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        Being a dragon shifter is no picnic. Being a fugitive is even harder. But after their audacious escape from the supernatural-hunting Orion League, Ember and her friends have to lie low.

      

        

      
        Easier said than done when her sister lies in a magical coma, and the key to saving her is a rare item coveted by all supernaturals. In order to track down the item, Ember must once again team up with Astor, the ex-hunter who betrayed her once already. But there's more than one scheme at work beneath the streets of London, and if Ember fails to stop the League's latest plan, the hunters will drive the remaining shifters to extinction.
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      “If you can’t take the heat, stay away from the enraged dragon.”

      It was with those words that I addressed the giant tentacled monster that had wrapped itself around a middle-aged woman carrying a shopping bag and was slowly squeezing the life out of her.

      “Help!” screamed the woman, clinging onto a lamp post with both hands as she attempted to climb to safety. “The shadows are eating me!”

      A few years ago, hearing that phrase in the middle of London would have resulted in raised eyebrows, even from supernaturals. But times had changed. On the plus side, shifters, witches and mages were able to live out in the open without hiding what they were. On the minus side, monsters from Faerie were as common a sight as pigeons in Trafalgar Square. This one did look a bit like a shadow, albeit one made entirely of tentacles and capable of spitting ambulant slime. Lovely stuff.

      I reached for my knife. Iron or steel was always a sure bet to kill a fae, but I’d have to be careful to avoid hurting the victim in the process. On the woman’s other side, Becks stood in wait, ready to shift into cat form if need be. The three of us had to trade shifts watching over Cori, my sister, who’d been unconscious since we’d rescued her from the Orion League’s prison two weeks ago, and we had to fight monsters as a two-person team rather than three.

      Knife in hand, I lunged, swiping at a tentacle. Despite its semi-transparency, the iron sliced straight through, and the wriggling tentacle dropped into the road. Urgh.

      Becks cut in with her own knife, severing another tentacle, but the thing had at least twenty and the woman was running out of oxygen fast.

      Taking careful aim, I stabbed at the tentacle holding her. Shadow shrivelled to grey ash as the iron took effect, and Becks joined me, one sharp knife in each hand. Kitchen knives, but they’d do the job. The woman wriggled free, and I seized the chance to leap at the pulsing mass I could see beneath the tentacles.

      The creature spat at me, a wad of viscous black slime that hit the pavement and immediately reared up like a fast-growing plant and grasped at my ankles. I swore and hacked at it, glad I had at least one solid iron weapon to hand.

      Nearby, Becks reached the monster’s heart. Her twin knives struck home, and the creature collapsed into a mass of tentacles that shrank in on themselves until nothing was left but a greyish mess.

      The woman screamed again. Her arms were lifted above her head, and from the angle of her body, something invisible had grabbed her.

      Ah, shit. Even shifters didn’t have the Sight—the ability to see through faerie glamour—and I’d had no idea the monster had brought backup.

      I left the tentacled creature lying in a heap and took aim at where I thought the new enemy was.

      My knife passed through empty air. Becks shouted a warning as the target appeared in a burst of light—a fey creature with hook-like hands reaching for my throat.

      I raised my own hands in defence—hands now turned into red-scaled claws—and caught the creature’s hand before it reached my neck. My claws found its throat, and it went limp.

      The woman pointed at me, gaping. Oh, crap. I’d been trying not to use my claws. As a dragon shifter—the only one in London, aside from my sister—keeping a low profile was kind of essential. Especially as I’d been all over the local news a few weeks ago. I’d hoped the papers would move on, as there was no shortage of news to report in the post-faerie invasion world, but I guessed a dragon was a once-in-a-lifetime story.

      In fairness, we hadn’t made the front page since that first day and had been replaced with the usual stories. Gargoyle gangs brawling in Soho. Kraken in the Thames. A chimera in Green Park. But not a peep about the Orion League. I knew better than to think they’d disbanded. No, they’d taken their depravity elsewhere. They, and their leader, Malkin, wanted my blood. Not just because I was a dragon shifter, but because I’d escaped the Orion Stronghold, their most notorious prison. I’d also destroyed the place in the process. Oh, and I’d kind of trashed his fancy house. The last part might have been the most offensive but equally deserved, given that he was the kind of entitled arsehole who hoarded wealth while everyone else struggled to stay alive in the post-invasion world. That on top of being a murderous would-be despot.

