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      Ruby Salazaar wants answers . . . and revenge. Her uncle has just been murdered before her eyes and the name he utters with his final breath—Cyntag—leads her into a world beyond her wildest imaginings. She soon learns that the dark, sexy Cyntag Valeron knows more about her than she does herself.

      

      Ruby changed Cyn’s life before she even knew who he was. Now she charges into his life, a beautiful woman full of fire and questions. Cyn knew this day would come, but he couldn’t foresee the danger—and desires—Ruby would bring with her.

      

      He can teach her how to harness her newly awakened powers, but what about the one force neither can control?
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        “Rush is back with an exhilarating new paranormal romance series that features supernatural creatures hidden amongst the population. Rush’s new heroine is unaware of her unique heritage until the murder of her uncle reveals nothing is as it seems. A hallmark of a Rush novel is her excellent blending of character motivation and plot dynamics—this series is off to a terrific start!” – Jill Smith, RTBook Reviews

      

        

      
        “Fascinating, action packed, and sexy paranormal.” – Annetta Sweetko, Fresh Fiction

      

        

      
        “What a fantabulously brilliant and unique world Jaime Rush has created in the Hidden. I am a HUGE fan of her Offspring series and have been chomping at the bit for her new series.” – Mel Thomas, SmashAttack Reads
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      “Breathe through it, Ruby. Your Dragon is waking up. Bring it in.”

      “Hurts. Hurts so bad,” she managed to say. She thought for sure she was on fire, but he was holding her close, enduring the flames too. She saw it then, behind her closed eyelids. The Dragon was deep red with streaks of white, its scales glossy. It lifted its head, stretching its neck and releasing a stream of fire from its mouth.

      Then she was moving, faintly aware of her skin rubbing against Cyn’s. The hunger washed over her in great waves. She pulled him closer, his chest against her cheek, the rub of his sprinkling of hair chafing her jaw.

      “Control, Ruby,” he whispered, when he should have shouted it.

      She shook her head, her mouth sliding against his skin.

      He lowered his head, his voice hoarse. “Ruby.”

      She looked up at him, the embers wild in his eyes, and pulled his mouth down to hers. His hands tightened on her, fingers tangling in her hair. She sucked on his tongue, then nibbled on his lower lip. Things she had never done before, never thought to do.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

          FIFTEEN YEARS EARLIER…

        

      

    

    
      Cyntag’s phone rang. He set down his glass of whiskey and grabbed the phone. The screen showed a restricted number. His boss.

      “Valeron here,” he answered.

      “I have a sensitive job of an urgent nature.”

      Guard talk for an assassination to be carried out now. Over the years, Cyn had progressed through the Crescent police agency, going from an Argus to a Vega, the highest classification of officer. It meant taking jobs without explanations, without question…and without conscience.

      Cyn grabbed a piece of paper. “Go ahead.”

      “I’m handing you over to someone else for the details.” Of which there would be few.

      Another man came on the line. He didn’t introduce himself, only gave Cyn ocean coordinates. “There’s a yacht named PHYSIKAL roughly in that area. Male is a Deuce, female a Dragon. Take out everyone on the yacht. Everyone. Understand?”

      Irritation bristled, but Cyn kept it from his voice. “As always.”

      “I’ve heard much about you, Valeron. Carry out this task and you will be rewarded well.”

      The phone went dead. Cyn went into his office, pulled out the maritime map from his collection, and pinpointed the coordinates. Far enough out that boat traffic would be minimal at this hour. He headed outside to his back deck, looking at the ocean and orienting his position with his target. A trail of moonlight glistened on the waves like a thousand glittering diamonds, pointing in the right direction like an arrow.

      He turned around to take in the warm and welcoming fireplace through the wall of windows in back. More money didn’t motivate him, and he was as high in the Guard as he cared to be. What drove him was the thrill of the hunt, the kill…to feel something after all this time.

      He walked to the seawall, stripped out of his clothing, and dove into the ocean. Water sluiced over his body as it transformed and magick tingled through him. His nose and mouth pulled away from his face, and his lengthening teeth tugged against his gums. His torso stretched, growing large and strong. His tailbone extended, becoming a whip in the water behind him. Scales emerged from his skin, the final transformation to Dragon.

      The oceans were vastly uncharted, unmonitored, and mysterious, the last frontier. Emerald Dragons could fly beneath the water, a luxury envied by the other types. Cyn wasn’t Emerald by nature. He’d come by the ability in a less than honorable way.

      There was nothing like the thrill of gliding free through the water, other than what awaited him. He tuned into his innate sense of direction, shifting south. Fish darted away in crazy zigzags. He skirted the sound of a boat’s engine, staying deep. A fish finder might pick up a horse-sized object that the captain would attribute to a school of fish or goliath grouper.

      He came up, saw lights in the distance, then swam close enough to ascertain that the yacht was his quarry. A man and woman sat in the cockpit, though even with his night vision Cyn couldn’t see much more than their gender.

