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Chapter 1
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“A moment of your time, Miss Fairweather.”

The familiar male voice chilled Sabrina’s blood, but she continued walking through the shadows of what had once been New York City without flinching. After all, her brother was ambling across the pavement alongside her...and Zach’s tender ears deserved protection.

Sabrina only realized she was humming a quiet defensive melody when air currents began swirling through her numerous ebony braids, clacking the weighted ends together like chattering teeth. In response, Zach glanced sideways in question before craning his head backwards to assess the proximity of the following footsteps.

Then Sabrina lost her breath—and the breeze—all at once as a fast-growing vine took advantage of her brother’s lapse of attention. Wrapping around the teenager’s knee, the ferocious plant jerked Zach down into the bitter ash left behind by burners in preparation for the week’s festivities.

“Watch where you’re walking,” Sabrina said evenly, her stride not even hitching as her sword slashed through succulent vegetation and freed her brother’s leg.

If they’d been traveling through the Green proper, half a dozen additional vines would have joined in the battle. But the combination of recent fire plus late winter chill had beaten back humanity’s enemy this time around. As a result, Zach was able to simply shake off the snake-like assailant and pick up his pace in order to converge upon the sister who had pulled an arm’s length ahead.

In the end, both siblings rounded the corner onto the festival’s main drag together despite the stumble. Unfortunately, their follower hadn’t been shaken off as easily as the near-dormant Green. Thumping boot steps still trailed behind, reminding Sabrina that she needed to find a way to get her absent-minded brother out of the picture before Gleason caught up.

She’d intended to hurry her sibling along until they reached a shop tempting enough to draw him inside, in fact, but Zach slowed as soon as they stepped out onto Central Avenue proper. The sights and sounds of the annual trader’s festival widened the teenager’s eyes, and soon he was spinning in an awestruck circle.

Sabrina couldn’t really blame her kid brother for being amazed either. Brightly powered street lamps were a rarity on the ground where the Green usually sought out every flow of electricity and retaliated by ripping wires to smithereens. And while the scene lacked the bustle of New York City in the Before, there were more humans gathered together in one place than Zach had likely ever seen before in his life.

Temporary booths lined the sidewalks and buskers called from every street corner. Sabrina had attended trader’s festivals many times before, but even she found the colors, sights, and sounds overwhelming.

She only allowed thirty seconds for wide-eyed wonder, though, before grabbing the back of Zach’s shirt and pulling him out of his awestruck daze. Together, they continued walking, ignoring head nods from passing strangers and calls of greeting from across the crowd. After all, Gleason had nearly caught up and Sabrina still hadn’t found a destination sufficiently enticing to draw her brother’s attention away from whatever unpleasantness her pursuer planned to unveil.

Ah, here we go.

The abandoned building they paused in front of probably hadn’t looked like much the day before. Its plate-glass window was still grimy in the upper quadrant where the temporary proprietor hadn’t bothered to scrub away thirty years of accumulated dirt. And steps leading to the front door were split and twisted where tree roots had dug underneath and pushed concrete awry.

But the bottles of every shape, size, and color lined up inside were all her brother noticed. His mouth gaped open ever so slightly and greed filled his youthful face. To a budding scientist like Zach, an apothecary’s shop trumped any more ordinary establishment selling candy, games, or even pets.

Unfortunately, the boy didn’t speak. Just bit his lip before turning questioning eyes in his older sister’s direction.

“Here,” Sabrina answered the unspoken query, dropping coins from the Before into Zach’s waiting hand. The money wasn’t worth much, but it should be sufficient to buy a little time given her brother’s obsession.

He paused, though, rather than heading directly into the coveted shop. Glancing first at the rapidly approaching figure whose boot steps had slowed only slightly now that his prey had come to a halt, Zach then turned to look once again through the apothecary’s slightly grubby window pane.

Bad blood, but a kind heart, Sabrina thought wryly. The teenager was clearly torn between protecting his big sister and hunting down whatever unpronounceable ingredients he needed to further his experiments. A far cry from the narcissistic Frank Fairweather who had given both siblings their blue eyes and tall builds...along with a shady past that Sabrina hoped her little brother would never learn about.

And was Frank also responsible for that other remnant of the youth’s heritage—an adamant refusal to speak—that hovered like a dark shadow behind Zach’s sky blue eyes? Sabrina didn’t know the provenance of the trauma, and usually she would have tried to tempt the teenager into pushing past the blockage and voicing his question aloud.

