”

“I never asked you to cover for me.” It was difficult to keep the ire out of her voice. She didn’t believe for one second the Council would come after her.

“And yet you gave me no choice,” he said. “I made a promise and so did you. The betrothal is an alliance between our families. I expect you to honor that.”

“The only alliance you want with the Council is the one with Herrick and I want no part of that.” Her hand tightened, making her muscles ache.

“You will return with me to the Hidden Lands. Even if that means I drag you there myself.”

She stiffened at his hard tone. She refused to squirm under the piercing, unrelenting glint in his eyes yet fear spiked through her. He meant business and she knew it. She knew he would make good on his threat to take her out of the human realm because he was just that much of a hard ass. She shifted in her seat, trying to maintain her composure and keep her temper in check. She didn’t want him to know he’d flustered her.

“I’m not going back. I have a wedding this weekend and I’m not leaving them without a photographer.”

“You’ll leave with me within the hour of your own accord or…” He lifted a brow, his lips in a hard, thin line.

“Or what? Threats, Father? Not very parental of you.”

“If threats are what it takes to get you back home, then so be it.”

White-hot anger went through her making the vein in the side of her head throb. She had to get it under control and quick. If only she had her dragon magic, she could incinerate him here, now.

Or would she? Would she really have the nerve to do that to her own father? He was a bastard, sure, but did he really deserve that kind of fate?

“Threats will get you nowhere and only reinforce what I already think about you.”

“And what is that?” He clutched his glass, his nail beds turning white.

“That you’re nothing but a bully and have been since I was a child.”

His jaw clenched. She could see the tick of muscles as he ground his back teeth. “This arguing is pointless.”

“You’re right, it is. I don’t have time for it. I have the rehearsal dinner tonight and the wedding tomorrow, so if you’ll excuse me.” She grabbed her handbag and started to slide to the edge of the booth.

“Wait. Please.”

His softened tone stopped her. It had been a long time since she heard her father sound almost apologetic. Curiosity got the best of her and she paused, waiting for him to speak again.

“If this wedding photography is so important to you, then I will give you the weekend. Only if you promise you’ll return to the Hidden Lands with me Monday.”

She stared at him, searching his face for any deception or any hint of lies or threats. He seemed sincere and though she didn’t want to return home and plan her own wedding, he was right in that she had obligations there. She’d never wanted to be betrothed to Talal but it had been a deal inked by their fathers and approved by the Council. There was no breaking it.

At last she sighed. “I will agree to return to the Hidden Lands with you, Father.”

But what she didn’t say was she had no intention of marrying Talal at all. She would find some way out of it.

“Good. Thank you.” He paused, looking her over. For a moment, she thought he might smile but didn’t. “How about that drink now?”

“The last time we had a drink together I was seven and had chocolate milk.” And gods, that seemed like eons ago.

Her mother had just passed away leaving her father bereft. He didn’t quite know what to do with her and her younger sister at that point. It was the last time they had been together as a family before the string of nannies came along. He’d hired them to care for them while he worked on the Council and was basically an absentee parent. She didn’t know him.

A smile cracked through his rough exterior and, for a moment, she was seven again and he was her hero. The years since had been full of disappointment and bitterness, hatred and anger, rage and resentment. She knew how she got to that point with him, how she didn’t want anything to do with him, but did he understand? Did he really get he destroyed her life and every shred of happiness? She doubted it because he was always working in the best interest of the Council. He was helping Herrick groom his son, Talal, for a place on the Council and, ultimately, marriage to her. He’d told her once it would help ensure the fire-drake bloodline.

“Then it’s time you and I have adult beverages together.”

She wanted to say yes but she didn’t want to get that close to him. She didn’t want to sit and have small talk with him about nothing and everything. And she certainly didn’t want him knowing intimate details about her life. A life she worked hard to build for herself. She had plans to bring Nemea to the human realm soon, though she hadn’t shared that with her sister. Nemea wasn’t the rebellious daughter she was. Likely why their father favored her.

“I’d like to, really, but as I said, I have a previous engagement.” She slipped the strap of her handbag over her shoulder and scooted out of the booth. “I’ll see you Monday.”

