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Prologue
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Elijah stared at the stack of paperwork, the writing starting to blur as exhaustion tugged at the frayed edges of his focus.  He had spent decades hunting rogue vampires and brokering fragile peace among the many different clans.  His patience was almost nonexistent.  There was always someone—arrogant and entitled, who was convinced the rules simply didn’t apply to them.  They were emboldened by their immortality and found joy in wreaking havoc.  As the head vampire for the Council, it was Elijah’s job to keep all his kind in line.  What was so hard about following three simple rules?


	Never do anything that would bring attention to yourself and reveal your secrets.

	The killing of humans was strictly forbidden.  No exceptions.

	Never feed from humans unless it is an emergency, and the scene must be erased from the host’s mind.



Humans remained blissfully unaware of the beings who moved among them.  The shifters, witches, fae, and vampires who shared their sidewalks and stole the local coffee shop's Wi-Fi.  But Elijah was old enough to know that if humans ever discovered the secret, he and his brethren would be hunted down and experimented on like lab rats.

Fortunately, several coalitions across the United States maintained order within their respective domains.  The Texas Rangers (yes, vampires—leather, spurs, and all), California’s VCTF, the Atlanta Society, or even Tony's ragtag group of paranormal misfits in Jersey.  Each governed their domain with varying degrees of competence, sparing Elijah from micro-managing every flare-up.

Still, vampires were spread out worldwide, and he was only one man.  He may be immortal, but not inexhaustible.

Until recently, Elijah thought he was fighting the good fight alongside his fellow council members.  But then a tiny elf, Meldamiriel, ran to Blain and Natasha for help, and they discovered that Hazellette, the council member for the witches, was secretly helping a warlock who coveted power.  Elijah stood beside his dragon friends and the little elf, Meldamiriel, and fought Hazellette and the warlock.  They won the battle, and little Meldamiriel absorbed the warlock's power.  While this would usually concern Elijah, he knew he had nothing to fear from the tiny elf.

Once Hazellette was disposed of, Blain, Natasha, Dominic, and Meldamiriel left for the dragon's homeland of Dragonose.  Elijah heard a few rumors about trouble in the faraway land, but he had enough to worry about.  He decided to look at Hazellette's notes and discovered a whole new set of problems.

An alien known as a Raptorian transported himself to Earth many years ago but was unable to discover a way home.  Recently, Elijah found that this creature was the same enemy of the Dragonose citizens.  Had this Raptorian landed on Earth but caused no trouble, Elijah could have contained the situation.

Unfortunately, Elijah was unaware of this development until a few days ago.  His co-worker, Hazellette, evidently had met this creature, and why was anyone's guess, but the dumb witch decided to mate with it.  Elijah still shook his head whenever he thought about Blain's description of the alien.

To make matters worse, Hazellette was able to conceive and give birth to a half-witch, half-alien female.  How she had kept the Council in the dark about all of this, Elijah still didn't know, but he would get to the bottom of this if it killed him.

And kill him, it just might.  He suddenly realized he had no idea whom to trust at the council level.  Was Hazellette working by herself, or were other council members just as corrupt as the witch and had secrets of their own?  Everything he found in Hazellette's office he kept to himself, not knowing who was trustworthy.

He finally broke down and called Blain and King Thoran to help interpret some of the witch's notes.  Thankfully, the king of Dragonose promised to send Blain back to Earth within a few days to help Elijah make sense of all his findings.  Blain and his mate, Natasha, were also bringing back several dragon females that the Raptorians had kidnapped and experimented on for many years before King Thoran rescued them.

Elijah reached up and rubbed his chest. He'd been having the strangest feeling of being pulled away from Hazellette's desk.  Truth be known, he felt like he needed to be in Iceland, at Blain's castle.  He shook his head.  Surely, the dragons didn't need him.  If they did, Blain would have called.  No, this unexplainable pull was underlined with...fear?  He knew it wasn't a problem with another vampire. He'd never known a vampire to be worried or scared of anything.  Arrogant, com-manding, thinking they were better than everyone else?  Sure, that was the usual vampire attitude.  They were a conceded lot.  But where was this fearfulness coming from?

Elijah knew it wasn't from the dragons, either.  Shifters, and especially dragons, were almost as bad as vampires with their arrogance.  The main difference between shifters and vampires was that most shifters preferred to live in a group-type setting, never turned down a party, and tended to have a wild sense of humor.  Vampires were more stolid and preferred to stay by themselves, and Elijah was sure that if some of them attempted to smile, a wide crack would split their faces.