She didn’t want her brother to be privy to whatever bile Gleason would soon spew in her direction though. So she let him off the hook. “You don’t have to worry about me, Zach. I’m not a damsel in distress.”

They stood staring into each others’ eyes for one long second—noses at precisely the same elevation and irises precisely the same shade of blue. Then, shrugging, Zach descended back into boyhood. Taking the broken stairs two at a time, he flinched as the bell above the door startled habitual fear back into wary eyes. Then, shaking off the momentary terror as quickly as it had come, he settled down to browse seemingly endless rows of powders and pellets and potions.

It was hell to stand in as parent for a kid whose past left him scarred and broken in ways Sabrina didn’t know how to understand, let alone fix. Hell...but also heaven.

Sighing, she shook off concern for her new-found brother and returned her attention to a man who was not accustomed to being made to wait.

***
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“MISS FAIRWEATHER.” Gleason’s voice had descended from chilly to arctic, annoyance dripping off every syllable. And when Sabrina turned to face him, she could see why—the merchant was out of breath from attempting to catch up with a woman who possessed legs considerably longer than his own. Nothing like a reminder of his lack of height to put the holder of her debt in a poor humor.

Despite having already gotten off to a bad start, though, Sabrina couldn’t resist adding to the slight by correcting his wording. “Captain Fairweather.”

Only when a wintry zephyr stroked icy tendrils against her fingertips did Sabrina realize that a nearly inaudible hum was rising along the back of her throat and calling her breezes back to heel. Well, what the heck. It’s not as if he doesn’t already know what I am, she thought, changing the pitch of her tune in order to waft the current away to settle clammily against her opponent’s exposed skin.

Gleason shivered, but an abrupt chill to the air wasn’t enough to topple him from his high horse. Instead, his rebuttal came out as a sneer. “Captain of a ship to which I rightfully own the title.”

“What title?” Sabrina countered. Because Gleason was right and Gleason was wrong. Yes, her inherited airship came with a long-term debt that she’d need another decade to pay off. But this wasn’t the Before. There was no piece of paper to convey ownership and no court to award damages should she fail to settle in a timely manner.

If Sabrina wanted, she could take her dirigible and her independence and start over somewhere else entirely. Maybe fly to the western reaches and see what opportunities existed in that no man’s land or develop new routes in the opposite direction by supplying raft colonies out at sea.

And yet, despite possessing numerous options to evade Gleason’s unpleasant presence, Sabrina hadn’t missed a single payment. So why was this trumped-up banker dogging her heels and impinging upon her enjoyment of a festival that came around only once a year?

“I can see those clever little wheels turning in your head,” Gleason said after a moment. “But you’d best not forget your place. I’m respected along the airways. When I said you’d deliver, everyone knew you’d deliver. I vouched for you once...but it wouldn’t take much for me to change my tune.”

And that part’s true. As much as she might kick herself for the mistake, seven years ago Sabrina had indeed played into this blackmailer’s grubby little hands. After being orphaned at the age of twenty, she’d signed papers she shouldn’t have signed, had borrowed money she shouldn’t have borrowed, and had given Gleason far too much control over her in the process.

But Sabrina wasn’t desperate any longer. She had friends in high places, gigs galore due to befriending an earth witch then being accepted as a courier by that witch’s dragon-shifter mate. No matter what Gleason wanted her to believe now, the airship captain wasn’t dependent upon the merchant’s good graces any longer.

So Sabrina took a step closer and peered down her straight nose at her opponent’s battered countenance. Like a gamecock, Gleason had yet to see a fight that didn’t look like a good time. And even though he often won those dockside contests, he still boasted a jointed nose and two cauliflower ears from one too many fists to the head.

Perhaps that frequent pummeling would also explain away his surly nature?

“Get to the point,” she growled once the merchant’s eyes had slid to the side in a subtle but real indication that he was willing to back down.

And even though Gleason clearly didn’t want to admit he’d been cowed, he obeyed. “I have a job for you,” he said at last.

Great. It wouldn’t just be a job, of course. If it had been an ordinary gig, Gleason would have sent her a message the usual way—mechanical pigeon—then taken his exorbitant cut of the proceeds. No, the holder of her debt had run into trouble and he planned to use Sabrina’s bond to extricate himself from the quagmire.

“Not interested,” she said, knowing even as she spoke that Gleason wouldn’t let her off the hook so easily.

Sure enough, the vertically challenged merchant took one step closer, and this time he gazed not at her but at Zach’s gawky form browsing through shelves of bottles and canisters within the glass-fronted shop. Sabrina’s breath caught, and it took an effort not to shift her weight and shield her sibling from view with her own tall frame.