“We’ll meet at the Empire State Building at dawn.”

“Great.”

Zahra turned to go but halted when she saw the familiar man standing a few feet away, his glittering gaze pinned on her. A strangled gasp erupted from her throat as her stomach dropped to her shoes. Her knees threatened to buckle. Sudden hot tears pricked the backs of her eyes. She had come face to face with a man she hadn’t seen in years.

Jaxson Lane.








  
  
Chapter Three




The last person Jaxson expected to see in Bar Inferno was Zahra. When he saw her unfold her tall, graceful body from the booth and stand, his heart stopped. She looked exactly the same as the last day he saw her. She flipped a lock of wavy rose-pink hair over her shoulder speaking to whoever remained in the booth. Then she turned, spotted him, and froze. Blood drained from her face. A face he could never forget. 

Zahra’s wild beauty was what attracted him to her. That face of hers was delicately carved with high cheekbones and heart-shaped full lips perfect for kissing. Her honey-colored eyes widened for a brief moment before she managed to get her emotions in check and regain her composure. Her surprise turned to disdain.

“Zahra.” Her name came out on a breath and was the only thing he could think to say. He hadn’t said it in so long it almost felt foreign on his tongue.

She said nothing as she brushed past him. Her hair swished behind her, her round hips swaying back and forth as she rushed out of the bar.

“Well, well. If it isn’t Jaxson Lane.”

He recognized that voice. Turning back to the booth, he saw her father, Fenwick Veritor, sitting there looking at him out of his smug face. A face he once punched. His knuckles tingled as he remembered how it good felt to break his nose and see blood spurting out of it.

“And Logan Blake. The Chief Magistrate himself. Isn’t this cozy,” he added.

Jaxson tensed and surged forward but Logan grabbed his arm and held him in place. What was Lord Fenwick doing in the human realm? He didn’t belong here anymore than Lord Herrick did. Alarm bells rang in his head when he realized Zahra had been sitting with him.

“What are you doing in the human realm, Lord Fenwick?” Logan asked, his tone calm and even.

Jaxson recognized that tone. It was the all-business Logan when he was determined to get something done and didn’t want anyone standing in his way. He moved to stand in front of Jaxson, placing himself like a shield between the two of them. A wise move since Logan knew their explosive history.

“Not that it’s any of your business, but I have matters to tend to here.”

Jaxson narrowed his gaze at the man. “Business with Zahra?”

He turned his dark glittering glare on him. “My daughter is none of your concern. I thought I made that quite clear to you when we last talked.”

Anger burned deep inside him. His fingers curled into a fist. “It was clear. So was my fist in your face.”

“Can I get you gentlemen another drink?”

Meg had suddenly appeared, perhaps sensing the discord between the three of them. She held a serving tray in one hand, her gaze flicking between them and a cautious look on her face. Meg didn’t like trouble in the bar and went to great lengths to keep the peace.

“I was just leaving. If you’d be so kind as to close out my tab?” Fenwick said.

Meg was prepared for that. She handed him the check. “I’ll take that as soon as you’re ready.”

But Fenwick was already tossing several large bills onto the table. “No change.” He slid out of the booth, came to his full height. Jaxson had forgotten how tall he was, even next to Logan. “Good day, my lord.”

And then he sauntered toward the door. One of the men at the bar joined him and together they exited. Only when they were out the door did Jaxson unclench his fist.

“Bastard,” he muttered.

“Forget about Fenwick. Go find her, Jax,” Logan said. “You can probably catch her before she gets too far away.”

“Why bother? Her father got to her first.”

Logan raked his hand through his dark hair and huffed out a breath. “Her father is in league with Herrick. They’re trying to take down the Council together. They’ve had men tailing me for weeks.”

Surprise flickered through him as he cut him a glance. “You didn’t mention this before.”

“I’m handling it.” Logan glanced toward the door. “Rafe is back in the States in a few days to help me.”

“He is?”

