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Chapter 1
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Partly cloudy with chance of dragons....

The chime on her enchanted weather vane gradually pulled Amber out of her intense gardening trance. She absently brushed a strand of mousy hair away from her face with the least grimy part of her palm, then jolted alert as she took in the forecast.

Momma’s weather vane has been wrong before, she wavered. At her feet, fifteenth-generation experimental seedlings were just beginning to grow, plantlets sprouting quickly as filaments of magic streamed from fingertips into the dark, moist loam. The babies were doing great...for the moment.

On the other hand, if left alone in this condition, half would be dead by morning. Pointy cotyledons would dessicate in hours beneath the pounding summer sun and hungry slugs would move in to chew up sensitive stalks as soon as evening dew fell.

But furthering her dead parents’ experiments didn’t hold a candle to protecting present human life. Ten years earlier, the weather vane had been horrifyingly, life-alteringly right. Amber wasn’t willing to risk a repeat. After all, it was her job as Watcher to make sure the village continued to slide beneath dragons’ fire-spewing radar.

“Jasmine!” she called, jumping to her feet. Fingertips left inch-deep imprints in the earth, the brief touch sufficient to recharge her mild use of borrowed life force. But the energetic boost was momentary, her elevated mood quickly overshadowed by the first sign that her weather vane knew what it was talking about.

Because as she turned to take in the view, every tree ringing the garden began swaying gently to the tune of a sudden breeze. In any other location, the influx of cool air would have come as a welcome relief, too. After all, helpful tendrils of wind sipped sweat off the back of Amber’s neck and soothed her parched throat.

Still, she ignored momentary pleasure and broke into a run. “Jasmine!” she called again, trying not to think about the way encircling hillsides prevented even the mildest air flow from dipping down into her protected hollow.

Even the mildest natural air flow, that was. Dragons, on the other hand, flew where they willed.

The rustle of dancing leaves above her head built into a thrashing chatter of branches, prompting Amber to give up on catching the teenager’s attention the easy way. Jasmine’s tie to the earth tended to make her absent-minded when surrounded by the Green—the network of sentient plants that had popped into existence twenty-nine years earlier. Here in Amber’s garden, the wild magic of growing things thrummed through the air and tapped all earth witches relentlessly on the shoulder. Her young apprentice’s walls wouldn’t have stood long against such a sustained assault.

So her third shout wasn’t for the girl. Instead, she shrieked the name of her goat at the top of her lungs. “Thea!” she hollered, barely able to make out her own words over the ever-nearing roar of wings.

The blood-curdling scream of a terrified mini-Nubian pulled Amber up short and turned her in the opposite direction from the way she’d originally been traveling. Thea wouldn’t have strayed far from the girl’s side, which meant Jasmine was no longer potting up seedlings out of battered plastic flats back at her cabin. Instead, the goat’s voice pinpointed the duo’s location off to the southeast, where one tiny tributary of the River Wend stroked its path through the center of her hollow’s hunched shoulders. There, the encircling canopy opened up to expose objects on the ground to the eye of every passing bird...or to the much more dangerous eye of passing dragons.

“Jasmine!” she called again, hoping the goat’s cry had been sufficient to wake the girl out of whatever earthen daze she’d fallen into. And, to her relief, the teen replied at last, her shrill tones carrying easily above the throbbing beat of the dragon’s thunderous wings.

“Amber!”

“Go home!” the latter ordered, stopping in her tracks so she’d possess sufficient air to broadcast her words a quarter of a mile to the girl’s youthful ears. The Green would help, she knew, vines twisting aside to let an earth witch’s orders carry. Still, she needed to holler and she couldn’t do that while running. “Tell your father to get everyone into the tunnels and to lie low until I call them.”

“But Thea won’t follow!”

Despite the danger that approached on massive wings, Amber couldn’t resist smiling at the girl’s care for her cherished goat. Of course Thea wouldn’t leave her mistress, even in the face of dragon fire. “She’ll come to me,” Amber yelled back. “Leave her and run like a rabbit. Go now.”

The girl would appear as a tiny spark of green to the dragon’s searching eyes, Amber knew. A largely untrained earth witch, Jasmine wouldn’t be able to shield her powers from aerial predators. She’d be easy pickings for anyone hunting magical prey.