“I heard through the grapevine that you’d been saddled with a half-brother this winter,” Gleason said, his smile ingratiating but his words loaded with deeper meaning. “He looks old enough to man up and take on Intrepid’s debt if you’re no longer interested....”

Heat rushed to Sabrina’s cheeks, and despite herself she felt magic fluttering around her braids once again. It would be so easy to call up a gale, to push her own personal pain in the butt straight down the street and out into the wakening Green beyond the borders of the burn zone. If she was lucky, the plants might eat Gleason alive and put her out of her misery.

“...Or perhaps he’d like to know what his old man really got up to during those long tours?” the blackmailer continued slyly. “Perhaps everyone would like to know.”

And there it was, the real reason Sabrina continued to kowtow to this puny gamecock. She could start over somewhere else...but people in the trade had long memories. Sabrina’s crew didn’t deserve relegation to the periphery of what passed for civilization, and Zach didn’t deserve yet another source of shadows to darken his sky blue eyes.

No, Sabrina couldn’t afford to reject Gleason’s offered gig outright. Not when she had so many secrets she was bound and determined to keep...not when her banker held those same secrets tightly grasped in his pugilistic fists.

Instead, she gave in to her maternal instincts and angled her body so the blackmailer was forced to turn away from Zach’s innocent form in order to look her directly in the face. “Okay,” she said through gritted teeth. “I’ll do it. What’s the job?”

The cold certainty in Gleason’s eyes was worse than any smile. He’d known she’d cave and had planned the upcoming details to act as yet another slap in the face.

“Some colleagues of mine misplaced a female dragon,” her blackmailer answered after letting Sabrina stew for several long seconds. “They tracked her to the home of some acquaintances of yours, a very difficult place to breach if you’re not already welcome there....”

Knowing where her opponent was going before he even completed his thought, Sabrina began to swear with all the fluency of a lifelong sailor. Was she really being asked to betray her one true friend as the price for maintaining a long-hidden secret?

“Your job is simple,” Gleason continued, ignoring both vociferous complaints and angry breezes. “Just collect the dragon and bring her back to her family. Then your debt will be considered paid in full.”
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Chapter 2
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Two hours earlier...

Nicholas had sworn off secrets. Unfortunately, secrets didn’t feel the same way about him. Instead, they seemed bound and determined to waft their way out of his friends’ lips and into his ears whether he kept his nose stuck in a tablet or not. And, inevitably, those same secrets ended up with the people he cared about hurting or dead.

Well, not this time. The dragon shifter reached out and attempted to pull the heavy tray away from Charlotte’s burdened hands. “Here, let me take that.”

“Excuse me?” She turned on him with flashing eyes and furrowed brow. “In case you hadn’t noticed, carrying food around is my job. I’m a serving wench, remember?”

“Serving wench? What is this, the Dark Ages?” Nicholas closed his eyes and counted to two. It was meant to be ten, but Charlotte’s heavier-than-usual footsteps were receding rapidly, so he expedited the sub-process before trotting down the hallway in her wake.

His friend didn’t slow down, though. Instead, Nicholas ended up walking backwards in front of her hurried form in an effort to recapture the young woman’s attention. “Look, this isn’t appropriate work given your sensitive condition. You need to tell the baby’s father and let him provide the assistance you deserve. He...”

“Shush!” Now Charlotte did stop and glance in both directions down the empty corridor. “That was a secret. You said you wouldn’t tell anyone....”

“And I didn’t,” Nicholas countered.

Not that he had any choice in the matter. Like every dragon, Nicholas possessed a knack...but his came with a troublesome side effect. Step into his presence and man, woman, and child alike vomited up secrets at the drop of a hat. That aspect of his trait was straightforward enough. The tricky part emerged later, when Nicholas became physically incapable of discussing those secrets with anyone other than their originator.

It was maddening...especially when the secret keeper persisted in allowing pride to outweigh good sense. On at least one memorable occasion, a secret kept had resulted in a life lost. If Nicholas had any say about it, Charlotte wouldn’t fall into the same enticing trap.

“Well, that’s a relief,” his current companion started. But Nicholas cut her off before she could brush past him and return to work.

“I didn’t tell anyone, but you need to. You said you’re already beginning to show, which means you’re probably tired, nauseous, and generally not feeling your best....”

“What are you, a midwife?”

