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            An unedited, rambling Author’s Note to you:

          

        

      

    

    
      Originally, about 7 years ago, when I wrote this book as a follow-up to The Trouble with Unicorns, I intended on making the entire Team Unicorn Talia Series about Talia and Bryn’s adventures. But then I got bored. You see, I’m a neuro-spicy author that must constantly be working on the new shiny book idea or I just can’t do it. I mean, physically, my hands rebel and lock up, making it impossible to type. Seriously. Heh. I will never be one of those authors who writes ten books from one character’s POV. (I’m a bit jelly that they can do that, honestly.) But I can keep myself interested if I switch up the main characters even if it’s in the same world.

      But I already wrote Gentlemen Prefer Unicorns before I got bored and wanted to share it. Sooo … when re-releasing it under Ava Wixx, I decided to label it as #1.5 in the series, deeming it a continuation of the first book, but ultimately not part of the new plan for the series trajectory. Which means when I write book two of Team Unicorn Talia, it will be narrated by an entirely different unicorn with love troubles of her own. Although Talia and her crew will play a part in the story.

      Okay, enough rambling from me, go enjoy a little bit more of Talia and Bryn’s adventures before we move on to the new shiny plan.

      ~Ava
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      For CMR,

      The eternal optimist of all optimists. Sometimes I may want to punch you in the face, but I don’t because I love you.
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      A love story doesn’t end the moment a couple unites. Romance ebbs and flows; only the strongest and truest of relationships stand the test of time.

      Talia and Bryn were an unlikely pair, powerless to resist each other. But no love is immune to problems, not even the kind between a unicorn and dragon.

      Welcome to the continuation of the Team Unicorn Talia series, where misadventures await, and the happily-ever-after was just the beginning …
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      Advice from a unicorn: Follow rainbows. Keep your head up. Be legendary. Spend time in the forest. It’s okay to be a little mysterious. Create your own fairytale. Live a magical life!

      Staring at the lavender decorative block with white cursive script, I nodded to myself. Yes, that does sound like something I’d say. I approve this message. Snatching the wooden piece of artwork off the metal shelf, I dropped it into my red cart, which was already dangerously full.

      Bryn groaned. “I thought you were just picking up a few things.” He tugged his phone out of his pocket. “We’ve been here for somewhere between two hours … and eternity.”

      Rising up onto my tippy-toes, I pressed my index finger against his lips. “Shhhh … everyone knows you never simply pick up a few things when you go to Target.”

      He slid out from under my touch, scowling. “I didn’t know this.”

      “Well, now you do.” Shoving at the cart, the wheels squealing in protest, I skipped down the aisle, my grumpy dragon plodding along behind me.

      Apparently, my Anam Cara wasn’t just lacking in knowledge about demons, but also the ways of living off of dragon clan land. Whoever his teachers were during his adolescence needed a good scolding for not forcing him to pay attention when it came to anything beyond the fight training part of his education. It’s a good thing he’s pretty. And can do that thing with his tongue. My cheeks flushed, and I swallowed hard. Do not think of such things in Target. This is a family establishment.

      “Why do you need any of this?” he huffed, running his hands through his midnight locks as he glared at the cart. “Every inch of space in our house is crammed with useless crap as it is.”

      “It’s not useless. It beautifies and inspires. And therefore there’s always room for more.”

      Bryn rolled his baby blues, grumbling something under his breath I was sure I didn’t want to hear. I sighed. Even a besotted dragon had limits when it came to shopping, and I knew he’d reached his. “Fine. Just let me pick up some ice cream and we can head out.”

      “Forget the ice cream, let’s just go.”

      “Even if it’s for the fresh apple pie I’m going to make as a thank you for⁠—”

      “Yeah, okay. Go get the ice cream.”

      Grinning, I nodded at my massive haul of cute things. “You go get in line and I’ll be right back.”

      “On it.” With extra pep in his step that hadn’t been there a few moments before, Bryn hurried off with the cart, all traces of moodiness gone.