      Hence—low profile. I sheepishly hid my hands behind my back and put on an unconvincing smile. “New witch spell my friend is working on.”

      In fairness, Will probably could manufacture a spell that conjured up scaled gloves if the mood took him, but he’d spent the best part of the past fortnight rebuilding his supplies after a combination of an attack on our shop and a rescue mission that had forced us to use every asset we had available to snatch Cori from the Orion League’s hands.

      The fact that Cori had been in a coma ever since had thrown a bucket of icy water over our victory, and my constant state of nervousness about her plight led to things like this happening. I concentrated for several seconds before my claws turned back into regular human hands and I was able to help Becks pull out the bin bags she’d brought to transport the dead monster back to the local clean-up unit.

      Yeah. That’s what we did for a living now: killed monsters and then cleaned up the mess for a pittance. And for the security of knowing one fewer human-eating menace was loose on the street, of course. Becks stashed her knives away and lifted a bin bag to dispose of the hook-handed fae first.

      “Delightful creatures,” she muttered, wiping blood on her jeans. She was an unassuming sight in her human form, maybe five feet tall with deep tanned skin and hair that looked like she’d dyed it in an ombre black-brown effect but was actually her natural colour. “Now let’s get that tentacled thing in the bag.”

      Easier said than done. Shoving a mass of tentacles and dead skin into a bin bag was trickier than it looked, and the slime it had left behind didn’t help much either. When we’d finally wrestled the monster into the bag and sealed it, the woman thanked us, handing a ten-pound note to Becks. “For your trouble.”

      She didn’t look at me. Freaked out by the claws, I guessed. Not unusual for a non-supernatural human—that is, someone who until two years ago, didn’t know any of us existed. I tried not to feel too insulted. At least she hadn’t tried to hit me over the head with a fire extinguisher like one of our last clients had. And she’d given us a tip, too.

      Becks and I split the bags between us and began the long and torturous task of hauling our cargo down the street. Being Londoners who’d spent most of our lives in hiding, none of my friends could drive, and taking dead faeries on public transport or in taxis wasn’t allowed, for obvious reasons. The local pickup was a half-hour walk from here. What the mercenaries’ clean-up crew did with the bodies, I absolutely did not want to know.

      “What do you want to spend the extra tenner on?” asked Becks. “We can split it four ways or buy something all of us will use.”

      “What, like weapons? Or decent food for once?” It’s not like Cori’s awake to enjoy it, said a cynical voice in my head which had been getting louder lately. “If you ask me, the guild ought to pay us twice over for bagging two monsters and not one.”

      “Buy one monsters, get one free,” Becks quipped. “I bet they’ll pull out some bullshit rule on us again.”

      “That’s what we get for going official.” We’d scraped together a living for the last two years through taking on odd jobs, since our former lives had gone up in smoke along with half the city. After our last independent mission had led the hunters right to our doorstep, we’d signed up to the local mercenary unit to lessen the odds of someone trying to knife us in the back. Except the monsters we hunted, that is.

      Most people would pick a less hazardous way to make a living, but shifters had possibly even less chance of being hired than other supernaturals did, because in our transformed state, some of us looked too similar to the shape-changing faeries who’d invaded the Earth. The only way to prove ourselves trustworthy was to fight against the faeries who’d caused so much damage. And try not to get eaten in the process.

      My arms were numb by the time we reached the pickup spot, an old warehouse covered in laminated posters advertising employment at the local guild of mercenaries. They called themselves a guild in an attempt to imitate the mages and their posters proclaimed as much, declaring the guild’s purpose to be in line with the Mage Lords’ long term plan to clean up London’s streets so people could leave their houses without being attacked by monsters.

      Becks rolled her eyes at them. “I notice nobody’s put a bounty on the League members yet, even though they’re the ones who caused criminal damage in the middle of London.”

      “Malkin never set foot there himself, though,” I reminded her. “The others all wore masks. Kinda hard to put out arrest warrants on people who all look identical.”

      That, and I’d roasted half of them alive when they’d cornered me in Magic Avenue. There was a good reason I’d rarely set foot back there since our narrow escape. Turning into a dragon in front of one’s neighbours makes for awkward conversations.