“I prefer the term Ob/Gyn,” Nicholas countered dryly. What he actually was was a data nerd who possessed a cached version of the internet from the Before. A quick image search had turned up a handy pregnancy chart...but then he’d gotten lost down a rabbit hole of terrifying forum posts.

Nicholas shivered. No, none of those nightmares were going to happen to Charlotte on his watch. She’d just have to stop saddling herself with unnecessary burdens and toe the line of good sense....

Then the elevator dinged and two new sets of footsteps turned into the corridor behind him. In response, Charlotte leapt five feet backwards so quickly she nearly spilled the contents of her far-too-heavy tray. Great. Rather than appearing to be a pair interrupted in the midst of a heated debate, they instead looked like lovers startled out of an intimate moment.

Sure enough, when he turned to face the newcomers, both of their faces wore matching expressions of warm amusement. The younger man—a server just like Charlotte—smoothed his expression in reaction to Nicholas’s glare, but the other onlooker was less easily cowed.

“Tch, tch, brother,” Alexander teased. “What have I told you about manhandling serving wenches in the corridors?”

“That’s where you got it from?” Nicholas demanded, turning back to face his original conversational partner. “Please tell me he’s not...”

“He’s not,” she cut him off.

As if Nicholas would have spilled the beans even if he was physically capable of doing so. He flared his nostrils in lieu of rolling his eyes, then turned his glare onto the male server. “Take Charlotte’s tray.”

At least that human was intimidated by a dragon shifter’s curt command. Of course, then Nicholas felt like shit as the male moved to obey so quickly that he tripped over his own two feet and barely refrained from knocking Charlotte down in the process.

By the time trays had traded hands, Alexander was laughing so loudly the entire corridor reverberated with his amusement. Nicholas’s brother continued to chortle as the male server retraced his footsteps and disappeared back into the elevator from whence he’d come. And Alexander didn’t pause when Charlotte strode off in the opposite direction either, snub nose in the air and annoyance lending metaphorical wings to previously leaden feet.

Only once the hallway was empty save for the two siblings did his trouble-making brother fall silent at last. But then Nicholas flinched because Alexander’s usual easy-going smile faded as quickly as it had come, his eyes darkening with distress instead.

“No, please don’t tell me a secret,” Nicholas ground out.

“It’s not a secret exactly,” Alexander countered. “Half the Aerie will know within the hour. But there is a strange dragon up on the rooftop. We need your knack to figure out who she is.”

***
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SHE. The word smacked Nicholas across the face just as his brother had intended, and his feet turned toward the stairwell as the fastest path to achieve his destination.

“There’s no big hurry,” Alexander called after his retreating back. “One of the visiting sloggers said she’d been up there for two hours already. He thought the female was one of us. Imagine, a silver dragon and he had no idea she didn’t belong.”

Nicholas could well imagine. Mudsloggers—or sloggers for short—were ordinary humans who occasionally visited the Aerie to trade or work. They were inevitably terrified of dragons, or were at least in awe of the tremendous beasts who prevented the Green from overrunning the few skyscraper safe zones where both dragons and humans lived in harmony. Why should a slogger bother to consider color and gender when the mere presence of a dragon was enough to make most of them piss their pants?

“She shifted?” Nicholas called backwards even as he pulled at his own inner fire and felt fiery wings pop out of human shoulder blades. Stairs were faster than the elevator...especially when you were a dragon and able to fly.

“Nope,” his brother answered, matching him wingbeat for wingbeat. Together, they pushed upwards, navigating the nine stories between kitchen and roof in the time it would have taken for the elevator to ascend a single level.

“She’s leaving then.” Nicholas wasn’t sure why his stomach lurched at the thought. Probably just because he’d never met a female dragon before. Never imagined there were sisters out there to match the brothers—some of his blood, all of his heart—with whom he shared this aerial retreat.

Because there weren’t new dragons being born or made. Every shifter had popped into existence three decades earlier at the same time normal plants morphed into the dangerous Green. Perhaps that was why learning about a female dragon after all this time felt like stepping into a fairy tale where knights and dragons were matched by princesses and tasks of honor.

“Hasn’t even spread her wings,” Alexander countered. Then, catching Nicholas’s arm before the latter could push open the heavy metal door that stood between them and the open summit of the Plaza, his brother admonished, “Slow down. You don’t want to scare her away.”

Nicholas couldn’t slow down, though. Instead, his feet rushed forward, hip thrusting out to press against the release bar in the middle of the door. Sister. The word danced like a newfound secret down his spine and for a moment Nicholas remembered what secrets used to feel like before they’d turned into a burden nearly impossible to bear.