Time to make a bigger spark so that little spark will have time to go to ground.

Abruptly, Amber sank down onto her haunches, pressing fingers into the leaf mold to join grubby toes that had long since burrowed into the musty, decomposing remnants of plant matter past. Immediately, microscopic fungal filaments latched onto her skin, the mycorrhizal hyphae slipping between cells of her cuticles to sip from her bloodstream.

The first invasion felt like the pinpricks of a thousand tiny needles. But then her flesh warmed and the pain faded.

When she’d been Jasmine’s age and first coming into her powers, Amber had deemed the symbiosis “gross.” Now, though, tapping into the underground network that connected trees and vines and toadstools felt like waking up from a long, deep sleep. After hours spent walking on two feet with only her human senses to guide her, she abruptly became the Green, thousands of miles long and aware of every fox and vole and turtle passing through her forest’s sheltered expanse.

As a result, she could sense the ache as dragon wings shook a faltering tree branch loose from the tall elm up on top of Cemetery Hill. And her teeth chattered at the crash of the sundered limb plummeting to land on a bed of clover inches away from her parents’ grave.

“You got them, but you won’t get Jasmine,” Amber muttered aloud. She’d thought she was talking to herself, but soft nostrils nuzzled at the scruff of her neck as Thea made her presence known. Crazy goat. Trust the food-obsessed ruminant to ignore dragons and instead search for treats down the back of her mistress’s shirt.

There wasn’t time to send Thea to safety, though. Not when Amber’s magical billboard was attracting the dragon like soft baby flesh drew mosquitoes.

Sure enough, the beast soared into view directly above their heads at that very moment. And for an instant, Amber forgot that dragons were terrible, the born enemies of earth witches. Instead, she momentarily lost her train of thought in breathless wonder.

This specimen was beautiful. Ebony sparked against sunlight, each scale as large as the palm of her hand. A twenty-foot tail whipped through the air like a rudder, slicing leaves from the crown of a towering sycamore as he relentlessly honed in on his prey. Meanwhile, slitted eyes gleamed with intelligence.

“Come and get me, you bastard,” Amber muttered under her breath. Not that she thought her words would carry above the roar of manufactured wind, but she had a hard time keeping the sentiment to herself.

Then, to her dismay, a second dragon appeared, golden-scaled and even more awe-inspiring than the first. This beast was nearly twice as large as the leader, and he seemed to vibrate with a barely repressed power that clutched at Amber’s chest with fiery claws.

Shaking her head to dismiss the strange sensation, Amber reminded herself that she had a job to do. She was the Watcher. And whether the invaders consisted of one dragon or a dozen, she was bound and determined to keep the predators away from Greenwich. Like her parents, she would protect the hidden village until her dying breath.

***
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ZANE HAD NEVER FELT so constrained by the shape of a dragon. Held aloft on fiery wings, he could chase and hunt the lost twin who stubbornly refused to recognize their bond. But his lungs could only roar wordless complaints as he flew. His usual weapon of choice—a silver tongue—was grounded by the same shape that carried him so effortlessly on his way.

All told, the golden dragon felt like he’d spent an eon tracking this brother who thought him an enemy rather than a friend. Years ago, he’d hunted lackadaisically, flying out on short jaunts that never turned up a sign of his absent twin....

Well, that wasn’t quite true. Once, Zane thought he saw a black speck of fleeing dragon off in the distance. But warm bed and welcoming foster family had beckoned after he swooped up over the top of the mountain and seen nothing but blue sky waiting on the other side. He’d chosen to assume that his twin, if living, didn’t want to be found.

Then, last winter, everything had changed.

“Ashes to ashes and dust to dust.”

Jerking away from the painful memory, Zane eyed the snake-like body of the beast cutting through the air before him. His twin’s scales were rough around the edges, the ebony coloration a bit dusky and dingy with wear. Was scuffing a normal reaction to substandard food and shelter, or was his brother already succumbing to the first symptoms of the much-feared Fade?

“Dragons rise from ashes. And unto ash they all return.” Sarah’s voice quavered in Zane’s memory, his foster mother’s grief painfully apparent as she stepped across the gray line that marked the passing of a twinless dragon very much like Zane himself.

Then, later: “Promise me you won’t sit idly by, waiting for the Fade to hit.”