So, if the fearfulness wasn't coming from a vampire in distress, and Elijah should not be able to feel anything coming from any shifters, where was this feeling coming from?  He sighed as he stood up and closed the journal he was reading.  He was due to meet Blain at his castle later today.  As often as he visited Blain recently, maybe he should ask for his own room?  Now, there was a crazy thought.  If any of his brethren found out he was good friends and spent a decent amount of time in a dragon’s castle, they’d laugh their asses off.  He stepped out of Hazellette's office, locked the door, and then placed a spell to prevent anyone from breaking the lock.  He wasn't taking any chances until he had scrubbed the old witch's office from head to toe.
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Chapter I
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"Wow!  That was such a rush!" Alicia's dragon, Alictrine, chuckled as she hit the ground hard upon coming out of the transport.  Natasha warned her before leaving Dragonose that the transport tunnel was a windy, turbulent experience.

"Bit of an understatement, if you ask me," Alicia replied as she watched her dragon right herself.  She glanced around at her new surroundings.

"Is Maria okay?" Alicia inquired.  Four women accompanied Blain and Natasha when they left Dragonose.  All the women were kidnapped by the Dragon's enemy, the Raptorians, and essentially used as lab rats for years.  Once King Thoran discovered their whereabouts, he launched an attack and rescue mission. However, for some of the women, the damage was far too severe, leaving them feeling unsafe in their homeland.

When Natasha offered to take anyone who wanted to go to Earth, Alicia and three others jumped at the chance.  All four women had not ventured out of the castle since they were rescued, unsure of whom to trust.  How do you go back to your old life when it no longer exists?

Of the four, two women, including herself, had access to their dragon.  The other two, Mattie and Maria, still struggled with their inner beasts, and Natasha thought it best if they went through the transport tunnel in human form.  Currently, Maria sat on Alictrine's back, clinging to her neck for dear life.

Alicia waited a moment for her dragon to reply, but it seemed the creature was ignoring her. "Alictrine, switch back now!" Alicia demanded, afraid her dragon's silence was because something had happened to her friend.

But when her dragon stepped back, and Alicia pushed forward, she found the other woman standing alone, a bewildered and frightened look on her face.

"Maria, are you okay?" Alicia ran over and placed her hand on her friend’s shoulder.

"I think so," the young woman replied, glancing up at Alicia. "That was a bit wild!"

"Yes, but it is over now," Alicia reminded her friend.  Glancing around, everything looked foreign but familiar at the same time.  Alicia looked upward to the sky above, the crystal blue reminding her of a lake. "Hmm, light blue and white.  How interesting," she mused.  She was accustomed to looking up and observing a light pink sky.  At least the puffy white clouds looked the same.

Natasha walked up and smiled. "Is everyone okay?  I know the transport can sometimes be rough, especially if you are not accustomed to it." She noticed the women looked in shock as they took in their surroundings.  "Oops, my bad," she chuckled. "I guess I forgot to tell you the colors are off here."

The other two women walked over to join Maria and Alicia.  They all stood clustered together, scanning the landscape before them.  Everything was so different here.  Their eyes were wide with curiosity.  Everything around them whispered of familiarity yet seemed so foreign.  The trees swayed in the breeze but lacked the vibrancy the women were accustomed to seeing.  There didn’t seem to be any vegetation or flora growing on the foliage, which was also very different and confusing.  Even the air smelled native, drier, tinged with smoke, and something unnamed.

Natasha exhaled slowly and stepped away from the group while motioning them to follow.  She approached a nearby tree, placing her palm gently on its trunk.  “Okay,” she stated, her voice calm and steady like a teacher grounding restless children.  “This is a tree.  Different colors?  Sure.  You will notice that many of our trees only grow leaves, not flowers or fruits, unlike the ones in Dragonose.  But it is still a tree.  It has roots, bark, and leaves.  It lives and breathes just like the ones in our world.”

She turned and pointed upward.  “The sky?  Same idea.  It arches over us, holding weather and light, with colors different from what you are accustomed to.  That doesn’t mean it’s wrong, just different.”

Behind her, Maria dropped to one knee, her hand brushing slowly across the lawn like she was attempting to memorize the texture.  The soft blades crinkled under her fingers.