Still, he forced himself to pause after stepping out into the cool, damp tang of evening so his eyes could adjust to the rapidly fading light. Back in the Before, the rooftop would have been ablaze with the glow of electric bulbs, the city beneath so brilliant it made stars in the sky impossible to pick out of the smoggy skyline. Now, the Aerie faded into near darkness as soon as evening fell, only a few beacons of light shining to the north, south, and west where five other buildings rose high enough in the air to provide refuge from the Green.

But Nicholas had no attention to spare for either absent lights or pesky vines that were unable to breach his current elevated location. Instead, his gaze locked onto the beast perched atop the tremendous air-conditioning unit that rose above the roof’s otherwise flat surface.

Silvery hide reflected the last rays of the setting sun and a long tail twined sinuously around the vertical wall below. The strange dragon appeared to be relaxing, basking even. But her eyes were open wide, her muscles tensed as if to flee. And Nicholas found himself motioning his brother backward with a single wave of one desperate hand.

“Go below,” he commanded, knowing even as he spoke that he was screwing up already. Dragons weren’t good at obeying orders, and Alexander was likely to do the exact opposite when faced with a stark demand.

But...a female dragon. The notion must have filled his brother with every bit as much awe as Nicholas felt, because footsteps obligingly retreated back toward the stairwell from which they’d both come. The door clicked open and clanged shut, then Nicholas was alone with the biggest secret he’d uncovered in his entire life.
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Chapter 3
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Nicholas had thought that facing only one shifter instead of two would have calmed the female’s fears. But instead, flames broke out to rage across her body while her crest surged skyward to catch the breeze like a sail. The stranger wanted to flee.

Her wings, though, remained firmly mantled. And that inconsistency more than anything was what clued Nicholas in to a mystery waiting to be revealed. All he had to do was wait for his knack to ferret the secrets out.

To that end, Nicholas sucked his own fiery appendages back into his body then stood before his newfound sister with palms open and head cocked to one side. “You’re welcome here,” he said softly, soothingly. “No one will harm you. No one will force you to do anything you don’t want to do.”

The stranger lashed her tail but remained silent. No bellow of challenge. No squeak of fright. Just the stark stillness of the truly terrified.

Sighing, Nicholas sank down onto his heels, then onto his butt. Some secrets took longer than others to hatch. Luckily, he’d come prepared.

Powering up his tablet, Nicholas pretended to pore over minutiae of Aerie management, paging through line after line of supply orders and repair requests. Usually, the data would have drawn all of his attention with its typical siren call. But tonight, he found himself resenting the way a glowing screen prevented his peripheral vision from picking up the sight of the silver dragon perched above his head. His brain rebelled against being forced to travel down any path other than wonder at the reality of a newfound sister.

So, eventually, Nicholas gave in. Letting the device slide into dormancy, he spoke into the darkness instead. “You probably already know this, or you wouldn’t have ended up here. But this is the Aerie. We pretend it’s run by dragons—my twin and I plus two foster brothers who are more sensible than me and Alexander put together. But, really, this place revolves around a human woman.”

He paused, hoping for an answer that didn’t come. Then, shrugging, Nicholas continued to spill the Aerie’s secrets to a sister he’d never before met. “Sarah found us all as hatchlings. Raised us like humans, although we made plenty of trouble with our fire and wings. She said she always wanted a daughter, and she’s been much happier since two of my brothers brought mates home.

“But neither of those females is a dragon. They’re my sisters but not my sisters, if you know what I mean.”

Despite the chill of falling night, Nicholas’s cheeks burned red. He sure hoped Alexander wasn’t waiting on the other side of that metal door, taking in words that would make Nicholas the butt of merciless teasing for the rest of his natural-born life.

Turning away from the thought, Nicholas peered up at the dark shape silhouetted against the first emerging stars. The stranger’s fire had faded as he spoke, suggesting that his rambling monologue had done its job of appeasing her fears...or that his sister was so exhausted she couldn’t even bear to hold onto her magic in preparation for defensive action. Then, in a sudden burst of returning flame, dragon became woman.

Became naked woman. Nicholas’s fingers were fumbling at the buttons of his shirt even as he averted his eyes. He’d seen plenty of unclothed females in his life, but he hadn’t been lying when he called this newcomer the sister of his heart. Nicholas was a gentleman and gentlemen didn’t ogle sisters in the buff.