      I giggled to myself. Dragons. So easy to manipulate with food. Of course, is it manipulation if he knows exactly what I’m doing? Meh. It doesn’t matter. It works for us.

      Scanning the frozen food section, I made my way towards the ice cream sign, peering at the shelves as I went. A brightly colored tub of frozen deliciousness caught my attention, halting me in my tracks. Holy crap! What is that? Mouth hanging open, I gawked at the red container with a little unicorn logo in the corner. Unicorn Magic Ice Cream? I … I … I … well, that’s just false advertising. And not the same as simply claiming my kind said something really cool and awesome, since we did do that on a daily basis.

      My teeth clicked together as a smile twisted my lips up. I could put a pinch of my magic into the ice cream. Give the humans who eat it a real taste of what a unicorn can do. Not much, but enough to make them happy. There’s no harm in making people happy. They’d all thank me if they knew. Really, I’d simply be doing what unicorns do best, making the world a better place one small deed at a time. Plus, I’d be saving the ice cream company from being complete liars. They’d thank me, too. It’s win-win for everyone involved.

      My eyes shifted to the right, then the left, and back again. The aisle was completely empty except for me. Yanking the freezer door open, I glanced around again just to be sure as I reached⁠—

      “What the hell do you think you’re doing?”

      Letting out a yelp, I skittered backwards into Bryn’s hard chest, my pulse thundering in my ears. “I— Well, I⁠—”

      Slamming the door shut, he grabbed my arm, dragging me after him towards the front of the store. “Never mind. Don’t answer that. I could feel it the minute the idea popped into your head.”

      “But you can’t read my mind with our Anam Cara bond! You can only sense my emotions.” Something that still seemed to be a mostly one-sided street between us, much to my chagrin. Once in a while a small impression from him would make its way to me, but it definitely wasn’t on the same level as what he felt from me. I can’t help but wonder if things will ever be on an even playing field in that respect.

      “I don’t have to, RU. I know you, and I know what you were about to do would have undoubtedly blown up in our faces.”

      “You don’t know that!”

      “I mean, seriously? How old are you? Or do unicorns ever mature?”

      “That’s just mean,” I hissed, my blood boiling. “Take it back right now y-you … you old fuddy duddy! There’s nothing wrong with having a little fun once in a while!”

      “Not when it could expose you to the humans or who the hell knows what else,” he growled.

      Slapping at his hand, I dragged my feet. “That sounds like something Daegus would say! Have you been talking to him again? Because not cool. He hasn’t stopped by to visit even once since he left. You can tell that jackass⁠—”

      “He’s giving you time to acclimate to him not being around. And he’s not exactly thrilled about our Anam Cara bond.”

      Not surprising, since Daegus was like a father to me. He’d always been a tad overprotective. I was pretty sure no one would ever be good enough for me in his eyes, and Bryn hadn’t exactly taken his time before locking me down as his mate in an unbreakable magical connection. Yep, Daegus probably wanted to throttle Bryn, at the very least. Maybe it’s a good thing he hasn’t visited after all. I’m kind of attached to my moody dragon since he is my soul mate, and I happen to be in love with him to boot. Being a buffer between Bryn and Daegus does not sound like my idea of fun. Still … Daegus wouldn’t do any permanent damage to Bryn. Probably.

      Nibbling on my bottom lip, I tugged at Bryn’s shirt as he continued to hurtle us towards the front of the store. “What did he say? I mean … exactly? And just because he wants me to get used to him not being around all of the time doesn’t mean he can’t shoot me an email or something. Tell him⁠—”

      “Mom! Make him stop!” a little girl’s plaintive wail stole my attention. Standing a few feet to my left, halfway down a toy aisle, was what appeared to be a brother and sister, both of them somewhere between six and eight, the boy the older of the two.

      Peering at something on a shelf, their mom seemed oblivious to the sibling spat taking place right beside her. “I’ll be just another minute, and then we can get lunch,” she said absently, not bothering to make eye contact with her kids.