      His heart beat faster, adrenaline racing through his veins. He submerged again, moving close enough to see the hull cutting through the water. His muscles tightened and released, shooting him toward the bow. He gathered his magick and tore through the hull and out the other side. The impact hurt, bruising and jarring his body, but he powered through it.

      Cyn surfaced, only the tip of his snout and eyes above the water. The couple shouted to each other, panic in their voices as they scurried to the deck to see what had hit them. The yacht was tilted, water gushing into the hole he’d created. They were obviously on the run. No other reason for tearing across the ocean at this time of night or to warrant a Guard-sanctioned hit. The targets would immediately suspect an attack.

      The man ran down into the cabin. The woman grabbed a rifle and started shooting in a wide arc into the water. She couldn’t see him so her shots flew wild. The man returned to the deck carrying a large bundle. Some kind of bomb launcher? But he screamed into the darkness of the ocean, “They don’t know anything about this! Leave them alone, please!” That last word came out guttural, thick with emotion. He ran to the dinghy and laid his package in it.

      Cyn hated when they begged. No matter, he had his orders.

      The yacht was sinking fast. The female discharged all her shots, desperately searching the water. Cyn remained just below the surface, his view distorted. She Catalyzed, becoming a Carnelian Dragon. Red, passionate, and pissed, her Breath weapon was a stream of fiery spikes. With her night vision and fine-tuned instincts, she zeroed in on him. Her eyes flared with hatred and fear just before she dove in.

      Come and get me, sweetheart.

      He’d learned long ago that females, at least Crescent Dragons, were as vicious and capable as any male. He would give her no deference. No mercy. He shot toward her beneath the water, knocking her aside. One of her talons scratched across his scales but not deep enough to penetrate.

      She came at him again, her fangs aiming at his throat. His tail whipped out and lashed her side, but she grabbed for him anyway. He let her get close enough to think she had a chance before locking his arm around her neck. Pinned against his side, she kicked and tore at him with her claws. A spray of leathery spines fanned out from the sides of her head, brushing against his face as she tried to thrash back and forth.

      Her tail thwacked him in the back of the head so hard that he momentarily loosened his grip on her. She pushed off and started to circle around him for another attack. He grabbed hold of her tail and snapped the bone. She howled in pain as she swam back to the boat and scrambled onto the only part of the yacht still above water.

      He climbed onto the back edge right behind her. She blew fiery spikes at him. He ducked but had little room to maneuver. Fire prickled along his scales, and one spike lanced the unprotected flesh near his eye. He lunged at her, knocking her down and clamping his hand around her snout as she prepared to blow more of that lethal Breath. She kicked, her claws tearing at his scales. He jerked her head back and tore into her throat, finishing it.

      Hot blood coursed down his chin. She fell limp and slid into the water with a splash. He followed her down, clamping onto her, Breathing Dragon…taking her essence. It was how he held the power of many Dragon colors. Her Carnelian nature surged through him like a thousand volts of electricity. The water flickered and glowed red as the last of her power transferred to him. She Catalyzed back to human upon death, and he released her to sink to the murky depths.

      The ocean suddenly sucked at him as the yacht sank, pulling him down in its current. He pushed away, fighting the vacuum to get to the surface. The far-off sound of an engine caught his ear, the man trying to get away in a dinghy. When Cyn caught up to it, the man leaped into the water. Cyn had no idea what kind of magick the Deuce possessed. He knew Dragon skills by their color, unless they were adept killers who had absorbed their opponents’ powers. Deuces wielded all kinds of weapons and abilities, with no indication by their appearance.

      The man’s hands glowed blue, creating a force field around himself. He sputtered as waves splashed into his face. “We’re innocent,” he said on a gasp.

      “I’m sorry, but it’s not my place to judge.” In Dragon form, Cyn’s voice was deep and gravelly. “Or negotiate.”

      “Please, don’t kill my daughter. I beg you⁠—”

      Cyn dove through the painful field and cut off the man’s words—and his life. He surveyed the area as the man’s body sank. No one thrashed in the water. If anyone else had been on board, they were dead, too.

      The dinghy kept churning away into the night. He grabbed onto the side once he’d caught up and nearly tipped it over as he tried to crawl inside. He Catalyzed to man and pulled himself in. The sight of a blanket wrapped around a sleeping child smacked him in the chest. Ah, the man’s daughter. Her feet were bare, nightgown wrapped around her legs like seaweed. Blood marred her temple. Cyn knelt down next to her and found a pulse.

      Take out everyone on the yacht. Everyone.

      The man who’d given him the order knew the child was onboard, knew Cyn was ruthless enough to kill her. He rubbed the back of his neck as he contemplated her. They must have a good reason for wanting her dead. And he was cold-blooded enough to carry out any task they required.

      Wasn’t he?
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          PRESENT DAY…

        

      

    

    
      Ah, the smell of fresh paint in the morning.

