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Chapter One




The incessant buzzing pulsed through Logan Blake with a bone-vibrating intensity. It shook him right to the marrow of his dragon bones as he pitched forward into the bright light of the portal. He couldn’t keep from looking back to see his father Eli, Chief Magistrate of his clan, shift into dragon form and puff out a breath toward the light. Seconds later, Archer, one of his clan council members, plunged the obsidian-bladed sword through his father’s gut and he fell to the ground. 

Find the Blood Stone, Logan. It can save the Hidden Lands.

Logan opened his mouth to shout a reply as Eli’s powerful Dragon’s Breath reached the electromagnetic field of the portal. The brilliant flash of light exploded around him, punching through him with such a brutal force, he flew backward. The ground rose to meet him so quickly, he wasn’t prepared for the jarring landing.

As the buzzing subsided, his shallow breathing was the only thing he heard inside his head. He peeled his eyes open and looked up through a canopy of tree leaves. Beyond the trees, the sun brightened the morning sky turning it from deep indigo to a faint pink. He’d made it through the portal and into the human realm but not without great cost.

As he attuned his senses to his new surroundings, he heard traffic in the distance and pounding of footsteps on pavement nearby. He wasn’t sure where he’d landed but was grateful he’d managed to get away.

His left shoulder throbbed with a fierce burning pain. Archer managed to stab him, too, with the obsidian-bladed sword before he dove for the opening leaving behind both his dead parents.

Logan grunted as he sat up, running fingers over the wound. They came away dotted with blood. He stumbled to his feet and got his bearings. He was in a park. Beyond the concrete sidewalk was a small lake. And rising around the trees, buildings reached for the sky.

He’d made it to a city. Though, he couldn’t be sure which one; he was at least glad he hadn’t ended up in some wilderness with no way to get back to civilization. Here, he could heal and blend in quickly with the humans. He had no fear Archer would follow him through the portal since his dying father sealed it with Dragon’s Breath after he’d stepped through.

He wavered, his stomach clenching as he bent forward and braced his hands on his knees to clear his head. The poison from the obsidian blade along with the effects of the Dragon’s Breath mixed with the electromagnetic field that created the portal hadn’t quite worn off.

“Hey, are you okay?”

The female voice startled him into looking up into the most astonishing green eyes fringed in dark lashes he had ever seen. The morning glow lit her delicately carved face accentuating her high cheekbones and full lips. Her hair was pulled into a high ponytail and sweat glistened on her damp skin. She wore running shoes, shorts, and a sports top that clung to her slight but muscular frame.

“I’m…fine,” he managed.

“You don’t look fine. You’re bleeding.” She cocked her head to the side and pointed to his shoulder.

Logan straightened with a wince, pain lancing through him. “I’ll be all right.”

As he said it, she jogged toward him, her hair swinging behind her. Even in the ponytail, the length reached the middle of her back. “Let me help you.”

She reached for him but he jerked away. He didn’t want her to touch him. Even though he looked human, he wasn’t. And the moment she laid a hand on him she’d know he was different. But that wasn’t the only reason he didn’t want her to touch him—he had just gone through ka daeko, the equivalent of puberty in young human males. His hormones worked overtime, desperate for him to mate. If she touched him, he would involuntarily attune to her in an unbreakable bond.

The girl blinked, surprised, and held up her hands. “I just want to help.”

“You can’t help me,” he grunted. He took a step but stumbled and nearly fell forward again.

She wrapped her hand around his upper arm to steady him. The second she touched him, he sucked in a sharp breath. Her delicate fingers on his heated skin left a lasting impression on his newly manifested psyche, imprinting her on him. If he could have anticipated she was going to do that, he could have taken evasive action to keep her away but now the damage was done. That one little touch was enough to ignite his overly-heated dragon’s blood to blistering levels.

Her heavy lashes flew upward as a surprise gasp leapt through her mind. He might have missed her expression if he hadn’t been looking at her. She quickly masked her shock, though, and made her face impassive as she helped him to a nearby bench.

Even if he couldn’t hear her speedy thoughts trickling through her mind, he didn’t miss the flutter of her pulse in the long column of her neck or the way she perched on the edge of the bench next to him and swallowed hard as her gaze raked over his body then back to his wounded shoulder.