      “Where in the world is the pickup crew?” Becks said, depositing the bin bag in the designated area by the warehouse with a revolted look on her face. There were already a sizeable number of equally disgusting bags and sacks in the same area. “It looks like nobody’s been here in a week.”

      “No clue.” I didn’t particularly want to go into the warehouse, because it smelled like a troll had curled up and died in it and then been left to rot for a week. Eyes watering with the stench, I backed away from the revolting pile of monster parts and turned to Becks. “I’m going to report this to old Harwood. He’ll bitch at me, but honestly. I know watching a bunch of decomposing faeries isn’t a nice job, but if they stay there much longer, they’ll attract even more Unseelie.”

      “True.” Becks joined me as we turned our backs on the warehouse and gladly left it behind. The buses were running infrequently now but nobody had cleaned the ghosts out of the Underground yet, so the tubes were on pause while necromancers took care of the rampant undead problem. London had a lot of rebuilding to do. So did the world, come to that.

      It took a further fifteen minutes to reach the office of the local mercenary unit, but at least we weren’t carrying a sack of tentacles this time around. Such places had sprung up all over the city, as you might imagine, when it had become clear that the monsters who’d accompanied the invading Sidhe were here to stay and not at all picky about their taste in cuisine.

      The office had once been a bank, but someone had stripped down the signs and replaced them with a crooked handmade plaque declaring this to be the “Mersenerry Gild.” I hadn’t wanted to get on the wrong foot with our new employer by pointing out the errors, but old Harwood wasn’t exactly known for attention to detail.

      We found the boss at his usual place behind a desk. He was a middle-aged guy with pasty skin that looked like he’d never seen the sun and thinning brown hair laced with grey. For some reason, the mercenary units attracted people who’d survived the invasion by sheer luck and didn’t want to risk their necks, so they’d taken on admin positions to make other people risk their necks instead. They were almost always unpleasant. Old Harwood wasn’t the worst boss I’d had, but his current expression was more akin to a manager about to fire us than someone greeting two employees who’d completed a successful project.

      “Hey.” I gave him a smile, which he didn’t return. “We just dropped off the dead faeries at the warehouse. There were two of them, did you know?”

      “No,” he said. Yeah, right. “What was your name again?”

      “Caroline,” I said, using my current alias. My auburn hair was now jet black, thanks to hair dye, which made me a little less recognisable than before, and it was lucky the cameras which had snapped me in dragon form hadn’t recorded what my human form looked like.

      “Surname?”

      “Hicks. Why?”

      “New policy.” His gaze shifted to Becks. “Alice, is it?”

      “Yes.” Her eyes narrowed. “What policy?”

      “We need to see official ID from all employees,” he said. “Passport, driving licence…”

      “I don’t drive and I’ve never left the country.” Oh, shit.

      “Do you have your birth certificate?”

      “Well, no. Who carries their birth certificate around? Besides, I lost it when my house was destroyed two years ago. There’s nothing left.”

      A lie. I’d never had a birth certificate. The notebook I’d arrived in London with listed the 11th March as my date of birth and I assumed it was right, because I had no memories before I was twelve and Cori was five. The only other information the notebook had given me was a guide on how to survive as a dragon shifter in a world that wanted me dead.

      “Then apply for a new one,” said Old Harwood. “There’s a waiting list. Until then, you’re not permitted to take on work from this guild. There are too many people out to take the money and scarper. We’re running a business here.”

      A shit one. What had brought this on? Maybe the mages had given them a shakedown for their lax approach to security, but even they should know that most people had lost everything two years ago and were lucky to have their lives, let alone anything else.

      “Never mind,” I said. “We’ll go somewhere else. Can we have the payment for today?”

      “As I said.” He crossed his arms. “We’re only hiring registered individuals.”

      Damn him. “You said there’s a waiting list. And we already did the work. We need the money today.”

      I wasn’t kidding. We were running low on supplies and Will hadn’t replenished his stock of witch ingredients enough to consider re-opening his shop, which left this as our only source of income. Yes, the mages had given us a reward after Will had turned in a local criminal—or witch, who’d already turned us in to the hunters and kickstarted the current shit show that was our lives—but that had only been enough for us to get by for a few days. That, and Will had given most of it to the other shifters who we’d rescued from the Orion Stronghold, but the thought of not helping them after they’d suffered so badly at the hunters’ hands was out of the question.