      In the boy’s hand was a small stuffed unicorn, which was cute at first glance, until … well, it wasn’t. He was pushing some kind of button on it, or squeezing it, I wasn’t sure, to make its face morph into a scary version of itself, complete with sharp teeth, and angry, slanted eyebrows.

      Gasping, my eyes widened, and I yanked on Bryn’s iron grip. “Let me go! I’m needed!”

      “RU, just let them work it out on their own. They don’t⁠—”

      Wrenching free of him, I dashed towards the children. “Hey! Give me that!” I snatched the horrible little toy from the boy, and tossed it over into the next aisle.

      Dropping to my knees, I wrapped my arms around the little girl. “It’s okay, sweetie. It was just a stupid toy. Unicorns aren’t really like that, I promise.”

      “How do you know?” she sniffed. “Devon said⁠—”

      “And how would Devon know? Does he know any real unicorns? I don’t think so.” I smoothed my hands over her rows of tiny braids. “Trust me. Unicorns aren’t like that at all. They’re good and⁠—”

      “Excuse me. Take your hands off of my daughter right now before I call security, or the police.”

      I snorted. Now she notices. “I was just trying to help.”

      “I don’t need any help with my children. Step away from⁠—”

      “We were just leaving,” Bryn said, his hand clasping on to my shoulder. “Weren’t we, Talia?”

      Uh-oh. He used my real name. He’s pissed. Not that I cared much. It was in my nature to help, especially children and animals. Plus, I couldn’t let unicorns get a bad rep from a silly toy. Whoever invented that monstrosity should be sued.

      “Talia,” Bryn ground out.

      “Coming,” I huffed. Reluctantly releasing the little girl, I stood, glaring at my asshat of a dragon. “I just want to⁠—”

      Grabbing my arm, he resumed dragging me to the front of the store without another word. I glanced over my shoulder to see the little girl staring after me with her face twisted in confusion. Well, at least she’s not crying anymore. Job … sort of accomplished.

      Focusing back on Bryn, I pinched his forearm and twisted. “Hey!” he snapped, letting me go. “What the hell was that for?”

      Halting, I crossed my arms over my chest. “How many times do I have to tell you that you can’t order me around, and you especially can’t drag me around like I’m your possession? That’s not how we work. I’m the one who gets to decide⁠—”

      “Partners.” He mirrored me as he crossed his arms over his chest. “We’re partners, which means if one of us is acting a fool then it’s the other one’s job to do whatever necessary to rectify the situation.”

      “I was not acting a⁠—”

      He lifted one dark eyebrow.

      “Fine. I may have made some … less than stellar choices today. It still doesn’t give you the right to drag me around like a rag doll. Two wrongs don’t make a⁠—”

      “Okay. I’m sorry. I was wrong, too. It’s just so hard to fight my dragon and guardian instincts sometimes. But you know I’m working on it.” He dropped his arms, and sighed heavily. “Can we please get the hell out of here now? Before either of us makes any more bad decisions.”

      I softened. It was true that Bryn struggled to fight his natural instincts on the regular. However, he did try, and he was making tons of progress. Dragons would never be anything but overprotective of their mates, and then throw in the rest of his genetics … well, it wasn’t like dealing with a human. The animalistic side of Bryn would always push to control. Of course I wasn’t human either, and I had my own issues to deal with.

      “Hey. Where’s my cart?”

      “So easily distracted most of the time, and like a damn dog with a bone with this,” he muttered. Louder, he said, “I’ll take care of it. Just go to the car.” He stalked away from me, his shoulders hunched in defeat.

      Staring daggers at his back, I begrudgingly decided to let this one go. When bonded to a dragon, a unicorn had to pick her battles if she wanted some semblance of peace in her household. Fighting over silly things was not the way to have a mature relationship.

      And I’m friggin’ mature, damnit! I stuck my tongue out at Bryn before whirling around. Or I’m trying to be. Baby steps, Talia. Baby steps.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter 2


          

        

      

    

    
      I expelled a long, dramatic sigh, my gaze bouncing around the interior of Bryn’s recent purchase. Brand new leather, tinted windows, a state of the art sound system … all things I could appreciate on some level, if I wasn’t feeling nostalgic for Faith. That old van had seen me through my first demon hunt and beyond, and it felt like a betrayal to ditch her now.