Logan merely nodded as Jaxson frowned, surprised he was leaving Andonia and his bride-to-be. Rafe’s upcoming royal wedding to Mia, queen of Andonia, was splashed over every newspaper and tabloid everywhere. The former exiled knight had been named the Duke of Montmark prior to the nuptials.

“Did you know Fenwick was here?” He hadn’t seen or heard from the man since that fateful day he left the realm. He had only returned for an occasional visit with his parents and to try to convince his father to let him take his mother to safety in the human realm.

“I suspected.” He glanced around the bar. “The situation in the Hidden Lands is dire.”

Alarm swept through him. His parents were still there. “How dire?”

“I don’t expect the Dragon’s Breath around the Whispering Mountains will last much longer. Herrick knows he can’t save the Hidden Lands without the relics.”

“Which you have,” Jaxson pointed out.

He nodded. “All but the dragon scale. He sent his Drakana to try to steal them once. Likely they know Zahra is the third one and will go after her next. That’s why you have to get to her before they do.”

Jaxson glanced toward the door, his heart pumping hard as the fury surged through him. What would they do to her if they caught her?

“You no doubt remember what Herrick did to Mia’s father.”

He remembered. Herrick used drugs to make the king of Andonia shift into his dragon form and then ripped out his tooth by force. If it hadn’t been for Rafe, that would have been Mia instead but he’d managed to keep her safe.

“Go,” Logan urged.

Logan was right. He had to get to her before the Drakana, before Herrick.

He hurried toward the door.


      [image: image-placeholder]Zahra left the bar and headed down the sidewalk, her stomach in a giant knot and her hands shaking. It had been so long since she’d seen Jaxson she didn’t know how to respond, how to react. And when he said her name, it nearly sent her over the edge. She never thought she would hear her name on his lips again. Hell, she never thought she’d see him again.

It had been a long time. So long she’d forgotten what he sounded like, smelled like. Never what he looked like, though. That handsome sun-kissed face had been burned into her mind, leaving an imprint so deep she would never forget those mesmerizing azure eyes, the scruff of beard on his hard, square jaw, the perfect angles of his face in profile. Nor would she forget his tall, broad shouldered, broad-chested form. Or the way the sun glinted bronze off his short-cropped brown hair.

Thinking about it now sent heat surging to her core. She had to stop right now. But, oh, gods, it was hard not to think about him.

She halted at the corner realizing she had no idea where she was. In her furor, she had walked from the bar not paying attention to her direction and ended up in a place she didn’t recognize. Whenever she visited New York, she tended to stick close to her own neighborhood off Fifth Avenue.

She avoided Hell’s Kitchen because she knew it was a frequent haven for shifters and vamps and other supernaturals. The streets were jam packed with cars, cabs and Ubers honking their way through intersections. Pedestrians crammed the sidewalks as they hustled from one place to the next, some entering the subway tunnels, others hailing cabs and all wanting nothing more than to get home.

When the pedestrian light changed, she stepped into the street. As soon as she did, she sensed someone behind her, closing in. She had been in enough situations like this to know it was typical behavior of the natives. She didn’t like it and it put her on high alert. There was always the one chance it could be a purse snatcher. With slow movements, she stuck her hand into her bag and gripped the pepper spray, thumbing off the safety. When she reached the other side of the street, she glanced back over her shoulder.

Two men were behind her stepping into the crosswalk. She took a deep breath and realized they were not ordinary men. They were dragon-shifters and they didn’t look friendly at all. She stepped up on the curb and turned left, eyeing the street ahead and looking for a place to duck into. The crowd thinned a bit here as she headed up the sidewalk toward the next intersection. She could hear their footsteps closing in on her and knew they had accelerated.

No one was going to save her here, so she had to take matters into her own hands. Gripping the pepper spray, she slowed her pace to allow them to catch up to her. Her acute hearing tuned into the quickened heavy steps.

As they neared, she spun and pressed the button. She managed to get one of them right in the eyes. He cried out, covered his face with his hands and fell to his knees. Before she could turn the pepper spray on the second one, though, he lunged for her. They collided in a violent crash. He knocked the small canister out of her hand as he wrapped his arms around her, pulling her to him. She screamed, trying to get help from someone, anyone, but passersby ignored her, choosing not to get involved.

