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Cassidy and Quinn
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Anconia Gardens, December

“Wait! Did you see that?”

Cassidy Reid stared up at the inky blue night sky, open delight giving life to her features. Lying next to her, a red plaid blanket protecting them from the cool, white sand, Quinnn turned his head to watch her, a soft smile touching his lips.

“See what?”

“The shooting star. It was so bright.”

“Did you make a wish?” he teased and her lips twitched as she deliberately kept her gaze on the brilliant white, twinkling stars in the sky.

“Of course I did. Christmas wishes on shooting stars always come true” she reminded him archly and he chuckled, squeezing the hand his fingers were intertwined with on the blanket. “Aren’t you going to ask what I wished for?”

“What did you wish for?” he obediently parroted and she glanced down at the antique diamond ring glinting on her left hand before turning her head to look at him with a luminous smile.

“That we could always be as happy as we are at this moment.”

Reaching out, he gently caressed her cheek with the back of his fingers. “There is no doubt in my mind that your wish will come true” he answered quietly, shifting over to brush a whisper-soft kiss on her lips. Pulling back, he flicked a regretful glance at the same velvety sky that had so entranced her before pushing back to sit on his heels. “Unfortunately, it’s late and your father will have my hide if I don’t have you home before dawn.”

Standing up, he reached down to grasp her hand and haul her up before shaking sand off the blanket.

“I am a grown adult, you know. My father really doesn’t have a say anymore in when I need to be home” she reminded him archly as they folded the blanket between them.

Tugging her into his arms and wrapping them around her waist, he let one dark eyebrow wing up.

“Your father is a Blackstar Guardian. You could be a thousand years old and he’d still be waiting to make sure you got home safely while sending a threatening glare my way.” he reminded her drily and she laughed, the sound mingling with the waves as they rhythmically lapped at the shoreline in the quiet of the night. “If I want to live long enough to marry you, I’m returning you safely to Phoenix Rising.”

Knowing it was true, she didn’t argue but pressed a quick kiss to his lips before slipping out of his arms. Immediately reaching for her hand, he raised it and pressed a kiss against the back before they began to walk up the beach toward the massive estate his family owned near the outskirts of Anconia Gardens.

Veering away from the gates that led onto the property, Quinnn directed her toward the left side of the property where the ocean flowed into canals. Tied to the family’s long, cement dock was the highly polished wood speedboat Quinnn had picked her up in hours earlier and in which he planned to return her home to Phoenix Rising. She and her identical twin sister, Kaley, still lived in spacious apartments on the third floor of the building while their older brother, Carter, had moved out a few years previously when he’d opened a sister club in Mystic Harbor.

Her mother had taken over the running of the refined, classically elegant club-as well as the Blackstar Guardian Haven on the second floor-when she’d married Hunter several centuries ago. The Reid children had grown up on the floors above it with a view of the ocean through one set of windows and the canals of Anconia Gardens on the other, mingling daily with the Guardians who stopped by while listening to the sounds of music from the performers floating up as they drifted off to sleep.

It was odd to think about moving out to a new place but in the happiest of ways. Flicking a sideways glance at Quinnn, an uncontrollably bubbly smile of pure happiness curved her lips as she thought of the plans they’d quietly discussed while lying on the beach looking up at the stars.

She had found her Seraphin, the one the Creators had placed a piece of her soul within so she would recognize him at a glance, a month before on this very beach and in one breathless moment...everything had changed.

Dark-haired and sleekly muscled, his pale blue eyes had a gold metallic rim around the iris, silently identifying him as a dragon. Having grown up around a host of different magical races, there had still been something awe-inspiring about watching him shapechange into an enormous dark blue dragon tipped in the same pale blue as his eyes.

And when he’d taken her for a ride among the clouds, she’d never known such freedom. When they’d finally touched back down, she’d felt the same dragon ‘wildness’ that she saw reflected in his eyes, and in that moment, she’d finally understood what others had talked about when trying to explain what they felt for their Seraphin.