      “Too bad,” said old Harwood. “You’ll know for next time.”

      Like hell. “Who ordered this? The Mage Lords?”

      Please say yes. The mages weren’t fans of shifters, but they didn’t want us dead. Unlike the hunters, who’d have very good reason to have everyone on record.

      “The authorities,” said Old Harwood. “Get out. I have work to do.”

      “Work like moving those dead faeries?” asked Becks. “Why are there so many at the warehouse? Aren’t they supposed to be taken outside the city?”

      He loomed over us. “Get out.”

      “But we did the bloody job!” Becks stood her ground, outrage flashing in her eyes.

      “And you’re unregistered. If you show up here with ID, you’ll get your payment.”

      “That’s such bullshit,” she exploded. “You should have told us not to take the job if you didn’t plan to pay us. We nearly got killed.”

      “You know what you signed up for.”

      “Leave it,” I muttered to Becks. “It’s not worth it.” Anything we did to draw attention to ourselves would make things worse for us later. We’d deliberately picked this outpost of the city’s mercenaries because it was as far from our previous haunts as possible. Applying for official ID documents was out of the question. I could think of a few people who would be delighted to find a database listing everyone who was supernatural. I didn’t need to make the League’s job easier.

      Becks huffed but followed me outside. A few drops of rain fell, and I groaned at the thought of the long walk home. No way would we fork out for bus fare when the only cash we had was the tenner the woman had given us.

      “Bullshit,” Becks growled to herself as we walked. “Who the hell makes those regulations?”

      “It’s gotta be the Mage Lords,” I said, burying my hands in my pockets. “They can trace their ancestry back for a thousand years or more. They assume all supernaturals are the same and have nothing to hide.”

      “They’ve never had to live in hiding. I haven’t seen a mage in weeks, and they’re meant to be cleaning up this.” She waved a hand at the street, which resembled the others in the area in that half of it was in ruins and the other half pristine. The wrecked shops had been cleared of broken glass, the holes in the road filled in, but few people had returned to places the faeries had run amok in.

      “It really doesn’t make sense,” I said. “They’ve got to know half or more of their recruits are supernaturals. Most humans wouldn’t sign up to go on monster-catching duty except out of desperation.”

      “Yeah. What are they doing, creating a supernatural registry?”

      “Bloody hope not.” Rain fell, soaking my hair and sliding down the back of my neck. I growled in annoyance.

      “What I wouldn’t give to be underground,” Becks said.

      “Me too.” We’d rarely used our tunnels in recent weeks. Though the hunters hadn’t so much as stirred, the memories were too fresh and the knowledge that they knew all our best hiding places made me reluctant to take the risk. For all I knew, they were the ones hiding underground now. Yeah, right. They found it easy to blend in.

      Anger churned inside me, the helpless sort I’d come accustomed to in recent weeks. I’d been counting on today’s payment to put towards trying another potion to wake Cori. I’d thought she was just exhausted or drugged when we’d first brought her home, but it had been weeks and she hadn’t so much as opened an eye. We depended on spells to keep her alive, spells which wouldn’t last much longer if we didn’t get more cash to buy them. If not for Will’s connections with other witches, we’d be screwed.

      All this because the Orion League had decided all supernaturals, especially shifters, deserved to be wiped off the face of the earth. Why they hated dragons in particular was a total mystery to me, and not only due to my lost memories either. It just plain made no sense to hate someone you’d never met, like most hunters did.

      Except two people had met me. Malkin, the deranged head of the Orion League, and Astor, who… well, the less I thought about him the better.

      “What now?” Becks said dismally. “We can’t go back there. We’ll also have to come up with new names, and I’ve had enough of keeping track of aliases as it is.”

      “Yeah, I’ll have to look at the local job centre.”

      “We said no local stuff.”

      “We probably won’t be sticking around,” I said. “The neighbours are already starting to ask questions. I’m sure they know about our other guest, too.”

      The guest in question was a half-faerie named Kit who spent half his time shrieking at the wall and the other half muttering to himself in languages none of us knew. He’d been held captive and tortured in the Stronghold for an unknown amount of time and had barely spoken a coherent word to us since we’d got him out.