The henchman released her almost as quickly as he grabbed her. The sudden absence of him holding her sent her stumbling. She got her balance and took off at a run, putting as much distance between her and the man as she could. For some reason, she glanced over her shoulder and came to a shuddering halt.

Jaxson had the man by the collar and punched him. He staggered backward, falling to the ground next to the one still trying to recover from the pepper spray. He stood over them saying something she couldn’t hear. Then he picked up the small canister of spray and turned to face her.

Time stood still. Their eyes met. Her heart fluttered. Her stomach clenched. Her mouth went bone dry. When he headed toward her, prickling desire went through her. He held the pepper spray out to her.

“This is yours I believe.”

She took it from him and stashed it back in her handbag. “Thanks.”

“You all right?”

“Yes.”

He looked back at the men still writhing on the ground trying to regain their footing. “We should get you out of here before they recover and call for reinforcements.”

“You aren’t going to say something silly like, ‘come with me if you want to live,’ are you?”

He didn’t even crack a smile when he replied. “No.”

“Good. Because I can take care of myself.”

“Are you sure? Because you look lost to me.”

She gritted her teeth to keep from lashing out at him. “I’m not lost. And anyway, how did you get here so fast?”

“Portal,” was all he said, his tone quiet and succinct.

Oh, right. She’d forgotten he could do that.

“And you are lost,” he added.

“No, I’m not.”

“I know you’re lying, Zahra.”

Her name again. It sent tingles of joy through her which both delighted and annoyed her.

She had also forgotten he could sense when someone was lying. It made their relationship an interesting one. It was hard to keep things from him.

“Let me get you home,” he said.

“I can find my own way,” she snapped. “I don’t need you protecting me.”

“As you wish.”

She turned on her heel and started back down the sidewalk. He fell in step behind her. She could sense him there, keeping a good distance away from her but following nonetheless. Annoyance went through her as she halted at the next corner, trying to decide which way to go. Jaxson paused right behind her, the scent of him wafting over her on the slight breeze. Her eyes fluttered closed and for a brief second, she inhaled his familiar smell.

“Fifth Avenue is to your right.” His voice was dangerously close to her ear. So close, his warm breath trickled over her lobe.

Her eyes popped open, her head snapping to the side. She cut him a sideways glance as he moved to stand beside her.

“I know where I am.”

“Liar.”

Frustration edged through her. She clutched the strap of her handbag tighter until her hand cramped. “Leave me alone.”

“I can’t do that.”

“Yes, you can. It’s easy. Just turn and walk the other way.”

“It’s not that simple.”

She pressed her lips together and clenched her jaw until her back teeth ached. “You are maddening.”

“I know.” He didn’t even smile when he said it.

The light turned green. She stepped off the curb and started to cross the street when she saw a black sedan whiz around the corner. She sucked in a sharp breath as she tried to step back but then suddenly Jaxson was there. He snatched her by the arm and dragged her backward, pulling her into him. She crashed against him. His arm wrapped around her waist as he pulled her away from the curb to safety.

She didn’t even have a chance to recover from that, her heart beating a wild tattoo, when another car pulled up to the sidewalk next to them. As it slowed to a stop, the widow rolled down. The next thing she knew she was looking down the barrel of a gun.

Jaxson spun her away from the gunman, his hand clamping on her wrist so tight his fingers dug into her flesh. She barely noticed. Her attention was focused on the gunman who pulled the trigger. A sharp, piercing pain lanced through her shoulder. With a quick glance down, she saw the tranquilizer dart sticking out. In that instance, it was as though all her muscles seized. She went stiff. Had Jaxson not been there to catch her, she would have crashed to the ground. He caught her in his arms, pulling her to him as he dragged her away from the curb.

Her vision clouded but, in her haze, she saw the men get out of the sedan and rush toward them, guns in hand. Jaxson clutched her hard against him, his body tense and rigid. He flung out one hand and drew a circle in the space in front of him. The air crackled and sparked as he opened a portal. Clutching her under the arms, he dragged her through it. But that was the last thing she remembered before she passed out.
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