      Bryn gripped the steering wheel, his jaw muscles rippling as he clenched his teeth. “For the last time, I know you love Faith, but I’m not driving around in an old, white, windowless van. Next you’ll want me to hand out candy to little kids from the back of it.”

      Biting my lower to keep from pouting, I focused on the blurred trees and buildings as we whizzed down the highway. “You’re paranoid.”

      “You’re right. Next time we’ll approach strange children in Target, and leave in Faith. It won’t draw any attention at all. Nothing to see here, officers.” He nodded once tightly. “So back to Faith it is. Yep. I’ll just start researching human lawyers who might want to take my case … if I survive the public lynching the human parents will definitely subject me to when they think I’m some kind of creeper. No problem. As you wish, your highness.”

      I snorted. “Stop using ‘as you wish’ in negative ways and sullying it for me! You are not Wesley!” Plus, how the hell has he got the windowless van thing all figured out, but he didn’t know a thing about Target shopping? I’m starting to think he conveniently feigns ignorance on subjects to get his way. Which is kind of genius. Hmm …

      “It’s Westley, not Wesley. W-E-S-T-L-E-Y with a T. Isn’t The Princess Bride supposed to be one of your favorites? How can you not know that?”

      “It is not Westley! I would know. I’ve only seen it about a billion times.”

      “Look it up then if you don’t believe me.”

      Scowling, I unlocked my phone. I couldn’t wait to prove my asshat of a dragon wrong. As if he knew something about The Princess Bride I didn’t. Ha! Inconceivable!

      My eyes widened, the shocking text illuminated on my screen. How … how is that possible? No! It can’t be. But there it was in black and white—Westley with a T, not Wesley. My cheeks heated, and my left eye twitched.

      “Told you.” Bryn smirked, obviously picking up on my dismay through our bond.

      I flung my phone into the back seat. “Obviously it’s Mandela Effect. It used to be Wesley, I’m sure of it.”

      Bryn rolled his eyes. “Let me get this straight. Instead of admitting you’re wrong, you’re going to blame it on some stupid human conspiracy theory that explains away a wrong memory on your part by saying you might have experienced something from a different reality? Okay. Got it.”

      Notching my chin up, I said, “The Mandela Effect is not a stupid human conspiracy theory. Although I don’t think they have the cause all figured out. I’m a unicorn, and you’re a dragon. You have a queen who meddles in timelines for crying out loud. We’re surrounded by magic every day. Ever heard of the butterfly effect? Huh? The Mandela Effect is real, the only question is: What supernatural being is causing it and how?”

      “Bullshit,” Bryn snapped. “It’s all a bunch of bullshit to explain away lapses in memory.”

      “It is not! It’s a real thing!” Shoving at his massive shoulder, I glowered at him. “Why are you being so argumentative with me today? I feel like you’re purposely pushing my buttons.”

      One corner of his mouth kicked up, his eyes remaining on the road. “I guess I was hoping for a nice lazy Sunday in bed with my Anam Cara. Being denied that can make for one cranky dragon.”

      Ah, now it’s all perfectly clear. “More like you’re hoping to fast track us back to bed with some make-up sex,” I harrumphed, his words conjuring images of us naked and entangled with each other. My body quivered, wanting and yearning. He’s right there. Inches away. Ready and willing. And he’s yours. That beautiful, scrumptious dragon belongs to you. He wouldn’t complain about a roadside quickie, or any quickie really. I could just⁠—

      No. I shook my head. As much as I was on the same page as him, we couldn’t stay that way forever. In the real world, even unicorns and dragons had to put on clothes once in a while to deal with the mundane things of life. Happily-ever-after didn’t translate to happily-existing-every-second-of-every-day once you settled down with your soul mate.