“There’s nothing I can do,” Zane had protested.

“Promise me.”

I promise, Zane repeated now, pushing an extra iota of fire out of his belly and into his wings. The warmth flooded through his system, expanding his torso and broadening the sail-like membranes that stretched out on either side of his sinuous length. Above his head, sun struck the larger surface, replacing the fire he’d consumed and providing an extra burst of solar-powered speed. Then, taking full advantage of the boost, Zane soared above his brother’s head and swiped one long-clawed hand toward his sibling’s throat.

It could have been a killing stroke. But the gesture was only intended to delay his twin’s headlong flight, not to end his life. Well, that...and to give the golden dragon a chance to deploy the ace in the hole clenched in his other draconic fist.

Unfortunately, his twin’s reaction times were better than his own. Twisting almost faster than the eye could follow, the black dragon turned belly-up, claws raking across Zane’s scaly skin until the golden dragon heard himself roar out a protest.

Icy agony ran down Zane’s neck as life-giving fire oozed out of the open wound. But for a dragon, no injury lasted long. Now, as always, magical fire healed as it fled.

Skin melded back onto skin and scales popped forth to replace the ones so recently sent plummeting to the earth. Within seconds the heartening burn of inner fire had replaced the searing agony of claw tracks.

Zane was now a few inches shorter than he had been a moment earlier, his body contracting as energy was lost through the rent of the open wound. But he was still more than a match for his scrawny sibling, who’d likely grown up eating rabbits and field mice instead of the five-course dinners that Sarah liked to whip up for her six little dragonets.

Well, four dragonets now. And we’re certainly no longer little.

Once again, ashes floated out of recent memories, clogging Zane’s nostrils and making it difficult to breathe. His quest had begun with ashes. And if he didn’t pick up the pace, it would end with ashes as well...for him and his brother both.

Worse, if the Fade struck many more times, the Green would overcome the towers that he and his foster siblings—and hundreds of defenseless humans—called home. I won’t let the Aerie succumb, Zane resolved. I’ll find a way to beat this disease if it’s the last thing I do.

No, he couldn’t risk falling to the Fade. And that meant his blood brother was going to have to toe the line and bloody well listen to what he had to say.

Still, it was hard to even consider shifting and speaking when locked into a twisting, plummeting mass of fire, scales, and claws with his brother. They were falling quickly now, neither able to beat his wings properly while latched onto his opponent’s skin. Soon, the grasping trees would stretch up onto their tiptoes and reach for the most hated enemy of all—dragons, the sworn adversary of the Green.

But despite the approaching danger, Zane wasn’t willing to relinquish his grip. He had to force his brother to shift. He had to make him listen. There were hundreds of people depending on dragon-kind back at the Aerie. And without his twin, Zane would Fade away until he was no use to anyone.

Like his recently Faded foster brother, Zane might soon become nothing more than a puddle of ash.
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Chapter 2
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“You know what? I think this might be a false alarm.”

Amber chuckled nervously, unable to hear her own words over the clash of battling dragon wings above her head. The shifters were so close to the treetops now that she could imagine reaching up and catching a ride on one animal’s broad back. But despite the beasts’ proximity, neither had made a single move toward Amber’s spark of emerald magic.

So maybe it was just a coincidence that they’d chosen her garden for their unruly tête-à-tête? Perhaps Amber’s role as Watcher was redundant at the present moment and she could fade back into the greenery before she was ever seen?

It was hard to think straight when the roar of dragon wings left her floating in a strange sort of cacophonous silence. Still, Amber focused with an effort and began disentangling herself from the Green one finger at a time. Best not to sever the connection abruptly if she wanted trees and fungi to be there to help out when she needed them in the future.

Unfortunately, even caution had unintended consequences. She’d barely worked one hand loose before the battle above her head abruptly shifted and turned, the previously even scales tilting to one side...and not in the direction she would have expected either.

From the beginning, the golden beast’s greater bulk had been counteracted by his tendency to veer toward the defensive. Still, Amber had figured brawn would win out in the end. So she fully expected the larger animal to tune into his inner monster and knock the scrappy runt out of the air sooner rather than later.