      Ruby stepped out of the office and squinted at the sun reflecting off the windshield of a ‘57 Chevy. For a few seconds, a bright mark marred everything she saw, including the Gottlieb Grand Slam 1953 pinball machine that was farther along in the restoration process. Beyond that, five acres filled with memories of climbing cars, dismantling bicycles, and the sound of her mom calling, “Ruby, get off there. You’re going to fall and crack your head open!” To an adventurous seven-year-old, annoying. Now, a sound she’d kill to hear again.

      What she didn’t see was her business partner. Typical. She stalked across the gravel, searching the sections of vintage toys, old signage, and then rows of Coca-Cola machines for him.

      “Seen Nevin?” she asked Jack, her expert on motorcycle restoration.

      His olive skin gleamed in the sun, set off by the deep red of his tank top and mop of deep brown curls. He nodded toward the back. “Chewing the fat with a friend.”

      “Augh.”

      Jack hefted his wrench. “Want me to bust his chops, Miz Ruby? I’ll kick his ass all over the place…if you’ll pardon my French.”

      “That’s not French,” she said, trying to ignore the “Miz Ruby” that he wouldn’t stop calling her, along with his flirtatious smile. “Thanks, but he’s my problem.” She appreciated his chivalry, but she wasn’t interested in any kind of romantic relationship.

      She continued on to Nevin’s disorganized side of the yard and found him leaning against one of his junk sculptures, laughing it up with some guy.

      “Nevin.” She kept her gaze on him, plastering on a pleasant-but-fake smile for his friend’s benefit. “Our client is picking up the Wayne gas pump at the end of the week, the one that doesn’t look anywhere near ready.”

      Nevin rubbed his belly where his shirt rode up and exposed pale, flabby flesh. “You’re good at finding deals and making old stuff look new again. Me…” He gestured to the roof of a 1976 Cadillac Fleetwood he’d fashioned into a table. “How ‘bout you do the resto stuff and let me focus on my art?”

      “Resto is paying the bills. You haven’t sold one piece yet.”

      “Aw, Ruby, you said business is good. Can’t we take it easy for a bit?”

      No, she needed to push herself, to fill some need for…something. Her pseudo-uncle Moncrief inherited the Yard, along with her, when her parents were killed in a boating accident fifteen years ago. Because he traveled a lot performing his magic shows, he couldn’t deal with running the Yard. Ruby had sobbed at the prospect of losing the last tangible tie to her mom, so he made a deal with Nevin’s parents: a half share for managing it.

      After graduating high school, she wrested control from Nevin’s father, who proved with his son that being a lovable lackey was in his gene pool. When he passed, Nevin’s mom insisted he step in, hoping to give him direction. He’d been one of the early strays Ruby attracted. While she had the kind of affection one might have for a dumb-but-sweet cousin, she wasn’t going to let him run the business into the ground like his father nearly did. Or shoulder all the work while he played with his art.

      The man with Nevin said, “Ruby Salazaar, don’t you recognize me?” The wiry guy in a white cotton T and faded jeans gave her an expectant smile. Smoke trailed from the cigarette clamped between his fingers.

      Um, maybe? “Leo Canton?”

      He looked nothing like the afro-haired kid whose parents were part of Mon’s touring troupe. His hair was trimmed short now, round glasses gone. “Been a long time.” He approached her with outstretched arms.

      She warded him off. “You are not going to hug me like we’re long-lost friends. Unless you count cutting off my braid and terrorizing me as friendship, which I do not.”

      He chuckled, dropping the cigarette and grinding it into the gravel with his heel. “You still got a braid.” His gaze followed it all the way down to her rear. “The color of honey. You nailed me good after I cut it off. I had that black eye for weeks.”

      “You deserved every hour of it.” She’d pounded him, the rage so overwhelming it scared her. She pointed to the cigarette. “Didn’t you see the sign? Anyone who drops his butts has to pick them up and put a dollar into the ‘Jar of Bad Behavior.’ Which I use for the cat neuter fund.” She nodded toward two kittens who were racing over to rub against Leo’s ankles.

      Leo pulled out his wallet and handed her a fiver. “Still feisty as ever, and a hell of a lot stronger.” He had the gall to clamp his hand over her biceps but pulled away at the murderous glare she gave him.

      Nevin made a tsking sound. “She hates to be touched, dude. Some guy grabbed her ass once, and she dropped him right to the ground. Dude clutched his cojones all the way outta here, yowling like a girl.” His pride warmed her heart.

      “That doesn’t surprise me.” Leo slumped back against the car and crossed his arms over his chest. “You did get the best training on attack and evade, thanks to me.”

      “You mean the Hunter/Prey game you and Jimmy used to force me into playing?” The two would start hunting her, prowling the tour buses or the stage equipment. She was always the reluctant prey. Except some tiny, crazy part of her actually liked it while the rest of her hated it. “You two were horrible to me.”