Damn her. Why did she have to touch him? Even if he wanted to ignore his overactive hormones, he couldn’t. Every part of him throbbed with the rhythmic sensation that she was his and he’d kill anyone who tried to come between them. He didn’t need that complication. Not now. Not when there was so much at stake.

“You need a hospital.”

Was it his imagination or did her voice sound huskier than it did a minute ago? She cleared her throat and tried again.

“I mean, that wound looks pretty bad. What happened?”

“No. No hospitals.” He waved away the thought and ignored her probing question.

The last thing he needed was to end up in some emergency room with doctors and nurses poking and prodding him. The second they realized he wasn’t human, they would run tests, call the authorities and he’d end up in some testing lab or—worse—dead.

He didn’t have time for that. He was on a mission. He had to find Rafe, the exiled dragon knight. He was the only one who could help him now that he’d crossed over into the human realm. He’d know how to heal the stab wound and stop the poison from killing him.

Questions rose into her mind as she looked him over. She bit one corner of her lower lip and glanced around the park. The morning light reflected in her green eyes accentuating the gold flecks making them sparkle.

“Where you in a knife fight?”

“I need to go. Where am I?” He shoved to his feet, ignoring her question because he doubted she could even comprehend what had happened to him.

She rose, her hands on her slender hips as her brows drew together. He could hear her wonder who he was and why he was in the park in dirty clothes with a bleeding shoulder. He wanted to answer her—felt compelled to answer her—but she wouldn’t understand the truth. She was human and his dragon troubles were no concern of hers.

His shoulder would continue to fester, the poison spreading through him if he didn’t get out of here and find Rafe.

“Central Park West is that way.” She pointed to her left.

Relief flood through him, thankful he managed to make it to New York City. That’s where he could find Rafe. Was it fate the portal led him there? Or mere luck? Either way, there was hope yet.

“Thanks.”

Logan staggered in the direction she pointed. He could still hear her in his mind—damn it—and it took some effort to shut her off. The nausea came back with such force, he clutched his abdomen, and again, bent forward.

Her hand landed on his back and while he wanted her to touch him, at the same time he wished she would stop touching him. It had an adverse effect to his hormones. His rational mind wanted to shove her off, push her away, but his irrational mind wanted to take her into his arms and kiss her senseless. Then throw her on the ground, rip off her shorts, and take her right then, right there.

“You need help.”

Logan pressed a palm against the side of his head. “Please, stop touching me.”

Confused annoyance trickled through her along with a few choice words she called him. He couldn’t blame her. From her standpoint, he was an ass.

“Gee, sorry. I’m just trying to help.”

“I know you are. But you’re…it’s…I can’t explain. It hurts when you do that.”

Her brows drew together. “I hardly touched you.”

“I know that.” He growled the words, impatient. “I need to find someone. I appreciate your concern but I have to go.”

He wasn’t sure how he could leave her behind. How he could brush past her and never look at her again after he’d unwittingly connected to her. All because she wrapped her hand around his arm. From now until he died, his body would ache for her, want her, need her. He would experience an intense physical pain without her. Even if he had another woman, it would never assuage a raw carnal need pulsing through him on that most basic level. Her very essence had been imprinted on him and there was no turning back.

Logan knew she stood behind him, watching him walk away. Even from the distance, he could smell the faint undertones of her strawberry shampoo and the brown sugar scent of her body wash beyond the salty tang of her perspiration. It did nothing to stop the lascivious thoughts of her naked, presenting her glorious body as a smorgasbord of delectable treats for him to kiss and lick and suck. He could well imagine her honey blonde hair splayed –about her head while she rocked under him, against him, and cried out with pleasure.

Fuck all.

He thought stepping through the portal into the human realm would be his undoing, not the woman out for her morning jog. She was an unexpected distraction, something for which he hadn’t planned.

Logan stumbled again, the sickness causing his stomach to cramp and threaten to heave. He clutched his abdomen and fell against a nearby tree with a groan. He could hear her running toward him. The closer she got, the stronger her scent, and the harder he got.

“If you won’t go to a hospital, at least let me take you somewhere to patch you up.”

He reeled on her, his lips curled back in a snarl about to snap at her when he stopped short. She hadn’t flinched when he turned toward her intending to tell her to fuck off. She stood her ground and stared right back at him as though he were not intimidating at all. And dammed if he didn’t like her even more for that.

