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Chapter One

The phone started ringing out in the main office just as Dane was finishing up with his last client of the day. He had to suppress an eager smile—Dane could only think of one reason for the phone to ring so late—and refocused his attention on his current client. Dane had been expecting the client on the phone to call a week ago; he could wait ten more minutes.

“Mrs. Hempstead, I assure you the pixies are not the ones harming your prized roses. In fact, I’m fairly certain that the pixies are the only reason your roses are still alive, given the extensive damage in your garden.” Dane tried to speak slowly and calmly so the elderly Mrs. Hempstead would understand and hopefully not get angry. It was probably a lost cause, though. She screamed pretentious and arrogant from the large pearl necklace around her wrinkled neck to the expensive mink coat she was wearing on a warm spring evening. She was used to hearing yes to everything she asked, so Dane telling her she was wrong would probably not go over well.

“If it isn’t those disgusting pixies, then what is destroying my roses?” she snapped, her back regally straight and her eyes flashing with anger. Dane was shivering with fear in his chair…not. “You are supposed to be the premier consultant on everything supernatural. I expect results!”

Dane kept his face pleasant through sheer force of will. He had known this reaction was coming, but that didn’t make it any more fun.

“The teeth marks on the bushes were quite distinctive,” Dane continued gamely. “I would suggest that you keep your dog away from that part of your garden if you want your rosebushes to bloom at all this year.”

She gasped, one silk-gloved hand flying to her chest as if Dane had uttered the most offensive thing she had ever heard. “Diamond would never do something like that!” The Chihuahua in question chose that moment to fart loudly in its carry-purse on the floor next to her chair, an action Mrs. Hempstead completely ignored.

“I have found the pixie family from your garden a new home where their abilities will be properly appreciated. You shouldn’t be bothered by their presence any longer.”

She sniffed in disdain. “Well, at least you’ve done as I asked. I’m sure my rosebushes will recover now that they’re gone. Contact my solicitor for payment.” She got to her feet smoothly, turned, and walked out of his office without a single word of thanks. Her roses would be dead by the end of the week; he’d bet that damned ankle-biter currently destroying her designer purse would ensure that.

Mrs. Hempstead didn’t dawdle on her way out of the office. Barely thirty seconds later, Dane heard the outer door shut with a click. The phone on his desk lit up, and his secretary’s voice sounded through the speaker.

“You have a call on line two. It seems important; he insisted on holding until you were done with your meeting.”

“Thanks, Becky,” Dane replied into the speakerphone. The lights on the phone all vanished as Becky hung up, except for the button blinking for line two. Each line belonged to a different type of client thanks to a nifty spell that made his life so much easier. Mrs. Hempstead would have gone to line three, as an ordinary human. Supernatural creatures lit up line one. Line two was for anything remotely associated with the government.

Dane picked up the phone, hit the button, and held the handset to his ear. He already knew who would be calling and why, but a touch of professionalism never hurt.

“This is Dane, your local supernatural consultant,” Dane said, his voice stiff with formality. “How may I help you today?”

“Why aren’t you already traveling to the mountain in question?” the voice on the other end snapped.

“Why, hello, Jacobson. So nice to hear from you!” If he was going to give Dane flack, Dane would give it right back. Jacobson was the ignorant fool in charge of the local division of the SupFeds, or the Federal Bureau of Supernatural Investigation, the branch of the federal government that oversaw all supernatural issues that had to do with the police or military. Jacobson was a human without the slightest magical ability. He relied on those who had power, like Dane, with far too little foresight. He simply didn’t understand just what he was dealing with whenever he called Dane.

If he did, he would be a whole heck of a lot politer.

“You know exactly why I’m calling. The FAA is talking about calling up the Air Force for a strike.”

“All for a dragon harassing a couple of airplanes?” Dane asked, skeptical that things would be so bad for such a little problem.

“How about multiple dragons? We’ve had sightings of at least one red and one blue dragon in the area.” Now that was an interesting fact that hadn’t made the news. “They’ve attacked three planes and forced an additional dozen to turn back. We’re diverting flights right now, but it’s not sustainable. We need those dragons contained as soon as possible. If you don’t step in, we’re going to have to take drastic action. I’ve sent all the information we’ve been able to gather to your email.”

The phone clicked and Jacobson was gone. He had hung up on Dane. What a bastard. One of these days someone was going to eat him, and Dane would get a nasty phone call from his successor asking Dane to figure out how, who, and why. Dane occasionally wondered how he would explain that Jacobson was an ignorant dick while still maintaining his professionalism. It really wasn’t a phone call he was looking forward to.

It only took a few clicks of Dane’s email to find the information Jacobson had sent. The laptop whirred loudly as it downloaded the files, which made him frown. It wasn’t exactly a standard-issue laptop. It was top of the line in human technology and magical spells. It was hackproof, spellproof, and near indestructible. The file Jacobson had sent must be huge.