      He shrugged. “We only did it ‘cause your uncle paid us to.”

      “What?”

      Leo plucked a kitten from midway up his pant leg and set it down. “Five bucks a week. Skills building, he called it.”

      “You’re serious?”

      “Your uncle did things to protect you. He was super paranoid for some reason.” He peered into her eyes. “You still don’t…” He clamped his mouth shut and waved as he sauntered off. “Nevin, gimme a shout if you find the part for my truck.”

      “I still don’t what?” she called after him.

      “Have a sense of humor,” Leo said, though she knew that wasn’t what he was going to say. Well, she certainly wasn’t going to beg him for the answer.

      She pinned Nevin with a glare. “Is this true, about Mon paying kids to torment me?”

      He assumed the blank look of the guilty.

      Her cell phone rang. “Speak of the devil.” She skipped right past hello. “Were your ears ringing? I’ve got⁠—”

      “Ruby, there’s trouble.”

      Okay, shift of mood. She sighed. “Did you piss off your new neighbors already? I told you not to hang those weird artifacts all over your front porch. Creeps people out.”

      “No, big trouble, ducky. Get over here, quick. There are things I have to tell you, things I should have told you long ago.”

      Her throat tightened at the agony in his voice. “Be there in about forty minutes.”

      “Speed.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Speed in Miami traffic. Yeah, right. Especially since a storm had recently passed through, leaving the freeways wet and slick. Which made drivers either go too slow or too fast, both hazardous. The black mass of clouds now squatted roughly over the upscale neighborhood where Uncle Mon lived.

      By the time she reached his house, the storm had moved on. Everything glistened from the recent rain. South Florida storms were wicked but brief. Mon chose this area for its secluded lots. Not that fans clamored over him. He had built his fame as a master illusionist overseas. He was almost a rock star in Germany. Deservedly so. Even as she’d watched from backstage, she had never once seen the trick, the hidey-hole, the sliding panel. When she begged to know just one secret, he always said with a conspiratorial wink, “It’s real magic, ducky.”

      Her work boots scraped on the flagstones leading to his front door. Nothing seemed amiss, so his trouble was likely some exaggerated fear spun from his eccentric mind. She brushed past the animal bones, crystals, and silver stars hanging from the porch roof and lifted the knocker. The brass moon banged against the heavy wood door, echoing inside the marble-floored foyer on the other side.

      “Uncle Mon?”

      She heard a strangled warble that sounded like, “Go!” Which didn’t make sense since he’d ordered her to come.

      She pushed the door open and stopped cold at the surreal sight of Mon several feet above the floor, his feet dangling. A bolt of green lightning speared him to the wall, right through his chest. She felt encased in a solid block of ice, unable to breathe.

      His horrified eyes found her. “G-get…out, child.”

      Run. Obey Mon.

      Leave Mon to die from this thing? Hell, no.

      She ran forward and grabbed the flower arrangement from the table in the center of the foyer, her gaze on the bolt.

      Pain wracked his wizened face. “Don’t let it see you.”

      Which didn’t make sense either. She threw the vase with every ounce of strength she could muster. It fell short, but she was already searching for something else before it even crashed to the floor. She had to knock the bolt away from him, but with what? The knives Mon collected that she was never to touch, except for throwing practice.

      She ran into the den where he kept several mounted on the walls. Two knives slid free of their fancy sheaths in her clumsy grasp. She raced back, skidding to a stop and aligning herself so she wouldn’t accidentally hit him. His arms now hung at his sides. His fingers flexed, the only fight he was putting up now.

      No.

      Before she could throw the first knife, the bolt formed into a ball of light and shot upstairs. Mon fell to the floor in a bone-jarring thump, and she threw herself at him, sliding on her knees the final two feet.

      “Mon! Talk to me.”

      She gasped at the hole burnt into his chest, nearly gagging at the smell of seared flesh. His eyes lacked the light of life, dull yet still fearful.

      He uttered, “Get out. Will…kill if it sees you.” He was talking at least, even if he wasn’t making sense.

      “Lightning can’t see. And it doesn’t come back. It’s random, ‘lightning doesn’t strike twice in the same place’ and all that. I’m calling nine-one-one.”

      “No.” He raised a shaky hand and let it drop on top of hers as it went for her phone. “Can’t tell police. Rule Number One.”

      “Mon, you’re in shock.”

      “Tell them…lightning.”

      “It was lightning. Ball lightning, I’m guessing, which I’ve heard can act really freaky.”

      “Not lightning.” He took a stilted breath. “Magick.”

      “An illusion?” But no, illusions didn’t inflict mortal damage. He was talking nonsense. “Mon, please let me get you help.”

      “No use.” He sucked in a noisy breath. “Get the envelope I told you about…bottom desk drawer…and go.”

      She sputtered a hysterical laugh. “Are you crazy? I’m not leaving you.”