While everyone’s experience was unique, they all mentioned the incandescent joy, the perfect completeness they felt after completing the Seraphin bond.  While she’d only had glimpses now as the bond wouldn’t formalize until after they were married, the happy, warm glow she felt just being around him was enough to cement her certainty that he was the one the Creators had intended her to find.

“Do you have to make a formal announcement about our engagement to your Circle?” she asked curiously as they walked slowly along the darkened, sandy path to the dock.

In the distance, she could make out the soft white glow of the lights strung over the Christmas Market and thought of how beautiful it looked in the night. Given the hour, only those of the nocturnal races would be out and about, getting in some holiday shopping or stopping for a bite to eat. Since Anconia Gardens had been originally created as a place for all of the magical races to gather, most of the shops and restaurants stayed open well into the night to cater to those awake during the night hours.

“No. But since my father is the Prince of our Circle, he’ll probably want to host a party and make a ceremony out of welcoming you to the family,” he mentioned absently before stopping abruptly, surprise evident on his face as he spotted the man standing by the ornate front gates.

“Father?”

Prince Atticus regarded the two of them with an inscrutable expression, flickering a gaze over their joined hands and the ring on Cassidy’s finger.  His eyes closed briefly as pain flared across his face and he sighed heavily before his eyes darkened with regret.

“I’m sorry, my son.”

The soft apology came as three men stepped out of the shadows, simultaneously weaving a net of magic that had Quinnn stumbling and falling to his knees, his hand slipping out of hers. At the same time, someone pulled her backward with an arm around her waist, a hand coming up to clamp over her mouth and muffle her scream.

Cassidy tried to break away from her captor, desperate to reach Quinnn and help him but couldn’t even budge the arm clamped tight around her waist.

“Cassidy! Cassidy, it’s me.”

She stopped struggling as the owner of that voice finally registered and her head twisted around to stare in befuddlement at her father. He stared back grimly before carefully taking the hand away from her mouth.

“Dad? What...what’s happening?”

Sadness darkened his gaze as he looked past her to Quinnn, who was attempting to swipe at one of the men but moved as though he were encased in honey.

“Quinnn” she gasped and tried to take a step forward but was held back by her father. Half twisting around, she frantically pushed at his chest. “I have to help him!”

“There’s nothing you can do, Cass,” he answered her quietly, expression grim, “they are helping him.”

Giving a hard shake of his head, Quinnn tried valiantly to fight off whatever the other men were doing but only succeeded in tipping forward onto his hands. Raising his head with obvious effort, he speared his father with shocked confusion.

“Why are you doing this?” he demanded in a faint voice, his hazy eyes closing as he slumped to the ground, unconscious.  Immediately the three men stepped forward to carefully pick him up and carry him through the gates.

“No!”

Prince Atticus sent a grave, regretful look her way and flicked a glance over her shoulder at Hunter before turning and heading through the gates that were already closing.

“Wait. Wait!” she cried, finally breaking free of her father’s grasp when he let his arm slide away from her waist and sprinting toward the gate. She reached it just as it clanged shut and the prince turned back to her when she grasped the bars and shook them violently. “I don’t understand what’s happening. What are you doing with him?”

Sighing again, he walked slowly back to the gate, his expression tired.

“Miss Reid-“

“Please let me in. I need to know Quinnn’s alright” she pleaded, tears stinging her eyes as she watched him disappear inside the house, “please. He’s my Seraphin...he just asked me to marry him...” she confided, her voice fading on a sob.

His face darkened with sorrow as he watched a tear trickle down her cheek. “I’m more sorry than I can say, my dear, but there will be no marriage. You will most likely never see him again.”

She stared at him, an expression of complete devastation on her face as she struggled to understand how life had been so luminously glorious just a few moments before only to watch her newly-made fiancé be forced into unconsciousness and carted away from her.

“But...why?”

Hunter came up next to her and rested a comforting hand on her shoulder and she turned a pleading look on him.