      It also didn’t mean your partner magically stopped doing all the annoying things they did before you got together. All relationships, even the fated kind, had bumps in the road, and took work. Lots of work. For instance, when a certain dragon refused to hang his shower towel on the hook in the bathroom, and kept dropping it on the floor. It took a huge effort on my part not to smother him in his sleep with it. Or to choke him with a pair of his randomly discarded dirty socks. I mean, how the hell do they keep ending up under my bed? He has his own damn room to contain his mess. There you go. Mood killing accomplished. Just keep thinking about Bryn’s stupid dirty socks. Or how he falls asleep during Doctor Who because he’s bored. Doctor Who is one of the best shows ever made and he just starts snoring away! How does he not understand⁠—

      “RU, baby, please tell me what has you in such a foul mood all of a sudden.”

      “I’m not in a foul mood all of a sudden.” Snapping my fingers, I conjured a tiny rainbow, the vibrant colors dancing around the interior of the car. “See, it’s all rainbows over here. Happy, happy.” I was merely attempting to kill the mood, not start another fight. My little light show would distract me, and yes, like a five year old make me smile. What can I say? Unicorns are easily amused sometimes.

      “Don’t do that. We should talk about what’s bothering you. I could feel⁠—”

      “Watch out!” My arm shot out to point at a man who had suddenly appeared directly in front of us.

      Cursing loudly, Bryn swerved to the right, weaving through oncoming traffic, narrowly avoiding a collision. Horns honked, and angry drivers flipped us off, like we should have simply barreled through the man instead of avoiding him. Unless …

      Whipping my head around, I peered through the back windshield, still processing what had just happened, and coming up with no answers. I’d seen the man, and clearly so had Bryn. But had we been the only ones? What the hell is going on?

      “Oops,” a masculine voice said. “I guess I calculated that wrong. It’s been a while since I’ve been to Mundi.”

      Slamming on the brakes, Bryn brought us to a halt on the side of the road, dirt and gravel flying in all directions. Without missing a beat, he spun around, materializing his dragon blade. “Who the hell is in here?”

      Swallowing hard, I focused on steadying my heartbeat. And Bryn thinks I drive like a maniac. If my seatbelt wasn’t on I’d be a splat on dash by now. Good thing unicorns are hard to kill.

      “Put the sword away, and I’ll come out to play,” the voice purred. The very familiar voice.

      Narrowing my eyes, I slid my gaze along the back seat. “Zan, is that you?”

      Shimmering into focus slowly, Zan appeared directly behind my seat, his legs crossed casually, and his hands behind his head. My former fae lover’s golden skin sparkled in the sun, and he tossed his pale blond hair over his shoulder, grinning. “Well, hello there. That’s better.” He shifted forward, his all white, practically see-through garb leaving little to the imagination. Something I would have appreciated much more if I wasn’t a mated unicorn, my heart filled completely with Bryn. But still, I had eyes. And I’d chosen to give Zan my virginity once upon a time for a reason.

      A low, rumbling growl emanated from Bryn, the sound not even the tiniest bit human. “What the hell are you doing here?” His nostrils flared as his grip tightened on the hilt of his dragon blade. Bryn was well aware of the past I shared with Zan, and although he accepted it for what it was, that didn’t mean he wanted the handsome fae prince anywhere near me. Not that I could blame him. I’d yet to meet any of my Anam Cara’s past lovers, but I had a feeling I wouldn’t react with any more tact or grace. Neither of us were human, after all.

      Another growl bounced off the interior of the SUV, causing the fine hairs on my body to rise. Shit. If I don’t get to the bottom of this ASAP, there will be blood shed.

      Zan rolled his eyes. “Dragons. So damn territorial and possessive. It’s not like I’m trying to exclude you from⁠—”

      “You better watch what you say,” I interjected, “unless you want to end up a shish kabob.”

      “A what?” Zan tilted his head with curiosity. “Shish kabob, shish kabob, shish kabob. It rolls off the tongue, doesn’t it? I hope it’s an interesting thing, and as much fun to play with as say. Shish kabob, shish kabob, sh⁠—”

      “Enough!” Bryn roared. “Why are you here?”