Natasha walked over and crouched beside her, gently plucking a blade of grass and holding it up for everyone to see.  “This,” her voice again rang out in a calm, straightforward manner.  “This is grass, Earth’s version.  It’s green, not red like back home.  It grows the same way, covers the ground, feeds small creatures, and anchors the soil.”

The women exchanged glances; at least one was still weary, but most were fascinated by their new surroundings.  “It’s like stepping into a dream that remembers your memories wrong,” Lexi murmured.

Natasha smiled at her four charges.  “Exactly.  You’re not crazy.  Earth just echoes things you know...with a twist.”  A breeze stirred, lifting strands of the women’s hair, carrying scents of pine, soil, and something not yet discovered.  The alienness of it all pressed around them, but so did the quiet wonder.  They had made the journey to Earth in search of a fresh start in life.  It looked like they had an adventure awaiting.

When the women around her continued to stare, Natasha decided on a different course of action. "Come, we have a walk ahead of us before we reach the castle, so we have plenty of time to discuss your new surroundings.”

They had only taken a handful of steps before Alicia heard Maria gasp and grab her hand. "Is it safe?" she questioned, her eyes trained on something ahead of them.

Alicia looked ahead to see what worried her friend.  A man was fast approaching their group.  She didn't know who he was but glanced at Blain to watch his reaction.

"Hey, Edmond," Alicia observed Blain call out in greeting. "Please stop where you are, and I'll join you in a moment." Blain turned to address their small group. "Ladies, it's okay.  You are safe.  Edmond runs the local wolf pack, and their land butts up against ours.  Stay put for a moment, and I'll go see him."

Alicia squeezed Maria's hand, hoping to convey that they were safe.  She noticed that Natasha stayed with their group and attempted to point out a few things in the forest to distract the women's minds from the stranger.

***
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"Edmond, what is going on?" Blain inquired of the alpha werewolf.  He assumed the other man wanted to fill him in on security, but Blain realized he had made a mistake in not informing his friend they were bringing guests.

"We’ve got the area covered, and so far, we haven’t seen anything out of the ordinary.” Edmond and his group had already been providing security since King Thoran’s twin sons and their mate arrived.  Blain set them up with a place of their own, just a short distance away from his castle.  Since then, the twin princes and their mate, Evangelina, had welcomed twin daughters.

After the phone call between Elijah and King Thoran regarding a possible Raptorian invasion on Earth, Blain contacted his friend and asked him to beef up security.  He didn’t give Edmond many details as to why, knowing he would need to come clean with the alpha.

Blain turned to Natasha before addressing Edmond.  “We are going to walk ahead.  Let me know if you need anything.”  He knew the women would calm down once he could put some space between them and Edmond.  They were so nervous around men.  “Talk about not feeling comfortable in your own house,” Sapphamire groused.

“Yeah, it won’t be easy, but these women deserve a chance at happiness and life.  Nobody should live in fear,” he replied to his dragon.

Blain waited until his mate nodded before turning back to Edmond.  “Come, I’ll start filling you in on what’s happened since I left.”  He waited until they started walking and heard the women following before addressing his friend.

“The women accompanying us have all recently been rescued from our enemies, the Raptorians.  These are a different breed of shapeshifters whose homeland is near Dragonose.  Unfortunately, we have been their mortal enemy for many years.  They are a very aggressive, unhappy, arrogant people who seem to want nothing more than to destroy Dragonose.  Recently, we discovered that they are experiencing the same issue we are: a shortage of females.  Their situation seems critical, and as unpleasant as they are, it does not surprise me.

“Unbeknownst to us, they made a few secret deals with a couple of Dragonose citizens to help them steal numerous adult females and female babies.  These women and children were locked in cages, treated worse than lab rats, and poisoned.  We raided the facility, killed as many enemies as we could, and rescued everyone.”  Blain stopped talking for a moment to allow his friend to process everything.

“The children have all been reunited with their parents or adopted, but the women have had a difficult time.  Many will not leave King Thoran’s castle, and some feel they can no longer call Dragonose home.  We offered to take anyone with us who wanted to start fresh, which is why we are accompanying four Dragonose females.”  Blain glanced behind him briefly before stating in a low voice, “There is much more happening, but I would like to wait until we reach the castle to discuss it in my office.”