She didn’t pretend to understand dragons, though. So she wasn’t really surprised when the black underdog sent his larger opponent spinning away with one tumultuous swipe of a massive forepaw. The golden dragon’s response, though, sent a shock wave of fear down her spine. Because rather than diving back into the fray, the animal allowed himself to spin sideways until he caught sight of Amber at last...and the intensity radiating out from his brilliantly blue eyes froze her in her tracks.

Her watcher’s face was enormous. The jaws were certainly large enough to swallow a person in one easy gulp, and Amber thought she could probably stick her arm into the dragon’s nostrils up to her shoulder.

Not that she had a particular inclination to pick the dragon’s nose. But she could...you know, just in case she needed to.

Time stopped for a long moment as she and the golden beast stared into each others’ eyes, the roar of wings fading into the background as Amber cocked her head to one side and communed with a predator who surely wanted nothing more than to eat her alive. And while the golden dragon was making up his mind, his black opponent took advantage of the distraction to stroke skyward and disappear back in the direction from which he had come.

Good riddance.

The rapidly disappearing flier hadn’t noticed her spark of earth magic...or at least so Amber hoped. His golden opponent, on the other hand, continued to circle and stare earthward. Which meant, it was time to return to plan A.

“Get ready,” Watcher whispered to the Green. In response, water gushed up through xylem channels as preparatory buds swelled. Still-supple limbs bent ever so slightly closer to the beast who pushed air currents about with such wild abandon. Meanwhile tendrils curled around woodier supports as vines chinned themselves up, drawing ever closer to their prey.

The remaining dragon must have sensed a change in the air, though, because he paused, wings beating like a hummingbird as he hung motionless ten feet above the tallest tree. His long neck swiveled from side to side and he gazed into the clearing indecisively before beginning to lash his tail into a turn away from his earthbound prey.

You can’t leave now.

Amber squeezed her eyes shut, trying to look small, defenseless, and tasty to the beast above her head. Not that she possessed a deep-seated hankering to be eaten by a dragon. But if the golden flier retreated after sighting Amber’s brilliant emerald glow, then the secrecy shielding her fellow earth witches would dissipate in an instant. Families would be forced to scatter, packing light and starting over somewhere else as autumn approached and children went hungry.

And that was just the best-case scenario. Worst-case scenario, the dragon would round her neighbors up and drag them back to his lair after burning the most dangerous witches alive.

Not happening. No, it was Amber’s job as the strongest witch—the Watcher—to protect her village. And protect it she would.

“I’m here, you big brute. Do you need to get your eyes checked?”

This time, she called out loudly enough that the beast should have been able to hear. But he appeared unmoved by the challenge. In fact, she thought for a moment that he might cede defeat before she struck her first blow.

Rather than letting the enemy leave, though, Amber sucked up the earth’s energy with all of her might. Power buzzed against her insides, suffusing her thoughts with a heady feeling of endless possibilities. The Green whispered secrets into her ears and her already expansive awareness of the surrounding landscape was magnified yet further until she nearly lost herself in the melding of minds.

Then, releasing everything she’d hoarded in an instant, she pushed magic out through her pores. Now, even Amber could see the emerald glow emanating from her skin. Surely the dragon wouldn’t be able to resist such a tantalizing morsel?

And, at long last, her enemy made up his mind. Pulling his wings in close to his body like a stooping falcon, the dragon plummeted down for the kill. 

***
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“GOTCHA.”

Amber reveled in her success for one short second. Then, clenching one hand into a fist, she wrenched a handful of earth out of its mother’s skin. Finally, turning upwards like a released spring, she flung both magic and mineral particles into the swirling eddies of air above her head.

Immediately, the Green struck. Trees that had been waiting patiently now lashed out with wild abandon even as vines grew fifty feet in an instant. Kudzu was always the easiest to mold to her will, so Amber focused on the legume, flinging a network of verdant growth over the dragon’s broad shoulders before winding restraining stems around the base of his massive wings.

“Grab and hold,” she muttered through clenched teeth, smiling grimly as the vines obeyed.

Of course, there was a price. There was always a price. Toes that still connected her to the earth began to throb as blood oozed out to feed the trees. Pinpricks turned into screaming nerve endings as the fungi ripped and tore against frail flesh.