      “Stupid, but not…crazy.” He gasped, his hand tightening on hers. “The person who sent it…danger, ducky.”

      His words sank in. “You’re saying someone sent that lightning bolt to kill you?” The thought squeezed her throat, especially when he nodded.

      “Read my…letter…explains everything.” Mon spoke with what looked like every ounce of his remaining strength. “Do not see your grandfather. Too…dangerous.”

      “Brom’s been in that mental hospital in Alaska for years. Wait, are you saying he did this?”

      Mon’s eyes widened with determination. “Cyntag, he…” He shuddered, then fell limp.

      “No. No!” She put her fists on the uninjured part of his chest and pumped. “Come back. Come back, damn it.” Even in her disbelief, grief tore at her.

      A sound whispered behind her. She spun to find the green ball sailing down the curved stairs and into the den. An acrid smell hit her nostrils. Smoke rolled out of the upstairs hallway, and she heard a whoosh in the den. The ball shot back out and hovered a few yards in front of her. She stared at it, almost mesmerized by the green sparks inside—until it came at her.

      With a yelp, Ruby ducked as it whizzed so close that she felt a sting on her forehead, then smelled burnt hair. Her hair. She grabbed one of the knives she’d dropped as she launched to her feet. It tingled in her hand, emitting faint electrical shocks. She couldn’t take even a second to look at it. The ball floated a few feet away, following her movements.

      Following her movements?

      Like Hunter/Prey. “What are you?” she screamed. Orb popped into her mind.

      Flames licked inside the den and along the stairway banister. The orb had set the house on fire. Now it wanted her. What the hell?

      It zinged toward her, and she threw the knife. It sailed through the air faster than she thought possible, stabbing the orb. It shuddered, vibrating so fast that she could barely discern the movements. It disgorged the knife, which disintegrated like friggin’ dust. But it had done something. The orb was smaller now. She needed to get the other knife.

      The orb flew at her, and she ducked around the backside of the heavy foyer table. Hunter/Prey. It was all coming back. Wood crackled behind her, and smoke filled the house. Noxious fumes tickled her throat, hot and cloying, and she fought the cough burning up her throat.

      Flames filled the den now, licking into the foyer as though they were testing the air. She lunged for the other knife but the orb cut her off. It had intelligence, all right. The knife seemed to glow, though it was probably reflecting the green sparks. Or maybe not. Obviously it wasn’t a normal knife.

      The orb circled the foyer. She could barely see it now because of the smoke and the tears in her stinging eyes. Coughing spasms wracked her body, and smoke strangled the air from her. Have to get out of here. She backed toward the door.

      The orb flew behind her, sending her jerking forward. Ruby feinted right, then ran toward the kitchen. It beat her to the door. The kitchen was already in flames, but a clear path to the exterior door remained. She took several steps back, facing the orb as it followed. Pretending to head to the front door, she twisted around and slid across the floor toward the second knife. She and Mon had played a form of paintball in his old house, which had marble floors and long hallways. She got good at sliding on the slick surfaces.

      The knife tingled again as she gripped it in her sweaty palm. She spun around, searching for the orb. Not seeing it, she ran into the kitchen. Black smoke billowed in the upper portion of the room. The orb hovered between her and the door. The damned thing was keeping her from escaping!

      She crouched, but the smoke drew closer to the floor. Soon it would fill the entire room. She readied the knife, held at her thigh and out of sight. One shot. That’s all she had because there was no going back in the den. Another coughing fit seized her, and she gripped the edge of the granite counter to keep her balance. All the while, she watched the orb come closer, taking advantage of her weakened condition.

      Like a sentient thing. An evil thing.

      Sucking in a breath, she snapped upright and threw the knife. Arcs of electricity danced along the blade as it plunged into the orb. While it tried to eject the knife, she grabbed a pot from the hanging rack. Like a baseball batter, she swung her whole body into throwing it. She knocked the orb against the wall and dashed back into the foyer.

      Sirens pierced the air. Someone had called the fire department. Thank God.

      Or maybe not. Would the orb hurt the firefighters?

      She couldn’t see it as she dared a glance back while racing for the door. It flew open, crashing against the wall. Two firemen stood in the opening, clad in protective gear.

      “Anyone else in here?” one asked her.

      “My uncle!” She pointed, and at that moment, the entire wall where he lay collapsed in flames.

      The force of it jerked her backward. No, that was one of the firefighters grabbing her as they retreated onto the front porch. She searched for the orb even as they scrambled to their feet. One firefighter led her farther from the house. She was a limp doll, all of her attention on the hellish nightmare come to life. Flames shot out through gaps in the roof and every window. If she’d still been inside, she’d be dead.

      One of the men ushered her to a fire truck. A second truck pulled up, spewing men and equipment. Medics treated the small burn on her forehead and gave her oxygen, while all she could do was cough and look for the orb.

      Had it purposely destroyed evidence? Yes, she was sure of it.