      A shadow flickered in the corner of my eye, while a dark reflection passed through the nearest window.

      “Becks,” I whispered. “I think we’re being followed.”

      “You’re shitting me.”

      I jerked my head towards the window of the shop we’d just passed. A crack split the glass in two, but the blurred image of a figure clad in black was unmistakeable.

      Great. Looks like we’re getting into another unpaid fight after all.

      My claws itched to come out, but I rested a hand on the knife at my belt instead. The figure disappeared from sight as soon as I tried to get a closer look at his reflection in the glass. He was male—I thought—but a hunter would have attacked openly. Right?

      “Who’s there?” I called out.

      No reply. A suspicion latched onto me. I pushed sodden hair out of my eyes, anger burning brighter than ever. Dragons didn’t like water, and the curtains of rain masking my vision only served to make me more pissed off at the world in general. I wasn’t about to play peekaboo in the pouring rain with a possible adversary, so I began walking again, at speed.

      “What’re you doing?” Becks asked. “I bet we can corner that guy.”

      “I can’t be arsed, frankly.”

      I surreptitiously peeked over my shoulder. He must know we were onto him by now, but he kept his distance.

      Why the hell is he following us?

      Or rather, why not just talk to me openly? It wasn’t like we’d parted on bad terms. At least, I hadn’t thought so. It was anyone’s guess as to what was going on in his head.

      “He’s still following us,” Becks muttered as we picked up the pace again.

      “I know.”

      “Why not ask what he wants?”

      “Clearly he’s in assassin mode again and doesn’t want to talk in public.”

      He also shouldn’t easily be able to keep pace with a pair of shifters, but a certain branch of hunters—the Elites—had been given upgrades which made them slightly more than human. That revelation had been one of many we’d faced in the Stronghold, and to say he hadn’t taken it well was an understatement. I could only assume that was why I hadn’t seen him since.

      I unlocked the door, my wet hands fumbling the key, and footsteps sounded behind me.

      I spun around to see Astor—the man who’d tried to kill me, saved my life more times than I could count, literally taken a bullet for me—and then, after sharing a bone-melting kiss, had vanished off the face of the earth.

      I expected… I didn’t know what I expected. An apology, maybe. A ‘nice to see you’.

      What he said instead was, “I know how to wake your sister.”
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      Astor rested one foot inside the paved front yard, a hand on the gate. His chestnut brown hair had been cut shorter, presumably by hand, and was stuck to his pale forehead with rainwater. Green eyes assessed me, blinking less frequently than I thought human eyes could. But then, he was hardly a typical human.

      And talking utter bollocks. “I’m sorry, what? The best witch spells we’ve tried haven’t been able to wake her up.”

      “That’s because they used a powerful sleeping draught.” A shadow passed over his face. “It’s designed to subdue larger creatures.”

      “Dragons.” I took a step back, revulsion rippling through me. “She’s a child.”

      “Also, how do you know that?” Becks asked. “What did you, do help make the drug they used on her?”

      “No.” His mouth tightened. “If I’d known that was what they used, I’d have told you sooner. The effect is magnified due to her being in human form and being underage.”

      “You said you can help?”

      Did I believe him? To say Astor and I had a rocky history would be the understatement as a millennium. Yes, he’d saved my life—and the reverse was true—but there was a shit-ton of baggage there. A dragon shifter had killed his family, he’d spent his life training to be a ruthless shifter-killer and had then tried to kill me, before changing course and working against the Orion League from the inside. Malkin had nearly killed him for it, and after I’d got us both out alive, I’d thought Astor and I had turned a corner. Instead, he’d ghosted me for weeks.

      “Get on with it,” Becks added. “If they used some kind of powerful tranquiliser on Cori, I take it this isn’t the sort that regular humans have access to?”

      No. They’d used witches’ methods to make magical bullets to kill supernaturals and had even inked magical tattoos on their elite members. Even though they hated us and thought we were the devil incarnate. Apparently, nobody had ever told them the definition of irony.

      “Exactly,” he said. “I didn’t know they were still using it. None of the test subjects they used it on ever woke up.”

      Dread pooled at the base of my spine. “Test subjects. Meaning shifters.”

      “They used it on us, too,” said Astor.