“Stop trying to help me.”

“I will not.”

He growled.

She propped her hands on her slender hips and stuck out her chest. He could see the well-defined curve of her breasts under her sweat dampened shirt, her hard abs beneath flowing into well-rounded thighs. He tried hard not to look but the synapses in his brain sparked and had other ideas. He wanted to look and touch and caress. He clenched his jaw so tight it ached.

Why wouldn’t she just go away?

And then it occurred to him she was as much attuned to him as he was her, though she couldn’t know why or how. She lacked understanding of what he was and she could no more leave him than he could her. He looked her over and realized with some horror he’d either have to take her with him or experience a deep physical pain at their unconsummated union. He wouldn’t be able to think with a clear head.

Logan thought of all the historical information he could regarding ka daeko, wondering if there was a way to sever the connection between them. From what little he could remember, the only thing that would calm the savage beast inside him was to sate his carnal desires with the chosen woman with ka kladou. He doubted she would be receptive to that idea since they just met.

“My place isn’t far from here. Come with me so I can stop the bleeding,” she said.

Her place. Right. Like he could be trusted with her alone. He clenched his hand so tightly, the muscles cramped, his nails cutting into his palm. Self-inflicting pain seemed to alleviate the hunger for her naked body flooding through him. And she was right. He did need to stop the bleeding long enough to find Rafe.

“All right,” he said at last. He squared his shoulders, determined to get there on his own two feet.

And he hoped it wasn’t a horrible decision.


      [image: image-placeholder]When Bree Anderson started her morning run, she had no idea she would end it with taking a sexy stranger back to her apartment. She didn’t know what possessed her to make the offer to him. In fact, she didn’t know what possessed her to continue to talk to him or follow him. All she knew was she had to help this stranger who appeared out of nowhere in the middle of Central Park.

The flash of light caught her eye as she rounded the bend and then he was there. She stopped in the middle of the jogging trail while her morning running group went around her and stared in awestruck rapture at the hulking figure on the ground.

She immediately sensed something different about this guy. She could tell there was something otherworldly and ancient about him. Something that made him stand out from others. He didn’t possess a telltale aura she was used to seeing in the strange beings that frequented her city. This distinct difference captured and held her attention.

He was freaking gorgeous. When he unfolded his tall body from the ground, she swooned. His black hair was disheveled like he’d been through hell. His striking tawny eyes were impossible not to notice. His clothes were dirty and bloodstained. His face was all hard lines and razor-sharp angles and all she wanted was to run her fingertips over them to see if she’d come away with cuts on her skin.

When she wrapped her hand around his arm, something sizzled between them. At first, she thought it was her overactive, sex-deprived imagination. But she realized it was actually his skin burning through the sleeve of his shirt that was so hot to the touch. It was a startling turn on and she couldn’t deny the throbbing want pounding through her.

She didn’t mistake the sharp intake of his breath when she touched him. Nor did she mistake the sudden urge to wrap her legs around his waist, to feel what was beneath his khaki pants.

God, she was horny.

And stupid. She was apparently stupid for taking him to her apartment. She’d lived in New York her whole life. She knew better than to pick up a strange man in the park. She also knew better than to want to pick up a strange man in the park and want to fuck him senseless.

She didn’t know him from Adam. All she knew was something drove her to make sure he was taken care of, that he was okay. Had she lost her marbles? Had something fried in her brain when she touched him? Even when she’d touched him again, she still felt that same sizzle. He seemed to have felt it, too, when he growled at her to stop touching him.

It was enough to make her panties melt right off.

With her heart pounding a rapid beat and her pulse fluttering, she crossed Central Park West at 91st Street.

“I’m just one block ahead,” she said, pointing.

It took some effort to keep her pace slow enough for him to keep up. He’d refused her help and she couldn’t blame him. If she touched him again, she might combust from the heat building under her skin.

The man grunted acknowledgement as they headed up the street. She clenched her fists, resisting the urge to help him. Every time she reached for him, he’d shoot her a glare that told her to back off. He squared his shoulders into a rigid line making her wish she could run her hands along them. She could make out the tapered waist that went down into his lean form, and yes, she did examine his nice round ass.

Bree could tell it took effort for him to keep moving, to put one foot in front of the other. If she offered again to help him, she knew she would be putting his man card at risk and she didn’t want to do that. She didn’t want to insult his manhood.