      Orb. She’d heard that word before, in the stories Mon created for her when she was a child: a hidden world of magick, with angels and people who turned into dragons. Magick with a k at the end, spelled differently because it wasn’t the illusion type.

      It’s real magick, ducky.

      The sorcerer-like Deuces could make orbs, instilling an intention like spy or fry.

      She started shaking with the thoughts and questions bombarding her as she watched streams of water trying to tame the flames. The sounds of pumps, men shouting instructions, and spraying water filled the air. The answers were in the envelope, and it was probably ashes by now.

      

      The Book of the Hidden

      The white dove’s alarmed coos drew Garnet to the window of her turret bedroom. “What’s the matter, Opal? ‘Tis not like you to be so fitful.”

      She heard the sound then, far from the usual noises of the immense forest that surrounded the castle. Her gaze riveted upon what looked like black oil running along the ground, pouring around the trees as it advanced. Opal flew off with a distressed warble. Garnet knew of the dark magick in the kingdom, the creatures and dangers hovering beyond the environs of her safe little world. Her parents called it the Hidden.

      As it reached the edge of the forest, the “oil” materialized into soldiers, coming faster than any normal humans could. She heard a grunt below her. One of their guardsmen fought a man bearing black horns and armor that resembled the beetles in the garden. Those horns stretched out like snakes and plunged through the guardsman’s chest. He dropped with a gasp.

      She spun from the window, intending to run to her parents’ chamber. Footsteps pounded down the stone floor outside her room, and the door flung open. Her father was still in his dressing robe, terror on his face. “I have inadvertently brought great peril to our land. You must hide, must⁠—”

      A clawed hand reached out and pulled him out of sight. “Leave her be!” her father’s voice echoed in the great hallway.

      She ran to the doorway to help him but came up short as the kind of man-beasts she’d just watched below rushed up to block her. They bore blood on their armor, and she knew, somehow, that it was her parents’. And, by the glitter in the men’s eyes, she also knew her blood would soon join it.

      A scraping sound from the window behind her drew the startled gazes of the men. She dared turn to see what frightened them, these evil murderers. The sight of the creature sliding soundlessly to the floor on its clawed feet stole her breath.

      A black Dragon, the size of a large horse, opened its fierce mouth and bared its fangs. It blew out not fire, as she’d read in the legends, but a black smoke that shot toward her. She would die with dignity, she thought, raising her chin. She would not cower, would not⁠—

      The stream of smoke passed her, knocking the three men back into the hallway. Their guttural screams echoed in the stone hallway and then grew silent.

      The Dragon had saved her from them. Before she could thank it, it rushed forward and grabbed her with its talons. They scratched but did not puncture her skin as the beast pulled her against the cool scales of its chest and flew out the window.
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      Despite Ruby’s exhaustion, grief and terror kept ripping her from sleep. Well before dawn, she was scouring the Internet for stories about ball lightning. Turned out, ball lightning was a mysterious phenomenon having various shapes and colors. Though it could melt metal, it passed through windows and even screens without causing a bit of damage. Most importantly, it rarely killed a human, and nowhere did she find an account of one chasing down or lancing someone.

      And what about the knives that seemed to exude some kind of energy…and affected the orb?

      Mon had said something about magick, not telling the police, and Rule Number One, whatever that was. So, she’d told the lieutenant about the freak bolt of lightning from the storm but omitted most of the bizarre stuff like how it tried to keep her from escaping the burning house. Not that he’d have believed her anyway.

      Had Mon been rambling from shock? He’d been lucid enough to mention the envelope he’d told her to retrieve should anything ever happen to him. She figured it involved inheritance issues or business matters. Now that she thought about it, that he’d mentioned it as he suffered an agonizing death meant it was way more important. Was there a chance it survived? Doubtful, but she had to try to find it. She also needed to find the Book of the Hidden that Mon kept in his office. While she had treasured the stories like a chest of jewels as a child, she outgrew them in her early teens and could only remember the essence of them. If there was a chance, even a small one, that she could have something so intrinsic to her childhood, she would try.

      The thought of going back to his house chilled her. What if the orb was there or the person who’d sent it? Had it chased her because she was a witness? Probably. How much did this Sin Tag know about her?

      She had searched for variations of that name too, thinking it was a company or government agency. No luck. Maybe SINTAG was a top-secret project and the orb some super weapon. Yeah, that made sense, except…how would her uncle get involved with something like that?

      She pulled on old jeans and a T-shirt, stopping short at her reflection in the mirror over her dresser. A lock of singed hair curled in tiny spirals over her bandage. She lopped off the burnt portion, which made one chunk of hair shorter than the rest, so she evened them out.

      Ruby had called Nevin last night to let him know she wouldn’t be in. She’d given him the freak bolt of lightning story.