      “If you’re playing for sympathy, it won’t work,” Becks said. “They viewed even you as expendable.”

      “I know they did. I’m giving some context. After five recruits died of dehydration after being unable to wake up, I thought the League dropped it. When I found out about your sister, I went looking for more information, and I found a record in the ruins of the Stronghold that say something called the Moonbeam can be used as a cure.”

      Recognition pinged inside the back of my mind. “The Moonbeam?”

      Find the moonbeam—that was what the other dragon shifter had said to me seconds before he’d died. I hadn’t understood what he meant. I still didn’t. Unless he’d known that it was what I needed to wake up Cori.

      “That’s right,” said Astor. “Ever since then, I’ve been trying to find clues as to what it is. And how to find it.”

      “I take it you were successful?” Becks said. “Because if this is another one of your elaborate plans that’s going to end up with us all nearly getting killed, I think we could all do without the lies and deception this time. Right, Ember?”

      I grunted agreement. Despite my best efforts not to let Astor’s behaviour get to me, it had been hard not to take it personally, and even harder not to let the others see how pissed off I was. Between his disappearance and Cori being in a coma, any patience I might have had for mind games had gone up in smoke along with the Orion Stronghold.

      “Not exactly,” he said. “From what I was able to work out, it’s a magical artefact that used to be in the possession of the League, but that disappeared in the invasion.”

      “They had a magical artefact, and lost it?” I said dubiously.

      “It’s hardly the first magical object they’ve stolen.”

      Becks scoffed. “Too true. Let me guess, it’s still missing?”

      “Yes, and when I started asking questions, I ended up strung from the ceiling by my feet while a bunch of gargoyles threw punches at me.”

      “You pissed off the gargoyles?” Becks scoffed. “Well done.”

      “What did you do?” I raised a brow at him. “Did you just walk into a gargoyle haunt and ask if they’d seen an object the League stole? Why the gargoyles?”

      “Because the information I found made it pretty clear that the Moonbeam originally belonged to the shifters.”

      “Of course it bloody well did,” I said darkly. “I suppose the League still wants it back.”

      “Probably,” said Astor. “You know they don’t let things they believe to be theirs get away easily.”

      “Like me. And you.” Anger curdled in my chest, together with the heat that preceded a shift. “They’ve been awfully quiet lately. Do you know where they are?”

      “No,” he said. “I was too busy following leads on the Moonbeam. The last rumour I heard pointed to Magic Avenue, but I thought you’d be better equipped to ask questions there than I am.”

      “That’s up to Will, not us.” I glanced at Becks. “I suppose I should be glad you finally brought us in on your plan. Is that what you’ve been doing since we left the Stronghold?”

      “No, I’ve been working.”

      “Honest work?” The thought amused me, for some reason.

      “Believe it or not, yes,” he said. “I’m a taxi driver.”

      I stared at him, then cracked up laughing. “Pick something more realistic next time.”

      “I’m telling the truth.” A current of irritation underlaid his voice.

      “An assassin doing normal people stuff. Doesn’t compute.” Okay, so he probably had a good enough idea of London’s streets, but from scurrying over the rooftops, not getting stuck in traffic. I wouldn’t have thought he’d have the patience for it. Though he must have figured out how to scrape together a living somehow, and in the post-invasion world, most people couldn’t afford to be picky.

      “I’m not an assassin.” Now he sounded pissed off. Was I being rude? Yes. He didn’t owe me anything, not anymore, but I wished such a thing as a mind-reading potion existed so that I might have the faintest clue what was going on inside his head.

      “Well, we just lost our jobs thanks to bureaucratic nonsense, so I’m not in the mood for fucking around. We don’t need you bringing a horde of gargoyles on our tail. Did you learn anything from them while you were hanging upside-down?”

      “Actually yes,” he replied. “Lost your jobs? What do you mean?”

      “Tell us first,” Becks broke in. “The gargoyles are masters of gossip. I take it that’s why you picked them to question?”

      “Right, and I read more between the lines than they actually told me,” he said. “The Moonbeam seems to have a powerful effect on shifters. It can boost their strength, as well as curing the effects of virtually any spell or poison. I imagine, then, that you won’t be the only people hunting for it.”

      A chill raced between my shoulder blades. “Boosting a shifter’s strength? Why would someone want that?”