And yet...even as he shrugged out of sleeves, he found himself nibbling around the edges of additional conundrums. Why wasn’t his sister wearing clothes when dragon shifters were perfectly capable of bringing small objects along for the ride after changing form? Why was she here alone when any male dragon worth his salt would guard a sister with his life?

So many questions, and so few answers.

“Here,” Nicholas said at last, holding out fabric that still possessed the warmth of his back.

A thump as the stranger leapt from condenser to floor. Secrets slowly drawing closer until the woman’s heat warmed the back of Nicholas’s extended arm.

But she didn’t pluck the covering from his grasp. And, at long last, Nicholas raised his eyes to take in the woman’s frightened face.

Just as when he’d first arrived, the stranger appeared ready to leap off the roof at his first wrong move. She quivered with fear, her teeth chattering with far more than cold. After all, air temperature changes never really impacted a dragon’s fiery nature.

“Take it,” Nicholas told her as quietly as he was able.

In response, his sister pinched the fabric between thumb and forefinger as if it were a filthy rag. Nicholas had thought the shirt rather well-made that morning, the weave nearly as perfect as machine-created fabric from the Before. Perhaps he’d been wrong.

“Not good enough?” he asked finally.

“No, I’m not.”

Her voice was stunningly beautiful, but her words tore at Nicholas’s heart. Who had harmed his sister so badly she considered herself unworthy of a shirt?

“Yes you are,” he growled, then could have kicked himself for allowing that hint of rage to come through in his voice.

But to his surprise, honest emotion did the trick where artful soothing had failed. White linen swirled through the air and covered nakedness, both skin and fabric gleaming against the starlight. Dainty fingers slipped silvery buttons through tiny holes.

And then secrets came spilling out. “I’m Steph,” began the first female shifter he’d ever known.

***
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WHISPERS FOLLOWED SABRINA across the ship’s deck the following morning. Whispers and grumbles and griping that had nothing to do with the cloudy day and everything to do with the Intrepid’s abrupt departure from port the evening before.

And, sure, the crew had been forced to lower her airship down through the low-hanging haze several times in dangerous moonlight to check their course against visual sightings of the landscape below. Once, the observation bubble at the bottom of the gondola had even clipped a grasping tendril of the Green...a close call that was mitigated only by slow growth of dormant plants combined with the fast action of her bosun’s mate.

Flying in inclement weather, though, was par for the course on a working airship that needed to meet deadlines and bag bonuses. Sabrina had pulled their four-hundred-foot-long airship through violent thunderstorms, had teased the outer edges of tornadoes to allow the Intrepid safe passage, and had always managed to reach the other side with both skin and cargo intact.

The crew really shouldn’t have been muttering under their breath and acting two steps shy of mutiny.

This never would have happened when my father captained the ship. Sabrina wasn’t sure who she was more disappointed in—herself, her crew, or the first mate who should have served as a buffer between captain and sailors.

And as if her thoughts pulled Claude out of the woodwork, the older man slipped up beside her with that fake smile she detested plastered across his weathered face. “Sorry to interrupt, Captain,” he said, not appearing at all sorry. Instead, this holdover from her father’s regime looked the same way he always had—subtly disappointed that he’d been saddled with a twenty-seven-year-old woman as his leader when he could have done the job much more ably by himself.

Sabrina inhaled a deep breath through her nose, any lingering joy from being airborne fading as she realized that Claude was, once again, not going to make this task easy for her. “Yes?”

“You may not have noticed...” her first mate began, the frown lines bracketing his mouth suggesting she really should have noticed. That a true captain would already know whatever he was about to say.

And, just like that, Sabrina’s last vestige of optimism retreated to join her faded joy. No, Claude wasn’t going to help bring the crew back into line. Instead, he’d likely found some further lapse in judgment to point out, some forgotten regulation Sabrina had broken due to ignorance. Yet another way to suggest that the hard-earned Intrepid wasn’t really her own damn ship.

That sort of silent reprimand had worked when Sabrina was twenty and uncertain she could ever find a way to fill her father’s shoes. Not so much now when her vision of Frank Fairweather as the perfect captain had faded deep into the distant haze of childhood memory.

So instead of pandering to a first mate who was her paid underling, the captain merely tapped one foot impatiently and waited for Claude to spit out the inevitable complaint.

Had the problem been merely a split rope or a rip in the balloon that held them all aloft, her first mate would have surely left her dangling for as long as was humanly possible. But this time around, he gestured with his chin, drawing her attention toward the starboard bow.