“Understood,” Edmond agreed as he glanced at the women trailing behind the two men.  These women were female dragons?  He stopped and shook his head as he observed them clinging to each other with wild, haunted looks in their eyes.  As far as he knew, all shifters held a bit of superiority, and dragons were at the top of that list.  The women lagging behind seemed lost and unsure of themselves.  Glancing over to Blain, he inquired, “Are they all dragon shifters?”

“Yes, but not all of them have access to their dragons.  The Raptorians tried their best to kill the beasts with poison, and some of the women are still recovering from their injuries.  Their dragons are still there, but several are buried so deep that it is taking time for the creatures to realize they are now safe and come forward.  As far as we know, the enemy was unable to kill off our other half, but damn if they didn’t try.”

They reached the end of the forest and stepped out into the sunlight.  The castle sat on the other side of the yard.  Blain turned to Edmond.  “I need to help Natasha settle the women.  If you can meet me in my office in a few hours, I’ll fill you in on the remainder of what is happening.  Oh, before I forget,” Blain added before turning to his mate, “Elijah will likely arrive in the next few days.  There is a serious council matter that we will need to be involved in.”

“We?” Edmond inquired with a raised eyebrow.  He prided himself on keeping his pack out of politics.

Blain chuckled.  “You know I’ll keep your pack out of as much as I can, but I have a feeling every supernatural creature on this earth will be affected.”  He stopped and shook his head.  “The council needs a major house cleaning, and it looks like Elijah and I will be doing the honors.”  Blain stopped and glanced at where the ladies were just coming out of the tree line.  “We’ll discuss the remainder later,” he stated as he reached out to shake Edmond’s hand.  “Thank you for the security, my friend.”

Edmond returned the handshake.  “Hell, if you had first told me you were going to clean house at the Council, I would have readily offered my services.  That group has been evil to the core for a long time.  It’s one of the main reasons I’ve kept my pack away from them and all shifter politics.  There are very few members of the Council I trust.  Luckily, Elijah is one of them.”

“We’ll talk more about this later,” Blain nodded to his friend before turning his attention to his mate and guests.

“Ladies, before we go inside and get settled, I want to introduce you to a friend of mine.  This is Edmond, and he is the alpha of the wolf pack whose land borders ours.  You might see him or some of his members roaming the woods; they are patrolling the area to ensure your safety.”

“Is he like the Darrack Wolves on Dragonose?” Maria turned to question Alicia.  That was the only wolf animal she knew of in their home world.

Alicia didn’t know the answer, but thankfully, Natasha overheard her friend’s inquiry and responded.  “He is a bit like the Darrack Wolves, only larger and without multiple tails.  Let’s get you ladies inside, and we will go over all of this later.”

She stopped and glanced over to Edmond.  “I may need you or another member to shift for us later after I finish explaining everything to them.”

Edmond slightly bowed his head, trying not to scare these women anymore.  “I’ll be happy to; just let me know.”

***
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By the time they reached Blain’s castle, Alicia was exhausted.  Shifting still took a lot of energy, although everyone told her it would get easier with time.  Frankly, she was just happy she could communicate with her dragon.  During her captivity, her dragon had disappeared, and Alicia worried that she might never converse with her other half again.  Thankfully, since being rescued, she had grown stronger each day, and with the help of Natasha, Meldamiriel, and the Mother of Mystic Lake, Mistreen, Alicia’s dragon was a part of her once again.

A woman opened the front door once they climbed the steps, but it was the significant brute standing inside the doorway that gave her and the other ladies a fright.  Thankfully, Blain stepped around them to address the stranger.  “Donatello, I’ll meet with you in my office in a few minutes.”  It was a clear order to leave the room and allow the women to calm down.

That is one big dude!  Alictrine observed from within.

“Yes, I believe he is a hired hand.  Maybe more security?” Alicia replied internally to her dragon.

“Blain has as much security around here as the king in Dragonose!  I didn’t realize he was someone important,” Alictrine noted.

“I overheard Natasha talking with the king before we left.  I think his sons and their mate are nearby.  King Thoran doesn’t want them to come home to Dragonose because the princes’ mate just had twin baby girls.  He doesn’t feel it’s safe,” Alicia finished with a frown.  No, she didn’t feel Dragonose was safe, either.  It was why she and three other women left their homeland and traveled to Earth, hoping for a fresh start.  They had nothing left on Dragonose and hoped the change would provide answers about their future.