      A dragon would have no need of it, surely, and all shifters had enhanced speed and strength compared to regular humans. We didn’t have the gifts of other supernaturals—necromancers could raise and calm the dead; mages had a single powerful skill like conjuring fire; and witches could use any kind of spell or potion, with a range of specialities—but we didn’t need them. We were a force of nature all on our own.

      “Malkin certainly wanted it,” said Astor. “Whether to keep power out of the shifters’ hands or for his own purposes.”

      “Because he thinks everything belongs to him.” My hands fisted. “Well, we’ll just have to find it ourselves.”

      For Cori, and to honour the other dragon shifter’s last words. He’d had no chance to say anything else to me. Years of imprisonment had left him weakened, confused, barely able to tell friend from foe. We’d nearly killed one another, and I hated that he’d died before I could set him free.

      I’d never met any other dragon shifters aside from Cori and myself. Our memories had been erased by whoever had put us on a train to London eleven years ago, sending us to stay with Rhea, a gargoyle who ran a shelter for displaced shifters. She’d doubtless never met a dragon shifter herself, but she’d still raised us without question, until she’d died fighting the hunters on the day the faeries came.

      “Right.” Astor took a step back. “I’ve told you what I know. I can gather more information, if you like.”

      “Won’t you just do that anyway?”

      He had contacts of his own, and probably not on the legal side. I didn’t mind that so much as the fact that while I didn’t think he was out to get us, it sounded as if he’d pissed off a fair few people already.

      Not least of whom was Malkin himself. The hunters did not forgive betrayal, and he’d committed the worse sin of spending the past two years playing both sides. Even if he brought Malkin our heads, he’d never be forgiven. The League made ‘inflexible’ look like an understatement. And he knew that better than anyone, because he’d been inducted into their organisation at twelve after losing his family to shifters.

      Dragon shifters.

      I shoved the thought away. The League intentionally recruited orphaned victims of shifter attacks and stoked their hatred against us through a cult-like underground, where they forced their members to pledge loyalty to the cause or die a gruesome death. I might spare very little sympathy for any other hunters I ran into, but Astor at least had renounced them. More than that: he’d helped us destroy the Stronghold. But I could sort of see why he wanted to spend as little time around me as possible now the truth had come out.

      “What are you standing out in the rain for?” asked a sleepy voice. Will padded barefoot to the door, his blond hair standing on end. He’d obviously been napping to compensate for being on guard duty all night. “Oh. It’s you.”

      “I was leaving,” said Astor. “I’ll let you know if I find out anything else.”

      And he turned and walked away, without sparing me so much as a glance.

      Will rubbed his eyes. “What did I do?”

      “Nothing.” I walked after him into the house, doing my level best to suppress my annoyance and being thoroughly unsuccessful. “He’s trying to get into our good graces again.”

      “Not the only place he was trying to get, the last I saw of you two.”

      I trod on his foot. Will yelped. “Whoa. Twitchy. I was kidding, Ember.”

      “Sorry. I’m a little on edge.”

      “You’re also dry,” Becks commented. “Why am I soaking wet from the rain and not you?”

      “Huh?” My gaze swivelled to the hall mirror. She was right. Without my noticing, the few minutes I’d been standing under the shelter outside the house, my hair had dried and I’d stopped shivering with cold. “Dragon thing, maybe.”

      One of the perks—or not—of being the last living dragon shifters that I knew was that I was still learning about the quirks that set me apart from my fellow shifters. It wasn’t like I had a guidebook. Well, I did, but it was hardly comprehensive. When I’d first shown up in London, I’d found a notebook in my rucksack presumably planted on me by whoever had put me on the train, detailing a few ways in which dragons were different than regular shifters. It also contained a few lines of text in a language I couldn’t read, and nobody else I knew had been able to translate either. If the dragons had their own language, nobody had taught me.

      Will entered the small downstairs flat we’d rented as our latest hideout. Like our other bases, it was dirt cheap on account of the upstairs floor being in ruins and the roof caved in, but it seemed sturdy enough and we’d put iron wards on the ceiling to stop any man-eating fae coming in. Until we deemed it safe to return to Magic Avenue, we were stuck here, with three of us crammed into one bedroom and Cori and Kit camping out in the living room, mostly because the latter kept yelling in his sleep and keeping the rest of us awake.