“Cassidy...”

“Please help me.”

Grimacing as pain flickered across his gaze, he wrapped his arms around her for a tight hug. “I’m sorry, peanut,” he murmured, rubbing a comforting hand over her back, “but Quinnn is sick. Really sick.”

Raising her head, she stared at him uncomprehendingly. “Sick? I’ve been with him for a month and he’s never acted or talked about being sick. He was fine” she argued and Hunter looked at the prince, waiting for him to explain.

“We think he was poisoned with Dragon’s Bane,” Atticus informed her heavily, “we didn’t notice anything wrong at first so we can only speculate when it happened. We were at war with another Circle and it was during several battles that we started to notice him exhibiting erratic behavior. He became unaccountably violent. His magic would flare uncontrollably. He started forgetting things-memories. Our Healers investigated and discovered he was riddled with Dragons Bane that was somehow tied to a blood magic spell.”

He paused and Cassidy stood within her father’s embrace, frozen in mute horror.

“We haven’t been able to find a cure. He hasn’t responded to anything our Healers have tried and the symptoms have gotten progressively worse. We took to forcibly putting him into Rest to attempt to halt the disease, hoping to find a way to save him but...” he stopped, visibly fighting off the pain he felt.

“How long has it been?” she questioned faintly, her fingers digging into her father’s shirt.

“Just over two thousand years,” he paused before holding her gaze, “the time in between each Rest has gotten progressively shorter.”

Pulling slowly away from her father, she approached the gate again, tears streaming down her face.

“There has to be something we can do. Advances in healing...”

A grave, sad smile lifted his lips briefly before he shook his head. “Nothing we’ve tried has made a difference. The disease just keeps taking pieces of him each time he wakes. We fear there won’t be much of him left when he next awakens. If he awakens.”

She shook her head, unable to accept what he was saying. The vibrant, charming man she’d met and fallen in love with couldn’t just be...gone.  She’d just found the missing piece of her soul.

She couldn’t lose him now.

There had to be a way to save him.

“But he exhibited none of those symptoms with me,” she argued, “he wasn’t violent or unstable. He was always completely in control of his magic. I would have noticed. Maybe something changed, or the treatment you gave him started to work or-” she broke off when he shook his head sadly.

“The man you saw was a glimpse of who he used to be and I’m grateful you got to experience that but he’s been awake for several months and when he was away from you, his symptoms were more severe than ever. The Healers have been trying to prepare us...for the end for some time now.”

Immediately she shook her head emphatically, refusing to believe he could die before they’d even had a chance to live the life they’d discussed in such detail just a few hours ago on the beach.

“No.  I can’t accept that. How long are you putting him in Rest for? I will spend every waking moment looking for a cure for him so that when he awakes, he will live” she vowed, her voice catching.

There was a long silence where her father and the prince exchanged a speaking look. Atticus’s eyes grew watery as he looked at her kindly.

“I will be forever grateful that he found you...even if it was for a short time,” he told her sincerely before pausing and she opened her mouth to argue but Hunter squeezed her hand for silence and shook his head.

“Each time he awakens from Rest, he doesn’t remember what’s happened when he was previously awake. His memory begins right before he went off to battle that last time. He doesn’t remember people he’s met, things he’s done, places he’s traveled. Nothing” he told her gravely, drawing in a deep breath while holding her gaze, “when he wakes...he will have no memory of you.”

Cassidy heard the words but the part of her soul tied to Quinnn screamed at her that it wasn’t true. He wouldn’t forget his Seraphin. His soul, the fledgling bond they had just begun forming...couldn’t just...be forgotten.

He would wake. And he would remember her.

Straightening up, she shook her head definitively.

“No. He will remember. I will never give up on him,” she firmly vowed, “never.”
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“Did you see the latest numbers for test B701?”

Tearing her gaze away from the paper-thin datapad she’d been studying for the past half hour, Cassidy looked across her desk at the other research Healer still working at the lab and nodded, her eyes sparkling.