That was the fate of an earth witch—she promised to repay in blood whatever energy the Green expended on her behalf. But the result was well worth both pain and loss of blood. Because the dragon roared, his flame no match for thousands of plants able to grow and harden in an instant. Sap and smoke filled the air as her enemy thrashed against his bonds, then Amber heard a snap as one wing turned awry.

Her attacker wouldn’t be flying anywhere anytime soon.

“Now what do I do with you?” the earth witch mused. She coughed against smoke, rubbing her chest where a strange ache of heat had flared up inches away from her heart. The dragon wielded fire as capably as she charmed the earth. It would only be a matter of moments before he found a way to break free of his living restraints.

As if in answer to a question she’d considered rhetorical, a shiny speck of silver worked its way loose from the dragon’s armored hide. The object flickered as it fell, bouncing off branches and crashing through leaves, heading for the dark heart of the forest where even Amber didn’t dare to tread.

Then, at the last moment, a kudzu vine reached out unbidden to flick the silver away from its original trajectory and directly toward the earth witch’s peering eyes. Cringing, Amber realized that the fast-approaching object wasn’t a scale as she’d originally assumed. Instead, it was an enchanted collar, a device designed to squash magic and turn even the strongest witch into a malleable slave.

So the dragon came prepared. Amber shivered, unsure which fate was worse—being cremated alive like her parents had been, or forced to lose the connection to the earth that filled her life with joy. Not a choice I’d ever wish to make.

But she needed to make a different choice pretty darn quickly, because the golden dragon wasn’t willing to give up so easily. For the second time, the beast trumpeted his anger and disdain at the Green. Then, driven to his only remaining weapon by the implacability of the vines, her enemy closed his eyes and shifted.

Smoke encircled his body in an immaterial cocoon, shielding his transition from prying eyes. Then, as wisps of fresh air drove back the remnants of inner fire, a much smaller form gradually emerged. Where once a tremendous reptilian beast had hung suspended twenty feet above the ground, now there dangled a much muscled and strikingly handsome man.

At first, he burned translucent with the heat of inner fire, the element that had given him the ability to shift and fly abruptly turning visible as he hovered betwixt and between. Then flames were consumed by flesh and the invader was only human, scratched and torn, one arm dangling crookedly against his side. “What are you?” he asked, the words a rasp of pained breath whispering out from between straight white teeth.

“Lower him gently, but keep him bound,” Amber ordered the Green, ignoring both her prisoner’s words and the fact that her heart was beating faster with every passing second. She’d lost too much blood to duke it out a second time with this captured dragon. Soon she’d faint and the earth would stop doing her bidding. Before that, she had to deal with her uninvited guest.

“Release me and I’ll repay you with gold beyond your wildest dreams,” the dragon shifter promised, his words abruptly honey sweet. Far from the child-like confusion of his earlier speech, this request was smooth and tantalizing. The insidious attraction of greed percolated into Amber’s senses in an instant and she was consumed by the wish to fall onto a bed of coins and coil up amid shimmering loot.

The trick just might have worked on a lesser witch...or on one who actually had any interest in gold. But Amber merely scowled up at the man who was now dangling six inches above her trampled brussels sprouts. What she wanted, this dragon couldn’t provide.

Instead, confident that the vines would continue to bind their shared enemy even if she momentarily severed her connection with their fungal partners, Amber took one short step and knelt to pick the circlet up off the ground.

The ring felt slimy in her hands and reeked of rotten cabbages. It was also far heavier than it appeared. As a result, she had to force herself not to drop the thing like a hot potato.

“You won’t be able to use that,” the dragon shifter informed her before pausing to blow a pesky curl away from his chiseled face. Without the assistance of unbound fingers, though, the gleaming filaments fell right back down to burn golden against his tanned skin. “It’s keyed to me,” he added confidently.

For an instant, Amber almost believed him. But then her fingers found the latch on one side that allowed her to unfold the device into two slick semi-circles. The collar wasn’t keyed to anyone. The question was—if she closed the loop back up around the dragon’s arrogant neck, would the enchantment break the flow of fire magic that allowed her enemy to change forms? And, once on, would either she or the dragon shifter be able to release the spell?

Beside her, Thea leaped up onto hind legs to examine the collar that her mistress found so intriguing. After nosing the ring for several seconds, though, the goat dropped back onto all fours in disgust. Not food, the animal’s posture read as she bent down to complete the demise of the battered crucifers.