      “Huh.” It was then I noticed the interior of Bryn’s SUV had changed colors from black to tan. Unable to help myself, I gave my dragon some serious side-eye. “Mandela Effect not real? Explain your car then.” I waved my hands around in a dramatic flourish. “I told you supernatural beings were the cause. This is just one instance of⁠—”

      “Talia, not now.” Bryn glared at me, his molars grinding together audibly.

      “Whatever,” I muttered. He was right though. It wasn’t the time or place to be furthering our discussion about how wrong he was. We needed to focus on the uninvited fae in the back seat. “Just answer the damn question, Zan. Why are you here?”

      “King Anyon sent me to guard you, of course. Do you really think I’d pop over to Mundi just for the fun of it?” He glanced out the window before meeting my gaze. “Humans are … tedious.”

      Every muscle in Bryn’s body seemed to tense as he ground out, “I’m her guardian and Anam Cara. Talia doesn’t want or need you. So just pop back over to Alternum and tell that king of yours to⁠—”

      “Why would he send you? Or anyone at all for that matter?” I demanded. “Why does he think I need any kind of guarding beyond what I already have from Bryn?”

      Zan sighed demonstratively as he rolled his eyes. “Did you actually think the fae would let the discovery of a unicorn go so easily?”

      My mouth dropped open, the words I was about to say stuck in my throat, because yes, I actually had thought that my big reveal was taken care of. King Anyon had claimed he would handle … things. Obviously I’d been a bit presumptuous … and maybe a bit too optimistic as well. It wouldn’t be the first time.

      Bryn leaned over the seat, grabbing the front of Zan’s shirt with his free hand, pressing the dragon blade against his throat with the other. “So what are you saying exactly?”

      Zan caressed the side of Bryn’s jaw, his eyes glittering with lust. “You are incredibly sexy when you’re all riled up. My offer still stands about the two of you joining me in bed anytime. Anytime at all.”

      Scowling, I stretched out to flick Zan in the nose. “Not happening. Ever. I’m just as territorial and possessive of him as he is me. I’m not sharing him, and he’s not sharing me. So just answer his question already and stop playing games.” Fae were all so friggin’ full of themselves. How many times were we going to have to turn down Zan’s sexual advances before he understood that neither Bryn nor me wanted him? Just because a fae beckoned, didn’t mean we would come. Contrary to what my ex-lover obviously believed.

      His lower lip jutted out in an exaggerated pout. “Fine. I can wait. The two of you will come around eventually.”

      “You won’t be around long enough to wait for anything,” Bryn growled, his sword hand twitching.

      “All right,” I locked gazes with my blood-thirsty dragon, “enough with the growling. No one is killing anyone here today.” I yanked at Bryn’s wrist, sliding the blade away from Zan’s throat.

      “There’s always tomorrow,” Bryn muttered, as he reluctantly inched his way back over the seat.

      “Well, now that we got that part over with,” Zan grinned, “we can move on to⁠—”

      “You still haven’t answered our questions!” I yelled. “In fact, I want to know more than why you’re here, but how? How did you find us?” I had protection wards layered upon protection wards. Even knowing what I was wouldn’t make it a snap to find us.

      Zan snorted. “I simply waited for you to use your powers beyond the wards of your home. Unicorn magic feels different, if you know what to look for.”

      I clicked my tongue. “Lie. And a ridiculous one at that. If it was true, then why did no fae ever find me, or any other unicorn for that matter, before? Huh? Explain that one. Why did they think we were extinct?”

      Tossing his long hair over his shoulder, he guffawed. “How can you not know this? The dragons you’ve been surrounded with your entire life muddled the beacon. Hid it. But once I knew to work around the dragon magic—to filter it out to find yours,” he spread he hands, palm up, “here I am.”

      I swallowed around the lump in my throat. “So what you’re saying is that I’m traceable now? And the other unicorns are as well?” It was exactly what I’d been afraid of—a fear I’d swept under the rug since I’d had my Uncle Crel and King Anyon’s assurances. But what had they assured? That I’d be safe? That left a ton of wiggle room for interpretation, and the fae were notoriously duplicitous.