“I know,” the dragon sighed.  Alicia knew her beast felt remorseful for not protecting her better from their enemy.  But it wasn’t Alictrine’s fault.  The dragon had no choice but to bury herself so profoundly that she all but disappeared.  That was the only way the enemy stopped drugging them.

The Raptorians were determined to rid the women of their dragons before trying to impregnate them.  They knew it would be difficult, if not impossible, to control the beast that lived within the women and assumed the dragon would not allow the fertilization of the egg from within.  However, if they succeeded in eliminating the creature, they could then focus on repopulating their numbers.  Alicia shivered as her mind brushed over the torture she had endured.

“Shh, it’s over now, hon.  You’re safe, and I’m not going to leave you again,” her dragon soothed.

“Okay, ladies,” Natasha’s voice brought Alicia out of her private conversation with her dragon.  “I’ve paired you up together to share rooms, but if there is a problem, please let me know.”  She started walking towards the stairs.  “Serena is our head housekeeper, so if you need anything, just ask one of the staff to find her.”  She stopped at the bottom of the stairs and turned.  “Let’s get you to your rooms so you can rest before lunch.”

The women followed Natasha and Serena up the stairs and down the hallway.  When Serena opened the first door, Alicia was surprised that the room was so large.  Two beds with a small table and lamp sat in the middle of the room, along with a small seating area in the corner.  Natasha explained that both bedrooms had a private bath, alleviating another worry.

“Go ahead and get settled and rest.  Lunch will be,” Natasha looked over to Serena for confirmation.

“In about an hour, my lady,” Serena finished.

“I’ll meet everyone at the foot of the stairs in an hour.  After lunch, if you feel up to it, I’ll show you around the castle.

***
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Blain headed to his office, knowing at least one staff member was waiting for him.  He and Natasha had little time to prepare his staff before coming home, but it was only fair that the staff knew what was happening.  Thankfully, Blain knew he could rely on Natasha to help inform the staff.

“Donatello, I trust all is well?”  Blain addressed one of his top guards as he walked into the room.

“Yes, sir.  The wolves are circling the property, and I’ve checked in with our guests twice a day, as you requested.  Everything seems to be fine,” the guard responded.  Blain could see his man clearly had questions on his mind.

“I’m sorry I was unable to give you advance warning, but we’ve had our hands full since landing in Dragonose.  The women accompanying us have recently been rescued from the Raptorians.”  Blain stopped there to let his words sink in.

“Oh no!  Those poor women were exposed to the Raptorians?”

“Yes, we discovered the enemy had some help from a few unsatisfied Dragonose citizens, and they have been kidnapping women and young female children for quite some time.  It appears the Raptorians face a similar issue to ours; they lack sufficient females.  Of course, from what I’ve seen, they don’t seem to know what the word respect means, so I have no doubt they treat their females poorly.  I’m guessing that is why they don’t have many.  Anyways, they decided to kidnap our females, poison them to kill off the dragons, then impregnate them.  The condition we discovered when we rescued them was truly horrendous.  Natasha and I stayed long after the rescue to help King Thoran take care of these women.

“Understandably, they fear men in general.  Please ensure the guards are aware to keep their distance and give them space.  I want you to continue leading our team, but please inform all other males to stay outside the castle until further notice. You and I will set a time to meet for daily security briefings.  Please tell all other guards these women are to be left alone and given space.  They are not to be approached or bothered for any reason.”

“Dear heavens, those poor women!” Donatello breathed as he shook his head.  “I’m assuming they traveled with you because they no longer feel safe at home?”

Blain shook his head.  “All four have been living in King Thoran’s castle since we rescued them.  They’ve hardly set foot outside since arriving.”

“And what about your other guests?  Are there any changes in orders?”

“No.  King Thoran’s family is to be protected at all costs.  Thoran doesn’t want them to return home until he weeds out any potential problems.  It simply isn’t safe, especially for the babies.  They are the future of Dragonose and must be protected as such.  The fact that they are twin girls when Dragonose has such a shortage of females means they are crucial to the kingdom.

“I understand, sir,” the guard respectfully replied.  We will continue to work with the wolves to ensure the property remains protected.  Do you want extra security on the castle as well?”

“Yes, but the guards are to remain outside unless summoned by Natasha or me.  Oh, and one more thing.  Elijah will be here within the next day or two.  There is a major problem within the Council I will be getting involved in, and I will be relying on you to make sure everyone on the property remains safe while I am away.”