Pictures popped up first, which explained the size of the file. Most of them were grainy, shot through a plane window with a smartphone by a bystander, but there were enough professional-quality shots included in the package that Dane could clearly see three different dragons. The professional shots worried him the most: they meant the government had taken the time to investigate their potential targets in case they had to be taken out. However, those shots also raised a more peculiar question.

Dragons were generally solitary creatures. They lived and hunted alone in territory they didn’t share with anyone else. The only exception was when they mated; it took ten years for a dragon to form, lay, and hatch a clutch of eggs that the two parents worked together to keep from harm. Once the kits could manage on their own—which was when they learned how to fly properly —the parents left, and the kits happily went to find separate territories of their own.

The need to find and protect their territories from all invaders meant that dragons also spent most of their lives in the wild. It was a rare moment when a dragon got close enough to humans to cause a problem. However, that distance meant that dragons were overwhelmingly ignorant creatures. Dane knew the dragons couldn’t help their ignorance, but the stigma against them was pervasive. They were considered to be uneducated, unmannered, and generally dislikeable by humans and other magical creatures that participated in normal society’s norms and rules.

So why were three different dragons all living in the same airspace so close to human cities and towns?

That was the mystery Dane had to solve.

He shut down his computer and closed his office for the weekend. Becky was doing the same in the main office when he stepped out.

“I’ll lock up if you want to head to those dragons now, Dane,” she offered. At first glance, Becky looked like an old woman. Her hair was gray and pulled into a tight bun at the base of her neck, her back was bent, and her face deeply wrinkled. After a blink of Dane’s eyes, her form changed into a beautiful young woman, strong and supple, with smooth skin and enough beauty to ensnare anyone who swung that way. She appeared in whatever form she needed in order to accomplish her calling as a banshee. At night she could be seen screaming, but during the day she worked as a secretary to pay her rent. She was perfect as the first line of defense of Dane’s office, too, since her scream could paralyze almost anyone with fear.

“Thanks, Becky,” Dane replied. “I’ll call you if I won’t be back by Monday. Have a good weekend.”

She harrumphed in reply and started digging in her purse for her keys. Dane trusted her to lock the door and set the protection wards, so he left her to it. He started walking toward the front door, but he never reached it. Between one step and the next, he allowed his magic to pull him away. When Dane next put his foot down, it landed in the heavy debris of leaves and dirt that littered the ground of the forest around him. He was in the foothills of one of the nearby mountain ranges.

The dragons had claimed territory somewhere between four major international airports—Bradley, Logan, Albany, and Burlington—and were disrupting any flights whose path went through their territory’s airspace. A half dozen or so regional airports nearby were also forced into diverting or canceling flights. Dane would need a map to be certain of which airport was closest to him at the moment. Large swaths of land in the area were deserted in terms of human habitation and would have been perfect for a dragon to claim as territory if it weren’t for those pesky airplanes flying low overhead. Dragons didn’t share any of their territory with anything large enough to be a threat, airplanes included.

But they also didn’t share well with other dragons, so something strange was definitely occurring.

Dane tamped down on his power so he wouldn’t advertise his presence and started walking in the direction where most of the dragon sightings had occurred. He’d stumble upon something eventually.

The forest was peaceful, which was really the only warning Dane needed to know something large and dangerous was living there. Normally a forest would be filled with the sounds of birds calling to each other and other wild animals scampering by, but all he could hear was the wind rustling the leaves overhead and the occasional bug scurrying around.

It took about five minutes of walking before Dane heard the crunch of old leaves behind him. He kept walking as if he didn’t know he was being followed and started gathering his magic for a stunning spell just in case whoever it was tried to jump him. The rustling was too loud to be made by even the most unskilled human. Four dragon paws would certainly explain it, but for some reason Dane suspected there was more than one creature behind him.

“I don’t think he’ll scare away like usual,” one voice whispered behind him. It sounded young and very unsure, which had Dane recalculating the strength of his stunning spell. “He’s not dressed like the hikers from before.”

“We could bite him?” a second, even younger-sounding voice asked.

There were two kits behind Dane. It seemed as though at least one was definitely old enough to be flying. Why hadn’t he gone off to find his own territory by now? The mystery thickens, Dane couldn’t help thinking dramatically.

“I don’t think that would work,” the first voice replied sardonically despite still sounding slightly unsure.

“I still want to bite him,” the second voice grumped.

“You want to bite everything,” the first voice responded in a scathing tone. “How do we get rid of him?”

It was time for Dane to figure out what was going on, preferably before the kits got inventive. Between one step and the next, he let his magic pull him away. He reappeared behind the two small dragons just as they were gasping at his sudden disappearance. They were crouched low behind a bush, still staring at the space between the trees where Dane had just been standing.