      “Precisely. But just you. It’s your essence that was felt in Alternum, and it’s your essence that will be searched for. The rest of your kind, unless they do something as stupid as you did, are safe. Others will be coming for you, and I’m here to let it be known that you are under the King of the Light Court’s protection.”

      Bryn grabbed my shoulder, his grip almost painful. “That’s it. We’re going to dragon clan land. See if any of those fae fuckers dare show their faces there.”

      “Bryn, no. I⁠—”

      He sifted us away before I could manage to get another syllable past my lips.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter 3


          

        

      

    

    
      “Seriously? Did we not just have this fight?” Wiggling out from Bryn’s suffocating embrace, I glared up at him. “You can’t make all the decisions. You do not get to grab me and sift away.”

      His nostrils flared. “Yes, we did just have this fight. So let me remind you again that when it comes to your safety⁠—”

      “Eh-em.”

      Swiveling around, I realized we weren’t alone. Out under the canopy of evening stars, were dozens of linen-covered tables with dragons seated around them. I swear I could hear the crackling of the teacup candle lights … and the saliva going down my throat as I swallowed. “Oh. I, uh, didn’t see you there.” Swatting at Bryn’s arm, I hissed under my breath, “Why would you drop us right in the middle of some kind of dinner party?”

      “I obviously didn’t know about it,” he said between gritted teeth. “And I forgot about the time change.”

      Scanning the faces of the silent dragons, I fought for composure. I was pissed at Bryn, but I also didn’t want to air our problems out in front of a bunch of dragons I didn’t know. This was a part of the red dragon clan I’d never been introduced to.

      A massive male dragon stood, making his way towards us with a bemused expression on his angular face, his long hair braided and flung over one shoulder, his clothing head to toe leather. The non-fetish attire let me know he was an ancient, stuck in the same time warp that my father figure of a dragon was. “Bryn, what seems to be the problem?”

      Bryn palmed the back of his neck, dipping his head. “Lord Ixim, I apologize for interrupting whatever function⁠—”

      “We are celebrating Tally’s pregnancy.”

      Shock registered on Bryn’s face. “Tally is pregnant? When did she find⁠—”

      “It’s only been a few months since she bonded with her Anam Cara, but she was ready for a family. You know how she’s always dreamed of being a mother.”

      Bryn nodded once curtly. “Yes, I’m well aware. Again, I apologize for interrupting. I didn’t have time to call ahead. Talia was in danger.”

      Voices erupted, filling the air with chaos, and several male dragons sifted directly in front of Bryn, eyes blazing.

      “Tell us what happened, son,” Lord Ixim demanded.

      Snapping to attention, I got over the fact that we in the presence of the Lord Ixim, current leader of the red dragon clan. Even Daegus bowed before him. Or so I’d heard. I’d never actually met him until a few moments ago. But I wasn’t a dragon, and I needed to get things under control before they sped off like a runaway train.

      “Whoa, whoa, whoa.” I waved my arms around. “You guys are overreacting. I wasn’t in any immediate danger. It’s just that we found out about some fae who might potentially come looking for me. No biggie. It was ridiculous for us to come here.” I dug my nails into Bryn’s bicep. “We’ll be going now. Congrats to Tally!”

      Lord Ixim bared his teeth in a snarl, his attention directed at me. “Fae? Coming for you? Bryn did not overreact. He chose wisely by coming here, and here is where you’ll stay.“

      Seriously? I know I have a tendency to ignore problems, letting my optimism tell me everything will work out in the end, but do all dragons go in the opposite direction and overreact? Talk about a race of beings who love the drama. Sigh. But I know how to deal with overbearing males of the dragon persuasion. You can’t give them an inch, or they’ll take the whole planet.