“Understood, sir.  I’ll coordinate with the wolves, and we will have everything covered.”  Donatello stood up and walked to the door before turning around.  “Thank you, sir, for your trust.  I won’t let you down.”

Blain felt confident that Donatello would ensure his property remained safe.  Donatello was a dragon from Dragonose, as well as Blain’s top guard.  After hearing the ordeal on his home planet, Blain had little doubt his guard would move heaven and earth to ensure the safety of not only the royal heirs hiding on his property but also the four battered women seeking a new start on life.

***
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Alicia and Maria set their small bags with their belongings on the bottom of the beds and glanced at each other.

“Well, what do you think?” Alicia inquired of her friend.  Maria had hardly spoken a word since they arrived on this strange planet, and Alicia worried her friend was already having a change of heart.

“It’s different, but I think it’s going to be okay,” Maria gave Alicia a small smile, which Alicia returned.  Maria was one of the meeker of the ladies and was still having trouble accessing her dragon.  Maria had surprised Alicia when she told her she wanted to accompany her to Earth.

She walked around the bed and reached for her friend.  “It’s a new beginning.  A chance to forget about our past and start fresh.  I have a good feeling about this, Maria.” Alicia hugged her friend, hoping the other woman was truly okay with her decision to leave Dragonose.
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Chapter II
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Alicia’s dragon woke her up out of a deep sleep.  “We must go downstairs,” the beast insisted.

“Why?” Alicia questioned, not liking the thought of getting out of her warm, safe bed.  The day had been busy.  Her dragon brought her to a unique and different world called Earth.  After arriving at Blain and Natasha’s castle, the four women who had made the trip ate lunch with their hosts, and then Natasha gave them a tour of the castle.  It wasn’t as large as King Thoran’s on Dragonose, but still big enough to get lost if you didn’t know where you were going.  Alicia’s favorite part of the tour was the quiet library.  The room had an inviting feel to it, and Alicia made a mental note to explore the many shelves of books.  They ended the day eating dinner with their hosts in the large, formal dining room before the women wearily climbed the stairs to seek rest.

“There is someone downstairs we must meet,” the dragon insisted.  Upon seeing the human’s skepticism, Alictrine added, “Blain and Natasha are down there; you will be safe.”

Alicia glanced over to the other bed to see if her friend was awake.  “Leave Maria alone; she is sleeping soundly.  This is something you must do, Alicia,” her dragon insisted.

“Well, at least let me put some clothes on,” she silently grumbled to her beast.  There was no way she was going to trail downstairs in her nightclothes.  It was bad enough that she was likely sticking her nose where it didn’t belong.  If Blain and Natasha were entertaining company, that was their business, not hers.

But her dragon wasn’t listening to any of her rebuttals as to why they should not go down and greet whoever was there.  She was sure she didn’t know who could be down there because she and the other ladies had just arrived the day before and didn’t know anyone on this planet.  Maybe one of the other women decided to join us?  She knew one of the king’s guards would have escorted anyone else who decided to join them after they left Dragonose.  King Thoran and his mate, Carmen, had made it abundantly clear the ladies were free to come and go as they pleased, but they were welcome to stay at the castle for as long as they needed.

Alicia quietly got out of bed and found her clothing on the chair across the room.  She tiptoed into the bathroom and closed the door before turning on the light in hopes of not waking her roommate up.  She dressed quickly and took a second to look in the mirror before exiting.  There were dark circles under her eyes, and she still needed to put on another twenty pounds, but overall, Alicia was happy with what she observed.  Her face was filling out, her hair was no longer falling out in clumps as it had been upon first arriving at the king’s castle, and her eyes no longer held a haunted look.  A little more time and I might be back to normal, she thought as she turned off the light before opening the door.

“You look fine, now hurry! We must get downstairs!” Alictrine urged.

Alicia crept across the bedroom until she reached the second door, taking the time to carefully open it slowly so as not to wake Maria.  As she walked out into the hallway, she heard a murmur of voices from below.

She slowly descended the stairs, trying not to make a sound, not sure what she would do if she got caught.  “I don’t know why I let you talk me into this!  We are going to look stupid if our hosts catch us snooping on them!” she internally huffed at her dragon.

“Relax, can’t you smell him?” Alictrine purred in reply.