Well, if Claude wasn’t bothering to play his usual games of oneupmanship, then perhaps she’d better hurry. Swiveling in place, Sabrina gazed north toward ship and sky.

And at first, she had no clue what her first mate was referring to. The Intrepid appeared to be intact, the tremendous balloon above all of their heads still taut and full of lift-producing hydrogen. Meanwhile, beyond the ropes that attached gondola to balloon, the sky was a cheerful blue above the gray of low-lying clouds.

But off in the distance, the horizon was no longer empty and devoid of life. And the breeze blowing in her direction carried the faintest hint of electricity that came from only two sources now that cities were a thing of the distant past.

“Oh, shit,” Sabrina muttered before remembering her place as captain and pursing her lips shut instead.

Because that buzzing charge couldn’t be due to a thunderstorm, not with the only clouds in sight a low stratus layer that never spat out more than a slow, if endless, drizzle. And now that she’d been clued in to both sensation and direction, it was easy to make out four large shapes speeding in the direction of her ultra-flammable airship.

Dragons.

Which shouldn’t have been a big deal. After all, the Intrepid was traveling toward the Aerie, a settlement ruled by dragonkind. Those shifter overlords also happened to be her best friend’s found family, and more recently they’d opened their ranks to include Sabrina as well.

The captain knew each of those Aerie dragons on sight, though. After being raised by a doting human foster mother, Nicholas and Alexander sported brilliant red scales while Mason and Zane wore bright blue and gold, respectively.

In stark contrast, these dragons’ dingy brown and gray scales marked them as strangers, feral dragons unassociated with the civilized Aerie. No, a surly crew and a blackmailing gamecock were soon to become the least of her worries. Because the trickiest part of Sabrina’s mission had arrived sooner rather than later.

She was about to meet the wild dragons who’d hired Gleason for his dastardly task. Within minutes, Sabrina would come face to face with shifters who’d proven themselves the enemies of her newfound friends.
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Chapter 4
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Eighteen hours after meeting Steph for the first time, Nicholas winced as he took in the sight of the dragon by his side. Her wings were sad little stubs that did nothing to push her forward, their motion instead rolling his sister upside down as she attempted the short journey from Plaza to Sunsphere. Luckily, dragons were naturally buoyant, using their wings more for forward momentum than for lift. Still...no point in the poor shifter greeting the Aerie’s matriarch belly up.

But when Nicholas reached one taloned foreleg across the intervening space to correct his companion’s orientation, the female dragon shivered beneath his touch then froze as still as a cornered rabbit. Surprise at her reaction made him flinch away...which in turn accelerated Steph’s spin until her stomach must have been churning in protest.

Not the way this was supposed to go at all.

Nicholas had planned their visit to the Sunsphere the night before after hearing enough of the visitor’s story to make his own stomach just as sick as hers must currently be. The tale began sixteen years earlier when Steph was sold to a band of feral dragons who bound her wings and prevented those all-important appendages from growing into their proper orientation. By the time the dragonet was old enough to hold her own against male tormentors, the damage had been done. Her wings had solidified into their current malformed position, useless for the art of soaring.

Now, Nicholas gritted his teeth and forced himself to fly idly by as Steph slowed her own roll with frantic beats of stubby wings. And he breathed out a fiery snort of relief when they both touched down safely atop the bulbous skyscraper known as the Sunsphere.

If anyone could make their guest feel at home, that person was his mother.

Sure enough, Sarah was waiting for them, wrinkled face wreathed in welcoming smiles. She was usually thrilled by the appearance of any of her children, but this time she batted away Nicholas’s salutation and turned to face the newly shifted young woman instead.

Steph had lost her clothes during the shift just as Nicholas expected, her borrowed dress having disappeared in the space between one building and the next. Instead of commenting upon the issue, though, Nicholas merely draped the robe he’d brought along around his companion’s slender shoulders, shrugging subtly in response to the questions in his mother’s gaze.

Steph, for her part, shivered slightly as fabric brushed against bare skin, but she kept her gaze downcast as she spoke. “Thank you so much for having me.”

“Of course, dear,” Sarah answered, reaching forward as if to pull Steph into a hug. But the older woman quickly turned the gesture into a handshake when the newcomer cringed away from even a female’s touch.

Nicholas could almost hear Sarah’s maternal instincts engaging, and he hid a smile as wheels began turning within his mother’s head. Yep, bringing Steph over to the Sunsphere had been his best idea yet.