Usually, Amber would have bade her companion to mind her manners, to leave human nourishment for humans. But, now, she had more important fish to fry. Stepping forward, she reached up to press the circlet against the shifter’s broad neck.

Her opponent’s Adam’s apple throbbed as he tried and failed to wrench himself away. Well, that answers that, Amber thought. He wouldn’t be so intent upon fleeing if the collar didn’t work on his kind.

Then breath caught as fingers brushed up against bare skin. Against her wishes, eyes rose to lock onto the man’s brilliantly sky-colored orbs. His lips parted, kissably close....

And then the collar clicked shut. “No!” her prisoner roared, sounding more like a dragon now than like a human being.

Amber would have been smug if she hadn’t been so exhausted. “Hold,” she whispered to obedient vines before sinking down onto her knees and tunneling tired limbs into the welcoming earth. The dragon was captured. Now she could finally rest.
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Chapter 3
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“What are you?” Zane repeated, peering down at the woman who lay in a heap at his feet. 

She was strangely appealing despite the emerald glow that must have emanated straight from the Green. The unexpected light had thrown him off his game fifteen minutes earlier and set him hovering over a different sort of prey than the twin he’d spent the last six months tracking. Then after the color had captured his attention, its lackeys had captured him.

No, he definitely shouldn’t find the emerald halo both enticing and intriguing.

“An earth witch,” he murmured now, watching the way a fern bent to shield the woman’s face from the overpowering glare of the afternoon sun. Other than a fire mage who had stumbled into the Aerie last winter and rescued one of his foster brothers from the Fade, Zane had never seen a witch up close and personal. And until today, he hadn’t imagined this particular type of elemental even existed.

Because ever since dragons and the Green had popped into existence during the same moment twenty-nine years earlier, the latter had been intent upon opposing all forms of two-legged life. So how was it possible for magic to flow between this woman and the sentient plants that had turned modern civilization on its head?

“Doesn’t really matter, now does it?” he muttered grimly, pushing gently against the encircling vines and feeling them squeeze back not nearly so gently by way of reply. “Plants don’t like dragons and dragons don’t like plants. It’s time to get out of this mess before sleeping beauty wakes up.”

Easier said than done, though, when teeth-grinding pain throbbed through his broken arm with each beat of an over-active heart. Meanwhile, that dratted collar not only sapped his strength, it also eliminated his ability to heal both major and minor contusions that peppered his tender human skin.

On the other hand...he still possessed brute force and the endless patience of a born hunter.

Starting with the latter, Zane slowly tested each rope of wood and fiber that made up his prison, seeking weaknesses that might allow him to wiggle free. The most obvious jailer was a rough-barked grapevine that looped underneath his arm and held him suspended eighteen inches above the forest floor. That ringleader didn’t have an ounce of give to it. In fact, the plant’s malevolence squeezed tighter with every moment that passed.

Similarly, the spicy aroma of crushed walnut leaves pressed against Zane’s face with the clear intent to smother. A blink of his eye prompted the tree’s limbs to sidle in even closer and he had to force back a sneeze as the repellent odor nearly overwhelmed him with its noxious presence.

Kudzu draping across broad shoulders was less alert, but Zane knew from hard-won experience that the leguminous vine grew so quickly he’d never manage to pull the wool over its eyes. Honeysuckle, on the other hand....

Two summers ago, Zane had fallen asleep on a sunny balcony and woken to find a veil of honeysuckle clambering over his ankles, circling around his knees, and trailing across his chest. At first, he’d panicked, attempting to wrench himself loose through brute force alone. But the slender stems were remarkably strong, dozens of strands adding up to one seemingly impenetrable net.

Still, when he’d ceased struggling and had instead relaxed into the moment, the honeysuckle bloomed. Tiny buds running up and down the flexible stems had lengthened then opened into sweet-scented flowers. And when Zane tickled the base of one blossom with a tentative finger, the vine had vibrated with pleasure and curled gently around the offered thumb by way of reply.

The being was curious, he’d realized then. Not angry like the rest of the Green. Not intent upon reclaiming all of the ground lost in the Before.

In fact, that particular honeysuckle vine had reminded him of his foster mother. And when he’d used Sarah’s much-valued good manners to politely ask the plant to release him from its hold, the honeysuckle had willingly obeyed.