“HIM?  There is a male downstairs, and you want me to what?  Walk up to him and introduce myself?  Have you lost your mind?” Alicia stopped about halfway down the stairs while arguing internally with her beast.  This was a mistake.  She didn’t know what her dragon was thinking, but there was no way she could barge in on what was likely a private meeting and introduce herself to a strange man!  Alicia had come a long way from the scared woman who was rescued just a few short months ago.  But she still couldn’t be in the same room with a strange man.  Even after knowing that Blain was Natasha’s mate and one of her rescuers, she could barely tolerate being near him.  King Thoran, despite being gentle, kind, and extremely caring, occasionally worried her.  No, whatever her dragon had in mind was not going to happen.  Alicia turned to flee upstairs, back to the safety of her room, when a voice at the bottom of the stairs stopped her cold.

“There you are, my beauty.  Come, I won’t hurt you,” the handsome man standing at the foot of the stairs looked up at her as if she hung the moon and stars.  A moment later, Natasha and Blain stood next to the stranger.  They both glanced up at her before Blain placed his hand on the stranger’s shoulder.  “Elijah, let us go someplace quiet so we can discuss matters.  Natasha will help Alicia back to bed.” Blain’s voice was pleasant, but it was easy to spot the determined look in his eyes.

Alicia stood perfectly still, not moving a muscle until the stranger finally turned and followed Blain out of the room.  Natasha slowly approached her.  “Alicia, are you okay?  Did you need something?”

Alicia looked at her hostess and felt like a fool.  Natasha had been nothing but pleasant to all the women, and now Alicia was caught red-handed snooping around the castle when she was supposed to be in bed.  “No, I’m sorry.  I’m so sorry; I’m going back to my room.”  She turned and practically ran up the stairs.

Because she was so upset, Alicia was a lot less quiet re-entering the bedroom than when she left.  Maria propped herself up on her elbows as she peered through bleary eyes at her friend.  “What’s going on?  Are you okay?”

“Yes, no, I don’t know,” Alicia replied as she stood trembling and rubbing her arms.  She still could not fathom why her dragon insisted she go downstairs to meet that strange man.

“Because he is important to our future,” Alictrine sighed, and Alicia could see her dragon shaking her head in dismay.

“As usual, I have no idea what you mean!  And now, I’ve managed to upset our hostess!”

Maria sat up and realized her friend was upset.  “Okay, sit down and tell me what is bothering you.”

“My dragon woke me up out of a deep sleep to tell me I must go downstairs, that there was someone I needed to meet.  I thought maybe one of the other ladies from Dragonose had decided to join us, and perhaps she was scared and needed a friend.  But when I was halfway down the stairs, Alictrine informed me I was to meet a man!  A man!  Why, after everything that has happened to us, would my dragon insist I meet a man?  I sort of freaked out and turned to race back to bed, but then his voice rang out from the bottom of the stairs.”

“What did he say?” Maria breathed.

“He said, there you are, my beauty.  Come, I won’t hurt you.  Then Blain and Natasha arrived, and I couldn’t breathe, couldn’t think.  Thankfully, Blain took the stranger away, and Natasha asked me if I needed something.  I told her no and rushed back up here,” Alicia finished.

“If someone asks you tomorrow morning, just tell them you were coming down for some water or for a snack or something,” Maria advised with a shrug.  She stopped and observed her friend.  “What was this man like?  Did he do anything to upset you?”

Alicia shook her head.  “No, he didn’t do anything, but I don’t know why he called me beautiful or why he wanted me to join him downstairs.  I have no idea who he is, other than Blain mentioned his name is Elijah.”  She stopped and rubbed the chill from her arms.  “I just want to go back to bed and forget anything ever happened.  I wonder if I can claim sleepwalking?”

Maria chuckled and reached out to hug her friend.  “You could always try.  Just remember, my mother taught me that our beasts often know more than we give them credit for.  If Alictrine insisted you meet this man, there had to be a reason.  What did he look like?”

Alicia sat back and sighed.  Now that she thought about it, the strange man at the bottom of the stairs was handsome.  She remembered long black hair, a chiseled face, and striking blue eyes.  “He was a looker.  Although he didn’t have the massive muscles most of the Dragonose men had, he was still muscular.  His face was very good-looking, and he had long, dark hair.  It was his eyes that startled me, though.  His eyes seemed like they could see right through me.  Like the moment he looked upon me, he could see every secret I hold.”