They made it to the foot of the steps of her building and she jogged up to open the door. When she turned back, she could see his concentrated effort to get up the stairs, his white-knuckled hand on the concrete handrail as he took one step and then another and made it to the top. His face was bathed in a fine sheen of sweat.

Bree didn’t bother to mask the sympathy she had for him. He must be in excruciating pain.

“Stop looking at me like that,” he barked.

It took her aback. “Like what?”

“Like you pity me. I don’t fucking need that.”

“I don’t pity you. You look like you’re in a lot of pain, that’s all.”

She shoved open the door and held it for him to slip inside. As he passed by her, she didn’t miss the way he brushed against her. The way his sleeve whispered across her breasts. Her nipples instantly went tight and erect, puckering to painful peaks beneath her shirt for all the world to see.

She was grateful there was no one to see.

Except him. She wanted him to see but he had ignored it as he passed through the threshold and entered the building.

“I’m on the third floor,” she said.

“Of course, you are.”

He gripped the banister and started up the stairs in obvious pain. He held his left arm against his side as he pulled himself up the stairs. She could hear his labored breathing and knew it was taking a lot out of him.

All she could think about was trying to soothe him, make him feel better. She wanted to heal him. She wasn’t even sure why she was so desperate to help.

At the top of the stairs, she pointed to the door labeled 3B. “That’s me.”

“Great.”

He inhaled a deep breath and leaned on the railing as she unlocked the door and pushed it open. He followed her inside her small apartment the size of a Cracker Jack box. The living room and kitchen combined into one large room with a bathroom and closet between it and the bedroom.

“You can sit on the couch. I’ll be right back with the first aid kit.”

He muttered something as she trotted off to the bathroom. She paused for a brief moment to check her reflection in the mirror and scowled. She looked like hell. There was no way he’d be attracted to her. She was sweaty from her morning jog and she smelled liked a kid who had been outside all day long.

She tugged down her ponytail and brushed out her damp hair, but it didn’t seem to help. It would have to do. Frowning, she splashed cold water on her reddened face—from exertion and embarrassment—and dragged out the first aid kit from under the sink.

Bree took a deep breath and turned back to her bedroom. Through the open door, she saw him shove off his shirt, exposing his long lean form showing off golden skin, a broad chest sprinkled in dark hair and abs she could literally bounce a quarter off.

Good God.

The first aid kit slipped from her hands and crashed on the floor. The bang shook her out of her reverie and she snatched it up, clearing her throat and trying her best to act natural. It was hard to do when her traitorous body wanted to melt into a puddle at his feet.

Bree stood in front of him and got a good look at the wound. It was red and festering. Some sort of white foamy substance oozed from it and it smelled like death. She swallowed hard and tried not to gag.

“Still want to patch me up, princess?” His quiet voice echoed in the silence of the apartment.

He must have known how bad the wound was. Maybe that was why he tried so hard to wave her off, to get her to go away. She should have listened to him. Now she had him in her apartment and she had no choice but to go through with it. She nodded, determined to help him.

“Yes.”

She placed the small white box on the cushion next to him and flipped it open. It took several seconds of rummaging with shaking fingers before she was able to grasp the gauze and antibiotic ointment. She also picked up an antiseptic pad. She organized all the items and then gave the wound a cursory glance.

“It doesn’t look good,” she said.

“It doesn’t feel good either.” His voice was laced with a hint of humor.

Bree ripped open the antiseptic package and pulled out the small square pad. “This may sting a little.”

As she said it, she swiped the wound with the damp pad. He grunted, his jaw clenched tightly and then his hands landed on her waist. His fingers dug into her flesh as he gripped her. She sucked in a breath the second he touched her. His hands were fiery hot, and an image of their sweaty naked bodies burst through her mind.

“Oh!” she gasped.

“Sorry.”

He started to remove his hands, but she stopped him. “Don’t.”

That gaze lifted to meet hers and her mouth suddenly went dry. Her brain emptied of all thoughts. Bree was aware of her ragged breathing as she concentrated on taking a breath in and expelling it. It was the only sound between them. She couldn’t even hear him breathe.