“It’s incredible. If these numbers are right, this could be a major breakthrough” she responded, a wide grin stretching across her face, “I mean the results they’ve had from the trials...if they hold up in the next round, this could change everything.”

Gillian looked at her with a matching grin. “This is the perfect way to start Christmas vacation. I can’t wait to tell everyone.”

Looking across the room at the clock with sudden realization, she shooed her hands toward her friend. “I didn’t realize it was so late. Don’t you have a dinner with your fiancé’s family? Go! Get out of here and enjoy the holidays.”

Turning her datascreen off, Gillian shrugged her coat on before hesitating. “Why don’t we walk out together? I think we’re the last ones here.”

“Oh, I will. There’s just a couple of things I wanted to finish up before I leave.”

“Cass...I know you. You’ll be here all night if you don’t leave now” she chided her and Cassidy opened her mouth to respond when a voice from the doorway answered for her.

“Yes, she would. Which is why I made a special trip to come and drag her out of the lab.”

Looking across the room, she found her identical twin, Kaley, hovering in the doorway, looking elegantly romantic in a dark blue velvet dress and heels, a silk shawl tossed over one arm. Noting the waterfall of golden waves pulled back by two thin braids at her temple and secured with a silver jeweled clip, Cassidy threw another glance at the clock and grimaced in remembrance.

“The concert’s tonight, isn’t it?”

Lips twitching, Kaley’s eyebrow arched up. “It is. In...half an hour, to be precise” she pointed out, raising one wrist and nodding toward the slim gold watch wrapped around it, “we might be able to shuffle into the back somewhere if you throw on your clothes and we run.”

Tucking her datapad into her pale blue leather bag, she wrinkled her nose at her sister while Gillian laughed. “Can’t you just ask Talon to teleport us there?”

Kaley just pointed her finger toward the bathroom. “Talon...would if I asked him. But we can’t keep relying on him to bail us out every time you’re late for something. Go get changed!”

“Okay, okay! Sheesh!”

Hurrying over to the coatrack where she’d hung her garment bag earlier, she scurried into the bathroom and slipped into the flirty knee-length red dress, its skirts swinging around her legs before settling.  Smoothing a hand over the silky bodice, she yanked out the band to release the messy bun her hair had been pulled into that morning and ran a quick brush through it before pulling one side back with a holly clip. A swift application of mascara and lipstick and she was ready to go.

Returning to the lab, she tossed her coat back on the hook and then hesitated. Nibbling on her bottom lip, she cast a glance over to where her sister and Gillian were chatting by the door before impulsively retrieving one of the refrigerated containers holding the latest version of the serum she’d been working on. Dropping it into her bag, she strode over to the others and smiled brightly.

“See? That didn’t take too long. You should have more faith in me.”

“It has nothing to do with faith. Your propensity for being late to everything is well known” Kaley countered drily as they clicked the lights off and exited the lab. “Though I’ll cut you some slack since Gillian was just telling me about the test results. I would have stayed late too to double-check everything.”

Reaching out to squeeze her sister's hand as they shared a look of understanding, they waved Gillian off toward her car before Kaley pointed toward the tall, dark-blond-haired man leaning negligently against a pillar.

“You did call Talon” Cassidy observed with a smile and Kaley’s shoulder lifted in a half-shrug as her lips twitched.

“The odds were good that you’d be caught up in your work and forget the time.”

Blithely ignoring that comment, Cassidy sent a smile of thanks to the Blackstar Guardian who rivaled her for the role of Kaley’s best friend. Returning her smile with an affectionate one of his own, Talon straightened up and held out his arms.

“Ready?”

Nodding, Cassidy slipped her hand through his arm and lightly held on. “Thank you for being our transportation. I know Kaley’s been looking forward to the concert.”

“Anytime” he responded easily, his gaze sliding over Kaley with appreciation before tucking his arms in closer, “hold on.”