      I smoothed my hands down the front of my dress, and then pushed into Lord Ixim’s personal space, poking him hard with my index finger in the middle of his puckered forehead. “Listen here. I’m not going to be run out of my home by some silly fae. And I’m not going to be told what to do by anyone. Got that? Not anyone. Not even you, Mr. Scowly Face. You don’t intimidate me. I’m the unicorn, which translates to boss. Even over you. And I say it was an overreaction to come here, and we’re going home. Just try and make me stay here against my will and see how fast you regret it.” I quirked an eyebrow, waiting.

      Bryn grabbed my index finger, and yanked me into his side. “Talia, please, you can’t⁠—”

      Lord Ixim threw his head back, laughter exploding from his lungs. “I understand now,” he sputtered. “I understand all of it.”

      My left eye twitched, and the tips of my ears heated. I didn’t have definitive proof, but I was pretty sure he was laughing at me and not with me. I ground my teeth together, wishing for the billionth time in my life that I could sift, then I would never have to be anywhere I didn’t want to be.

      Bryn’s hot breath fanned across my cheek. “RU, baby, please. Don’t cause trouble where it doesn’t need to exist.”

      Well, he obviously was picking up on my annoyance, not that he needed to because I was sure it was written all over my face. “The only way I can guarantee that one is if you take me home right now.”

      Cupping my cheeks in his large hands, he tilted my face up to meet his imploring gaze. “Please, RU, for me.”

      I shook my head. “No. I’m sorry. Why can’t you just⁠—”

      Spinning me to the left, Bryn pointed to a female dragon with a tiny bundle in her arms. “Look! A baby!” he declared, desperation lacing his tone.

      There was a split second, maybe less, when my brain processed the fact that my devious dragon was distracting me, using my love of babies as a way to manipulate me—but then it was gone, washed away the glee bubbling up inside of me.

      “A baby dragon!” I squealed, clapping my hands as I rushed the poor unsuspecting mother. “Please! Can I hold it?”

      The auburn-haired beauty backed up several steps. “I don’t know.” Her green eyes lit up like flashlights. “She’s only a few days old.”

      “She? A few days old? Oh my stars!” I shuffled closer, reaching for the baby, my arms trembling. “Please. I’m a unicorn. I won’t hurt her, I promise.”

      Remaining silent, the mother tightened her grip on the child.

      But at least she hasn’t sifted away yet. That means I still have hope. Oh, please, please, please … let me hold her.

      “Go ahead, Mira,” Lord Ixim said. “Your little Penny is safe with Talia.”

      Mira frowned slightly, nodding at him. “Yes, my lord.”

      “Oh, there you are.” Zan popped into existence right in front of me. “Tracing your essence around so many dragons was difficult.”

      Mira was gone in an instant, and before I could blink, I was behind Bryn, with half a dozen other male dragons surrounding me. Poking my head around the mountain of pissed off muscle, I glared at Zan. “You ruined it! I was about to hold a precious baby dragon and you scared her mother away! I should run you through with my horn!” I don’t know why I made that threat so often, especially when the sight of blood made me all squidgy.

      Lord Ixim sifted to Zan, pressing his dragon blade against the prince’s throat. Zan rolled his eyes. “Twice in one day. This is getting boring.”

      “Why are you here, fae?” Lord Ixim demanded, his voice surprisingly even. “And how many more of you are coming for the unicorn?”

      Shoving at Bryn, I attempted to make my way around him, but he didn’t budge so much as a millimeter, and neither did the other walls of muscle surrounding me. Sighing, I poked my head around Bryn again, meeting Zan’s gaze. “You better start answering some questions, or I’m not going to tell them who you are.”

      Zan’s eyes widened, fear finally settling across his features. “Talia, you wouldn’t.”

      I quirked an eyebrow. “Do you really want to find out what I’m willing to do or not do in this situation?” I would never let an innocent be harmed if I could help it, even if innocent could only be loosely applied to a fae like Zan. But he didn’t know that, which I was counting on.

      “I’m the cousin of King Anyon, ruler of the Light Court, and Anam Cara to the red dragon Crel.”

      “You’re Crel’s Anam Cara?” Lord Ixim’s lips puckered as if he’d tasted something sour.
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