      My sister, by contrast, didn’t make a sound. Cori lay still, curled on the mattress I’d brought out for her with a cloud of auburn hair covering her face. My heart tied itself in a knot. I hated that I couldn’t do anything to help her.

      Or maybe I could.

      “Have you heard of the Moonbeam?” I asked Will. “Astor claims it can wake up Cori.”

      “Nope. What is it, an antidote?”

      “No, an artefact,” I replied. “Allegedly. Malkin had it, but it went missing during the invasion.”

      “And Astor really thinks it can wake up Cori?”

      “I don’t think we should listen,” Becks said. “Anything that guy says is suspect.”

      “He has no reason to lie to us now.” I swivelled to Will. “The trouble is, he claims that the last rumour he heard about the Moonbeam pointed to Magic Avenue.”

      “Oh.”

      “Exactly.” The Avenue was still a sore point with him. While his shop had suffered remarkably little damage from the hunters’ attack, the fact that one of his own neighbours had turned us over to the hunters rankled him. And though Twill had been hauled off by the mages on unrelated charges, the memory of me shifting into a dragon publicly would be too fresh in the minds of residents to risk going back. “I mean, it’s safer than going into a gargoyles’ nest like Astor did.”

      “Is that what he’s been doing since we blew up the Stronghold?” Will snorted. “Oh, that’s priceless. Let me guess, they threw him out the window?”

      “Hung him upside-down from the ceiling,” I said. “I don’t know why he didn’t just tell us, if the Moonbeam’s supposedly valuable to shifters. And it’s also what the other dragon said, before he died. Find the Moonbeam. Those were his last words.”

      “Shit.” Becks chewed her lower lip. “Yeah, that’s reason enough to take the risk. If everyone else is supposedly after this Moonbeam, though…”

      “Why?” asked Will. Are there a lot of people stuck in enchanted sleep without a prince to kiss them awake?”

      I snorted. “Nope. Apparently, the Moonbeam also gives shifters a power boost. It’s what Astor said.”

      “And you believe him.”

      “Yeah. He’s claiming to be on the right side of the law now, for what it’s worth.”

      “It’s worth nothing.” Becks shook her head. “He’s always playing some game, and it’s rarely in our interests.”

      “He has no reason to lie.” Nor to help us either, but maybe he still felt he owed me a debt, of sorts. “If we’re going to check out this rumour, which of us should go?”

      “Me,” Will said. “I have more of a reason for being there than you two.”

      “Yeah.” I hesitated. “I know I’m the most conspicuous, but I feel like I should be there. The other dragon shifter… I mean, it was his last words. I want to try to honour them, even if I don’t know what they mean.”

      There was an awkward silence. Being shifters, the others understood what it was to be an outsider, but few would grasp the loneliness of being one of the only survivors of your own species. I had no memories of my past among the other dragons or even if any had survived the invasion.

      I wanted to believe they had. Malkin had claimed that dragons could even face up to the Sidhe—the all-powerful faeries who’d invaded this realm and left it in ruins—but I’d never heard of another being sighted in the open. Besides, Malkin was a liar. He’d claimed that the dragons warred with one another as well as slaughtering humans, and that we deserved to be exterminated.

      He was wrong. Shifters could be many things. Overprotective, stubborn, reckless, loyal to a fault. But I wasn’t evil. I didn’t believe that.

      I looked down at Cori, who appeared to be sleeping peacefully. Malkin had already said explicitly that he didn’t need more than one dragon. He’d picked me to be his lab rat and would have executed my sister if we hadn’t destroyed the place. Cori had already been out cold when we’d shown up, suggesting that he’d been confident enough of luring me into his trap to risk taking her out of the picture, but I supposed he’d still had the other dragon shifter at the time. He needed someone full-grown, not a teenager, to fulfil his goals.

      He'd never wanted Cori to wake up. He’d have kept her there as leverage, to keep me obedient, and to ensure she never fought back.

      Fuck that. I’d find the Moonbeam, whatever it was, even if I had to strip it from Malkin’s corpse.

    

  


This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/heading-gradient-rule-screen.png





OEBPS/images/arise-final.jpg
LEGACY OF FLAMES : BOOK TWO

MMA L. ADAMS

m