But Sarah didn’t dive right into nurturing the traumatized shifter. Instead, she turned back to face Nicholas, her mouth firming up into the closest it ever came to a scowl.

“I know you’d planned to stay and join us,” his mother said. “But your twin called on the intercom while you were flying over. There’s a blockade of strange dragons surrounding the Aerie, and the Intrepid’s due in later today....”

And, immediately, the puzzle of Steph’s nakedness and timidity was replaced by a far more pressing concern. Could it be coincidence that enemy dragons had shown up so soon after this poor, malformed female landed atop the Plaza? He thought not...and he certainly wasn’t going to allow Steph’s former captors to take his sister away by force.

Nor did he intend to allow harm to come to the intriguing airship captain who had entered his life the previous summer after becoming fast friends with Nicholas’s new sister-in-law. The memory of Sabrina’s face brought a faint smile to the shifter’s lips...but then his mouth pursed instead as he recalled the buried secrets that always swirled around the captain’s tall form.

Secrets. Too many secrets, Nicholas thought, fleet feet carrying him backwards so the impending shift would harm neither companion with secondhand flames. Then, far more quickly than he’d touched down, Nicholas pushed wings against unresisting air to launch himself back aloft.

Something told him the secrets he’d thus far uncovered were the least of the ones currently filling the air. And secrets harmed people he cared about.

Not this time, Nicholas decided, ignoring both the remembered visage of his long-dead brother and the vivid image of the airship captain’s teasing taunts. Not on my watch.

***
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“GENERAL QUARTERS!” Sabrina bellowed, half expecting her crew to disobey. Instead, to her relief, each man scurried to his battle station with alacrity.

First, five airmen clambered into rigging that attached the dangling gondola to the tremendous hydrogen balloon above all of their heads. Together, the men began unrolling a thin silver blanket across the bulbous expanse, only a few mutters suggesting they didn’t believe Zach’s experimental covering would do its intended job of keeping dragon fire at bay.

Not that these particular dragons should attack. After all, Gleason was on their payroll and Sabrina had unwillingly become a subcontractor as well. Still, the captain didn’t call off her weapons officer as he led the other half of her crew below deck to ready the cannons. And she definitely didn’t stop the chief engineer from nearly stepping on the latter’s heels in his haste to start up the auxiliary motors that ensured her ship could turn on a dime.

Meanwhile, her brother brushed against the final descending crew member as the teenager emerged from his lab to see what all the fuss was about. Owl-like eyes blinked against brilliant sunlight, and Sabrina’s heart lurched. What had she been thinking dragging a mute teenage scientist along on a journey of deceit? And what am I going to do with two civilians on my deck? she wondered as Gleason stepped out from behind her brother to further clutter up the space.

Unlike Zach, the merchant took in the situation at a glance, and his squinty-eyed glare in Sabrina’s direction got his point across quite nicely. These dragons are your boss, Gleason’s squinty eyes and flaring nostrils said without words. Don’t annoy them.

Well, Sabrina hadn’t intended to annoy anyone...but she also didn’t plan to show her hand to the world at large by rolling over without a fight. If enemy dragons had shown up along her starboard bow on any other day, the Intrepid would have prepared for battle. So prepare for battle she did.

Turning pointedly away from her uninvited passenger at long last, Sabrina counted off second after second until cannons rumbled into place beneath her feet. She watched the bosun’s mate berate their newest apprentice airman as the latter nearly tumbled to his death while attempting to strap the tremendous silvery sheet across the billowing bulge of the overhead balloon. Then she turned her gaze toward the unknown dragons, who continued to close on her fleeing but relatively slow-moving ship.

“We won’t fire until they make their first offensive move,” Sabrina told the cabin boy hovering by her side, not bothering to glance at the youngster who waited to relay orders throughout the ship.

“Offensive?” the boy parroted back. It wasn’t entirely clear whether Tom simply didn’t understand the word, or whether he thought Sabrina was nuts for failing to realize that four fast-approaching dragons were enemies due to their existence alone.

Well, battle wasn’t the time to deal with either shortcoming. Instead, ignoring Tom’s question, the captain hummed an invisible lens into existence using water particles waiting in the air before her nose. Then she peered into the distance, not quite sure what she was looking for but not wanting to sit idly by either.

Because the unfortunate truth was that Sabrina had no definitive way of telling friend from foe other than waiting to see how these unknown dragons behaved. Still, the captain made no move to attack despite mutterings from her waiting crew as the tremendous shifters drew ever closer to her highly flammable ship.
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