The larger of the two was a blue dragon and the smaller a brown. The scales covering their bodies were still small, emphasizing just how young they were. The ridge of spikes on adult dragons that ran down the spine in a straight line were still little nubs, as were the two horns growing over their pointed ears. Both had wings that were too large for their bodies, which was normal for very young dragons. They were born with wings capable of flight; they just had to grow into them. Only the blue had grown large enough to manage that. What was odder was that two different types of dragons would be willing to work together. If two blue dragons could only spend enough time together to have kits, a blue and a brown dragon would immediately start fighting should they meet. Age didn’t matter when it came to territory.

“Just what is going on here?” Dane asked in his most severe voice. Both kits gasped and spun around. The younger one let out a little whimper and huddled into the side of his companion.

“He’s going to hurt Daddy, Nickel!” the younger one cried.

“I won’t let him!” the older one declared, his wings flaring out aggressively. He growled, and Dane could feel the pull of magic in the air as water started to coalesce around the dragons.

Dane waved his hand through the air, canceling the kit’s magic with his own. Nickel gasped again, and his wings drooped.

“I don’t want to hurt you or your daddy,” Dane insisted, gentling his voice so he wouldn’t scare them too much more. They were his key to figuring out what was going on here, so Dane couldn’t afford to alienate them. “You can’t stay on this mountain for much longer or people are going to get angry. I just want to help you find a new territory.”

“We can’t leave right now!” the little brown dragon insisted. “Daddy’s sick, and we have to protect him!”

“Chrome, shh!” Nickel hissed.

“I’m here to help,” Dane reiterated. “Maybe I can find a doctor for your daddy? To help him feel better?”

“Nickel?” Chrome whined. “What if he can help?”

Dane was the recipient of Nickel’s fierce, piercing, blue-eyed stare for a few long seconds as he was evaluated and no doubt found wanting. Despite that fact, Dane was the only one available who might be able to help their father and them. Nickel didn’t have a choice except to trust Dane. Finally Nickel relented, but not without a fight. “If he tries to hurt Daddy, you and ’Ron can bite him all you like.”

“Oh boy,” Chrome giggled. Both dragons turned and started walking in the same direction Dane had been headed earlier. He followed meekly behind, aware that Nickel kept glancing suspiciously over his shoulder. It wasn’t long before the trees in the area began to display signs of dragon inhabitants. The bark showed scratches from dragon scales and claws, and distinctive, taloned footprints covered the ground. One glance around confirmed that Dane was dealing with a lot of children. The trees were all disfigured low to the ground, and the prints were too small for an adult. Besides, an adult would take better care of their territory.

Eventually they reached a clearing. At least three trees had fallen recently, opening the area to the sky, which was essential for dragons. The fallen trees had also created a natural cave off to one side. Dane could sense at least two dragons inside. Another brown dragon in human form was tottering unsteadily on her short baby legs. She was holding a large, curved piece of bark in her hands and seemed determined not to spill the water carefully held inside.

She was walking toward an adult dragon lying in the sun on the far side of the clearing. After she lay the piece of bark down, the adult dragon weakly lifted his head to drink. The water was gone in an instant, barely a sip for a dragon of the size collapsed there. The girl immediately snatched up the bark and hurried off.

“Daddy’s sick,” Chrome whispered to Dane. That much was obvious to see. It looked like an advanced case of dragon fever to him, something that in humans was called the flu. Dane walked closer, keeping his hands behind his back as the ever-suspicious Nickel paced him closely.

The adult’s eyes were glazed with fever. He couldn’t even differentiate Dane from Nickel, and after a few seconds of trying, his eyes slid closed. Dane turned to Nickel, who was apparently in charge until the adult got better.

“I can take him to a doctor,” Dane tried to explain. “He’ll be better in a few weeks if I do.”

“What about the rest of us?” Nickel asked. There was fear there, most likely from the idea of being separated or left to fend for themselves. That was unusual in a dragon, but then nothing was usual about anything Dane had seen so far.

“You’ll have to come with me, of course,” Dane replied in as gentle a voice as he could manage. “Your dad won’t get better without all of you with him.”

Nickel thought for a long moment. Chrome whispered something about more biting in Nickel’s ear, which seemed to appease Nickel somewhat. Oh, joy.

“Fine,” Nickel finally relented.

Dane nodded. “Gather everyone. I can take you all with me at once, but you have to be touching me for the magic to work.”

Chrome dashed across the clearing and into the cave. Nickel went in the other direction toward where the little girl had gone. He returned first.

“This is Iron, but we call her ’Ron,” Nickel said as she placed the piece of bark filled with water near the adult dragon’s head. It had tadpoles swimming in it, which were probably a nice snack for the kits. Dane had little doubt they had been living off of frogs and other small critters since Dad had gotten sick. “She’s very good at biting.”
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