      As she drove to Mon’s house, she thought about his other warning—he’d been filled with them in those last minutes. How did her grandfather fit into this? She had vague memories of awkward conversations with him, a man obviously not used to talking with children. Then waking up at Brom’s after the boating accident, a gash in her head and no memory of anything that had happened after she’d been knocked against the cabin’s doorframe. Brom broke the shocking news about her parents in a pained, soft voice. She’d bawled for three days straight, not eating or talking to anyone.

      She was quickly settled into Mon’s life. Neither man would even let her go home to get her belongings. Mon told her that Brom sank into a deep depression and had to go to a mental facility, where he’d been all the years since the accident. From Ruby’s memories, it appeared that he’d pretty much gone bonkers.

      Her truck rolled to a stop in front of Mon’s house. Even in the soft morning light, the house was a horror scene. A firefighter patrolled the edge of the rubble. She didn’t want to talk to anyone, but his presence was comforting. The orb had seemed shy, disappearing the moment the fire crew arrived. Still, she searched the surrounding vegetation for it or anything weird.

      Its absence wasn’t enough to make her feel safe. But her Smith & Wesson was. She pulled it from beneath the seat of the truck. Forget vases and knives. If that thing reappeared, she was shooting it. She hid the gun in the waistband of her jeans beneath her shirt. After making sure the lump at her back wasn’t noticeable, she grabbed a couple of garbage bags and approached the ruined house. The stench of smoke and other odd smells filled the air. The firefighter met her halfway, ready to turn her back.

      “I’m Ruby Salazaar. The man who…lived here was my uncle. More like my father, really.”

      The firefighter’s bloodshot blue eyes made her think he’d been there all night. “I remember you from yesterday. I’m sorry for your loss.”

      At least he didn’t treat her like a suspect. They had swabbed her hands, looking for accelerants or other signs of foul play. They had no idea just how foul it was.

      She could only nod at his kind words, ones she was sure he uttered on the regular. “I need to see what I can salvage from his office.”

      The man checked his watch. “We’re not supposed to let anyone on the scene for twenty-four hours, but it’s getting close. I’ll have to accompany you though.”

      “Great,” she answered too quickly.

      She took in the house, her throat tightening and eyes stinging. She brushed away hot tears before they could slide down her cheeks.

      “Be careful.”

      She jerked around, thinking the firefighter had seen something.

      He nodded to the floor. “You can’t tell what’s beneath the muck.”

      “Oh. Yeah, thanks.” Stop acting all scared and freaked out.

      She stepped into the den. First order of business, find that envelope amid unidentifiable mounds and lumps. One of those was probably what was left of the massive desk he’d had shipped over from Sweden decades ago. She searched for anything resembling the bottom drawer. All that remained of his files was a wet mess of ash. Paper disintegrated as she pulled things out.

      The fireman hovered without intruding. He was probably making sure she wasn’t digging up some incendiary device. How would a super-secret government thingamabob set a fire?

      She turned to where the bookcase used to be and found burnt framed pictures of both her and the wife and daughter Mon lost years before Ruby landed in his life. Book spines, singed covers, ruined pages—she found nothing salvageable. Some of these books had been kept in a locked cabinet, but she’d glimpsed titles with words like ancient spells and alchemy.

      Beneath a slab of wood, she felt a thick leather spine and pulled out a chunk of blackened book. The wood had protected it somewhat, though half the cover and an inch of the outer edge of pages had burned away. She brushed away soot from the tooled lettering.

      The Book of the Hid…

      The Hidden. She sank to her knees, pressed it to her chest, and whispered, “Thank you, God.” She flipped through the pages with trembling fingers, the charred edges crumbling at her touch. A cry escaped her throat. All of the sketches of dragons, Deuces, and angels…gone.

      She grabbed another book from the muck that was in worse shape and opened it. The ink was still there. And another. Then she picked up The Hidden again. No more girl thrown into a dangerous world, no more Dragon Prince. She recalled her favorite picture of him as he danced with Garnet, spinning her round and round and into his dark spell. Black of hair and heart, he was darkly handsome, with chips of onyx for eyes and mouth in a permanent snarl. It annoyed Mon that she’d been most fascinated by the villain.

      To a girl who’d lost everything, a powerful prince who could whisk a girl out of danger seemed dashingly romantic. Then she’d grown up and discovered there were no princes out there, and men who snarled also bit.

      Ruby placed the book in the garbage bag and gave up finding anything else. She headed to the unscathed separate garage and keyed in the code for the door. The front fender of Mon’s old Rolls-Royce sparkled as sunlight hit it. She found nothing more than a few tools and some spare car parts she’d procured in case he ever needed them.

      The car’s interior was as immaculate as its exterior. What she did find was his cell phone on the passenger floorboard. The main screen indicated a voice message. She scrolled down his sparse contacts list, finding one that made her heart jump: Cyntag Valeron. Yes, that could definitely be the name Mon had uttered. She went back to voice mail and called in, using the same code that opened the garage door to access his voice mail. Bingo.