A tug on their cells and a heartbeat later they were standing in front of Maergate Academy, an exclusive, private elementary school where Kaley helped out occasionally with the music program. She’d become a favorite of the children and friends with several of the parents over the years and when the principal had issued an invitation to their holiday concert, it had been gladly accepted.

Slipping into one of the polished wood pews in the back, Kaley waved to several people while Cassidy opened up her program and Talon automatically scanned everything with an assessing gaze, a habit born from thousands of years as a protector. Noting several names in the program as children of families she knew, she saw that several dragon children were performing as well.

Dragons had become of particular interest to her in the last century since her Seraphin was one. Absently rubbing the beautiful engagement ring she’d never taken off since Quinnn had slid it onto her finger, she let her mind and gaze wander over the crowd, the ache tugging at her soul still sharp even after all these years.

Quinnn’s enforced Rest of a hundred years was almost up and a tension had been building inside the closer it got. She’d never wavered from her belief that he would remember her, but she had to admit to having a few twinges in the dead of night after being the recipient of many a sad, sympathetic look.

Blowing out a tiny breath and taking comfort from the familiar smoothness of the diamond, she set the program on her lap as the lights flickered in the auditorium. The crowd rustled before settling down and as the couple in front of her parted slightly, her gaze caught on an older woman sitting toward the front, her gold-rimmed irises piercing as she stared back over her shoulder at Cassidy.

Freezing momentarily in surprise, she looked back at Princess Aurelia Wavern a sliver of unease slipping down her spine at the look in Quinnn’s mother's eyes before the couple in the next pew drew closer again and the contact was lost.

“What’s the matter?” Kaley leaned over to whisper, cognizant of her sister’s emotions, as always. Shaking her head as the lights dimmed and a line of visibly excited kindergartners paraded across the stage.

“It’s nothing” she murmured back as the principal launched into her welcome speech and Kaley sent her a frowning look before turning her attention forward. Listening absent-mindedly, she couldn’t help but linger over the look Princess Aurelia had given her.

Over the years she’d gotten to know the older woman and had found her to be warm-hearted and kind. When Cassidy had first approached her soon after Quinnn had been put to Rest, pleading her case and begging for the princess’ help, tears had flooded Aurelia’s eyes and she’d reached out to hug her tightly, whispering that her son was blessed to have found her.

Like many others, Quinnn’s mother believed he was uncurable and wouldn’t remember his Seraphin when he woke. Her eyes had been sadly sympathetic more often than not and while she believed there was no happily-ever-after for her son and his Seraphin, she had done what she could to help Cassidy, putting her in touch with dragon Healers and getting her the access she needed to research dragon-specific diseases.

The two had shared many lunches with Cassidy listening eagerly to stories about Quinnn’s childhood and Aurelia smiling mistily at her tales of their short courtship. Cassidy had come to view the other woman as a friend as well as future mother-in-law, which was why she felt oddly disturbed by the look in the other woman’s eyes.

Riotous clapping and cheers breaking out all around jerked her back to the present and she added her own clapping, realizing she’d missed the entire concert. Shuffling out of the wooden pew after Kaley and Talon, she followed them into the anteroom where lavish, holiday-themed refreshments had been set out. Nibbling on a frosted sugar cookie shaped like a candy cane, she trailed after Kaley who was busily congratulating every child she knew who had performed.

A soft touch on her arm had her turning curiously to find a thin older gentleman in an impeccably tailored dark suit smiling at her. Cassidy recognized him as Quinnn’s cousin.

“Ms. Reid. Princess Aurelia would like a moment of your time, if you please” he informed her with old world curtesy and Cassidy inclined her head.

“Of course.”

“She’s waiting for you in the office just through there.”

Giving another polite nod, she followed the direction he gestured at and quickly found herself opening a polished oak door and slipping inside. She found Aurelia pacing and wringing her hands as though they pained her while her normally immaculate reddish-gold hair  had several strands out of place as though she’d absently touched it once too often.
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