“Always give thanks where thanks are due,” Sarah liked to tell her boys. So Zane hadn’t wasted time rewarding the vine either. That same evening, he’d returned to the newly closed-off level with a hummingbird feeder clenched in one massive claw, a tribute to the gentle creeper and a truce with the Green.

Now, he hoped the honeysuckle vine twisting around his uninjured arm would be equally receptive to his advances. Gently, slowly, he stroked the crisp green leaves with a forefinger and was rewarded by a minute relaxation of the formerly iron grip. In fact, the plant soon gave him enough leeway that he was able to tease his entire arm free, tucking the vine into his belt as he worked so it wouldn’t tumble unsupported back to the forest floor.

Not that he wanted to assist any of his jailers. But Zane had a feeling that one wrong move would waken the entire plant army, prompting them to forget the earth witch’s orders and choose instead to eat him alive.

“A little less melodrama and a little more work.” That was one of Sarah’s favorite sayings as well. But this time around Zane found himself stumbling over the familiar words. His tongue felt strangely thick, as if it had been days rather than hours since last he’d last swooped down upon a stream to drink. Meanwhile, the plant life in front of his eyes began to meld into one blob of pulsating green.

No dragon worth his salt would grow fuzzy-headed and weak from a few days’ flight combined with a broken arm. No, the truth was obvious, if unpalatable. Zane’s current ailments were the work of the magic-sucking collar he’d meant to use upon his twin.

Which meant that it was time to go on the offensive and break free of the restraint. Good thing the shifter finally had a free hand with which to work.

Moving slowly so as not to wake the more malevolent plant life that still clung to his dangling form, Zane brushed careful fingers across the ice-cold metal that encircled his throat. The device sucked at his fire with each touch, his fingers fumbling as he sought the catch. He had to force himself to keep working through the pain.

There! At last, Zane’s thumb discovered the raised nub of metal that kept the circlet in place. Intently, he pressed with all his might, hoping for the snap of freedom that he knew wouldn’t come.

The truth was, he’d lied through his teeth about the collar being keyed to him...but it was keyed to fire, which was pretty much the same thing. Or used to be.

Given all dragons’ affinity to combustion, it had been a gamble to consider using the device on his brother. Still, Zane had hoped his feral twin would lack the foresight to cling onto a handful of smoldering coals as the collar clamped down, then to use that same trickle of magic to break his way free of the prison that severed all magical ties to the outside world.

Zane, on the other hand, had known what was coming. So he’d clutched his inner fire close as the shackle clicked shut. And now he teased loose a lone filament of the reserve waiting beneath his skin, knowing as he did so that taking too much would send him spiraling down into the same unwilling slumber that now cloaked the earth witch at his feet.

“Easy does it,” he murmured, rekindling internal flames with an effort. Around him, vines rustled restlessly, bindings momentarily tightening against skin that already chaffed and ached.

His jailers’ awareness didn’t matter, though. Because once Zane was back in control of his fire, he’d be able to break free of the Green in a heartbeat. It was only the earth witch’s attention that had given the various trees and vines sufficient team cohesion to hold him in the first place.

His once-cold thumb now burned with the force of dammed up flames, but Zane neither flinched nor released the flow as he waited for the banked coals to build into a conflagration. There would be only one chance at escape before the kudzu decided he was a danger and tied his loose arm back against his side. It was all or nothing, so Zane ignored the feverish heat until he knew he’d coaxed enough power back into his body to send the collar splintering apart.

Then, at long last, he relinquished his hard-won control and allowed the spark to fly. It arced through the air, sliding around the necklet and sipping at the device’s confining enchantment...only to fall flat as the power of the artifact exceeded his own.

The collar had been built to restrain, and restrain it would. No way could a simple fire elemental break free of his own trap.

And before he could try again, the Green woke with a vengeance. Vines that had merely been restraining previously now slid and spun against his chest, questing upwards toward the exposed skin of his face. A tendril tickled its way into one nostril as a sandpapery grapevine harshly joined the collar to encircle his neck. Unlike the silver necklet, though, the grape saw no reason not to squeeze.

A nearby rosebush joined in the action, twisting and twining until it had sought out the bare skin between boots and trousers. Shoots that had been soft and tender moments earlier hardened in an instant, thorns bursting free to scrape against tender flesh.