      Her heart seized as a velvety male voice said, “Cyntag, here. I see that you called but didn’t leave a message. Have you finally come to your senses, you old bastard? Or is the Dragon beginning to show? I warned that you were playing with fire—literally. Call me. Don’t make me track you down.”

      Dragon? Was that some kind of code? She played it two more times but still couldn’t make sense of it. She searched through the call log. First he’d taken a call from Brom. A short while later, Mon had called her and then Cyntag. Cyntag had called back shortly before she’d arrived. He’d tracked Mon down, all right.

      If she couldn’t go to the police, she had to take matters into her own hands. Someone had to pay for Mon’s murder. She couldn’t ask Brom, but she needed to find out who this Cyntag was.

      She redialed the number. If he answered, she’d pretend to be someone investigating Mon’s death.

      A woman with a sultry radio voice answered, “Dragon Arts. How may I help you?”

      “Dragon Arts?” That word again.

      “We’re a mixed martial arts studio, with classes in self-defense, cane, jujitsu, and tai chi. I can give you our website address if you want the whole skinny.”

      “Sure.” The woman rattled it off, then Ruby asked, “Does a Cyntag Valeron work there?”

      “You could say that, sugar. He owns the studio.”

      Oh, great. He was probably in top shape and could whip someone’s ass without breaking a sweat. But he had access to more powerful weapons than that, like supernatural orbs.

      That’s all right. I’m going to find out more about you, Cyntag Valeron. And somehow, some way, I’m going to make you pay.
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        * * *

      

      Purcell stepped into the captain’s office without knocking. The man bid the person on the phone goodbye and stood. The Dragon bristled at his territory being invaded without diplomacy, especially by a Deuce.

      Purcell kept his singed palms out of sight. “Do you remember me? It’s been fifteen years since the last time I was in your office.”

      Recognition clicked in the embers of the man’s eyes. “Yes, I believe you were identified as Mr. Smith. What can I do for you?” His words were clipped.

      “You sent one of your best Vegas on that assignment for me.”

      The man’s expression shut down. “The yacht.”

      “Are you sure he completed the assignment?”

      “Of course. The man and woman were not a big deal, of course, but executing a child troubled him. That job ruined him. He quit.”

      “Quit? After how many years on the force?”

      “He was a Ward.”

      An orphan pledged to the Guard. They usually served their whole life. “You’re sure he killed her?”

      “Yes.”

      Purcell reached into his mind, just a little. Not enough for the man to notice. He seemed to be telling the truth. He was also angry over losing his Vega. The Guard tapped Crescent orphanages for their most promising Wards, mentoring them and luring them into service. Perhaps this man was the Vega’s mentor. “What was his name? I want to talk to him.”

      “We never give out the names of our employees.” The captain’s mouth tightened with a hint of smugness. “I’m sure you understand, Mr. Smith.”

      Purcell reached again, probing for the name now. Sin. Similar to the name he’d overheard in the conversation between Brom and Moncrief. He knew of a Cyntag, an old Dragon with a fearsome reputation who had served in the Guard many years ago. “Is his name Cyntag?”

      People usually gave away their answer when you took them by surprise. The captain shuttered his expression but not fast enough. “As I said⁠—”

      Purcell raised his hand. “I understand. I had reason to suspect that perhaps he hadn’t done his job. But you assure me he did, so I shall consider the matter closed.”

      His hand was on the doorknob when the captain’s voice stopped him. “Why was it necessary to kill a child?”

      “If we were trying to make it look like an accident, she would have been a witness to the fact that it wasn’t. Can you imagine her story to the authorities, about a Dragon killing her parents?” He scoffed.

      The captain gave a quick nod of understanding. “But why would it matter now? If she was alive, what could she do?”

      “Loose ends, that’s all.”

      What could she do, a girl who had no powers? She could ruin everything according to Brom’s vision. Brom had referred to a granddaughter named Ruby who was destined to save thousands of Crescents. He would not leave this task to someone else, qualified or not.

      His phone rang when he stepped out to the parking lot. His son, who was monitoring the scry orb he’d planted at Moncrief’s property. “Yes?”

      “The woman who showed up at Moncrief’s house last night returned, and you won’t believe this—she is a Crescent. A Dragon. So she’s probably Justin’s daughter after all. I suspect Moncrief used a masking spell, which is why we couldn’t tell yesterday.”

      Purcell stroked his trimmed beard. “You are, as always, late with your revelations. I’m sure she’s Ruby. You are continuing to monitor the scry orb?”

      Darren’s silence spoke the anger that the boy didn’t have the guts to express. Finally he said, “Of course. She’s driving to an area populated with Dragons. Wait. She’s pausing in front of a martial arts studio, staring at it like she wants to incinerate the place. The sign says Dragon Arts.”

      “Keep watching.” Purcell disconnected, then made a call that garnered the name of the proprietor. No surprise that it was Cyntag Valeron.
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