“Well, it’s still dark out, and you know Natasha and Blain will keep us safe.  I say we try to get some sleep and worry about things in the morning,” Maria advised as she yawned.

“Yes, I’m exhausted,” Alicia admitted.

***
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Blain escorted his guest into the parlor and closed the door behind them.  “Elijah, you might want to sit down.  We have much to discuss.”

“Blain, while I consider you a friend, I feel I must warn you that it is never a good idea to stand between a vampire and his beloved mate.”

Blain sat down on one of the available chairs and hung his head with a groan.  “Dammit, I was afraid you were going to say that.”  He ran a hand through his hair, a clear sign of his frustration.

“Do you want to explain to me why you are insisting on keeping me away from my beloved?”

“Because there are things you do not understand, my friend.”  Blain stopped and shook his head.  “Remember me telling you when you called King Thoran that Natasha and I were bringing several women with us whom we recently rescued?”

“Oh, crap!  No, my mate is one of those women?”  Elijah inquired as he sat back, sighing in frustration.  Can’t anything go right these days?

“Yes, other than the hired help and Natasha, they are the only other females in my castle,” Blain responded.

“Tell me what happened,” Elijah ordered.  “I’ll admit, I was too busy digging into Hazellette’s notes and trying to understand the scope of her treachery to pay much attention to the conversation that night.”

“King Thoran discovered our enemy, the Raptorians, had kidnapped numerous women and babies.  Unfortunately, the Raptorians received assistance from a few disgruntled Dragonose residents, and we are determined to identify and hold accountable anyone involved in this matter.  I, along with Natasha, King Thoran, Dominic, and Meldamiriel, were all part of the rescue group.  When we arrived, things were worse than we ever imagined.  They poisoned the women in hopes of getting rid of their beasts and had plans to impregnate them.  These women’s lives have been nothing short of pure hell.  Some had been held for several years.”  Blain stopped and shook his head as he remembered the condition of the cells in which the poor women were locked up.

“I assume they were...” Elijah swallowed hard, unable to finish his sentence.  No wonder his mate looked at him like he was the devil.

“Violated?  Yes, we believe several of the women underwent truly horrific ordeals.  I don’t know the particulars of each woman, so I can’t give you the specifics on your mate, but I do know that she, along with the other three women living under my roof, fear men.  They barely tolerate me, and I have been around them ever since we rescued them.  I’ve ordered my own guards to stay outside.”  Blain glanced over at his friend, taking a moment to remember some of the problems he dealt with in trying to win Natasha’s attention.  “Look, I know things look bleak, but each of the women made the trip from Dragonose because they wanted a chance to start over, a clean slate.  No doubt, you will need to proceed at a snail’s pace, but don’t lose hope quite yet.  It looks like we will be working together for the foreseeable future, and you're always welcome here, my friend.  Just go slow and give her a chance to get to know you.  If Fate truly has deemed you two mates, it will all work out in the end.”

“Yeah, it seems Fate has decided I take too much for granted these days.”  Elijah glanced at his friend.  “Can you tell me anything about her?”

Blain frowned and shook his head.  “Unfortunately, not a lot.  Her name is Alicia, and I know she has recovered enough to regain her dragon because her beast helped bring another woman who hasn’t been able to access their animal through the portal.”  Blain stopped and sighed while he ran his hand through his hair in frustration.  “Several of the women have yet to make contact with their dragon since we freed them, which should tell you something about your mate and her inner strength.  The only advice I can offer is to go slowly and give her time to get to know you.  Natasha might be able to tell you a little more; she has spent more time with the women than I have, for obvious reasons.”

“Okay, I’ll check with her.  Thank you, my friend.  Now, let’s discuss everything I have discovered since I last spoke with you.”



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter III
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Jade walked down the path leading to Blain’s castle.  She felt bad about arriving so early in the morning, but when Natasha called and requested help, Jade knew she would have difficulty leaving without her guards in tow.  But Natasha insisted that she come by herself, and after explaining her reasons, Jade com-pletely agreed with her new friend.

Natasha explained that they had helped rescue numerous women and children whom the Dragonose enemy, the Raptorians, had kidnapped, and four of the women were returning to Earth with Blain and Natasha.  The women feared men in general, and Jade’s friends were doing their best to keep most males out of the castle while the women recuperated.
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