“Hey, I’m not hurting you,” Zane tried. But the soothing words did no good. Instead, the rose thrust a bud into his open mouth and bloomed, perfumed petals stifling all flow of air and choking off his windpipe.

Zane attempted to jerk the flower free, but his undamaged hand was once more bound tightly against his chest. Coughing failed to dislodge the bloom, and his vanquished fire was now stubbornly absent and unwilling to rise.

For the first time in his life, Zane was entirely at the Green’s mercy. For the first time, he wasn’t entirely sure he’d make it out of his predicament alive.
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Chapter 4

[image: image]




What am I missing?

Amber’s eyes were gummy and her throat parched, the quavering cry of a distressed mini-Nubian ringing in her ears as she gradually reentered the conscious world. Something was seriously wrong and she couldn’t quite remember what.

Drifting halfway in and halfway out of slumber, fingers rose of their own volition to clench around Momma’s memory locket. The metal was warm from the afternoon sun, the engraved pattern so familiar that it almost lulled her back to sleep. In fact, she might have relaxed into the familiarity of sun and soil had the sweet aroma of floral perfume not licked against her nostrils and reminded her that she wasn’t safely ensconced in her own bed. 

Sitting up abruptly, the earth witch took in her surroundings with wild eyes. A honeysuckle vine had grown down to check on her as she slept, new flowers opening wide then turning a faded yellow within seconds as the plant expedited its perfume-producing abilities in an effort to catch her attention. But, otherwise, the garden looked much the same as when she’d seen it last.

“Thank you,” Amber said quietly, acknowledging the gentle plant’s hard work with a quick stroke along its woody spine. A trace of magic lingered beneath her fingertips, a more tangible recognition of the vine’s assistance, and she didn’t regret the loss of energy one bit. After all, her long nap nestled into the rich garden soil had filled her with plenty of energy to spare. And who deserved to share in that magic more than her thoughtful honeysuckle visitor?

Still, Amber didn’t allow herself to linger. Because if both Thea and the honeysuckle vine were upset, then something was seriously amiss.

And Thea was upset. Save for mealtimes, her little goat didn’t complain lightly. But now her caprine companion raced back and forth along the edge of the garden, bleating wildly as she attempted to levitate into thin air.

Meanwhile, up above both of their heads, a tangle of vines and branches proved that not all of her compelled greenery had returned to its usual sun-seeking activity when she’d fallen into her exhausted slumber. No, the Green’s denizens had wrapped themselves so tightly around their captive that neither a hint of skin nor lock of hair now showed. If the dragon shifter hadn’t already been strangled or choked, she suspected the Green would find a way to complete its endeavor posthaste.

An hour earlier, all dragons had been her enemy. But when faced with a living, breathing man who just happened to possess the ability to don wings at will, Amber didn’t even think. Instead, she beat her fists vainly against the trunk of a nearby walnut as she begged the stubborn being to release its vicious hold.

No luck there...not that she’d expected any. This particular walnut had been one of Momma’s less savory experiments. Not only did it secrete poisons into the soil that killed vegetables Amber loved to eat, it also had an ornery streak a mile long. Now, that same unruly walnut was wrapping long limbs around a dragon shifter whose life hung in the balance.

“Bring him back down to me now,” Amber demanded, this time catching her breath and forcing her toes down into the receptive soil. Or into what passed for soil beneath the walnut’s canopy where roots lay so close to the surface that they formed a wooden barrier between air and earth.

Her big toe scraped painfully against rough bark in the process, but Amber ignored the pang and continued feeling around for exposed dirt. And, eventually, reluctantly, the Green let her in and deigned to bite down upon her waiting skin.

The connection hurt more than usual, as if the forest was angry at her intrusion into its sphere. Or perhaps the Watcher was merely sensing spillover from the Green’s earlier rage at being invaded. What being of fire would dare fly into the heart of the vibrant earth’s self-proclaimed stronghold?

Either way, the images that streamed through the network and flickered behind her eyes were grim ones. The Green wanted to carry its prey from tree to tree, down into the valley and across the bridge to Peterson’s pasture. There, the earth would shift and open wide its gaping maw, swallowing the invader whole.
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