But she could hear the kathunk of his heart. Could see it beating against the golden skin of his naked chest. His eyes bored into hers, and for a moment, she thought he could see into her soul. It seemed she, too, could see into the depths of his being. For a brief moment, she saw fiery red scales, the breath of fire, and hear the leathery wings flap against a cold morning breeze. She should have been frightened, perhaps, but instead, she was fascinated.

He blinked, then, and the image was gone. It was the most intense thing she had ever seen. He stiffened, the air tense and hot, and then he relaxed as though nothing happened at all. All that remained was the slick heat between her legs.

“All right,” he said. “If you’re sure.”

They were so close, his breath whispered over her. Gooseflesh rose on her arms and legs and a prickling sensation pierced her. God, she wanted him. She wanted to taste those perfect shaped lips. She wanted to feel his tongue swipe over hers.

“Oh, I’m sure.”

Her voice wavered. When the corners of his mouth lifted in a brief little smile, she nearly fainted. She had never been so sexually charged in her life.

“I-I’m going to cleanse it again.”

“At least you warned me that time.” Mirth twinkled in those eyes.

Bree swallowed, trying to dampen her dry mouth. It was pointless.

She swiped the antiseptic pad over the wound again, cleaning it as best she could. His fingers tightened on her waist again. She delighted in the way he seemed to possess her even though he didn’t even know her.

“There. I’ll just get this gauze on you and then you’ll be free to go.”

Bree reached for the antibiotic ointment and the gauze pad. He never took his eyes off her hands as she opened the package and squirted the ointment onto the pad. His hands never moved either.

She held the gauze over the wound and then taped it to his skin, pressing the tape with a gentle hand against him. All the while, heat radiated off his body and into hers, making her wish she had central air conditioning in her old building. She bent slightly over him concentrating on getting the tape just right on the gauze as a tendril of her hair fell over her shoulder.

Bree froze when his hand slid up her side. Her gaze landed on his—that bold gaze that made her want to do all sorts of naughty things with him. A glow sparked deep inside her and she shivered. Not from cold. But heat. Heat that intensified as he looked at her, his eyes lowering a bit as he reached between them.

He seemed to move in super slow motion. She couldn’t help but feel like a breathless girl of eighteen. She was entranced by the hard lines of his face and the deliberate way he twined a lock of hair around his forefinger.

A curious swooping pulled at her innards. He remained motionless, merely keeping her hair curled around his finger.

“So soft,” he said in a quiet tone. “Like I imagined.”

A shudder of desire passed through her. His hand turned into a fist and he tugged her face toward his. His eyes clouded with yeaning and need and lust. Her breath caught in the back of her throat, and for a moment, she thought—hoped—he was going to kiss her. She licked her lips in delighted anticipation.

He blinked, clearing away the fog of desire, as he released her. He nudged her away from him. Disappointed, she dropped her supplies onto the sofa next to him.

“Well. That should do it. You should be on the mend soon.”

“Thank you.” He tugged his shirt over all that glorious muscle and buttoned it.

“But you should still have someone look at that. I’m no doctor.” 

She was rambling like an idiot. She clamped her mouth shut as she stepped away and tidied up the trash she’d left behind.

“I plan to.”

She closed the first aid kit and picked it up, turning toward the bathroom. He caught her hand, held it.

“Thanks for your help.”

It took effort to make her brain form words. “You’re welcome.”

“I’ll see myself out.”

She watched him walk away, a sudden pain of loss shooting through her. She pressed her lips together, refusing to call out to him. She didn’t want to sound like some desperate female but she didn’t want to see him go either.

“Hey,” she said.

He paused at the door, his hand on the knob as he turned to look at her over his shoulder with a questioning glance.

“Will I see you again?” She hated herself for asking but she couldn’t stop the words from bubbling up and out her throat.

He peered at her a long silent moment before he shook his head. “I don’t think so.”

As he walked out the door and out of her life, she realized with some horror and regret she hadn’t even thought to ask his name.








  
  
Chapter Two




It took all of Logan’s self-control to release the girl and get out of her apartment without ravishing her. And it would have been so easy, too. He had her right where he wanted her—standing in front of him between his legs. He also had his hands on her slender waist. She’d wanted him to ravish her. Despite being able to hear it in her mind, he could also see it written all her over face. 

And when he touched her hair, it nearly made him come undone. It nearly made her come undone. Her cheeks flushed with color. Her pulse fluttered. Heat emanated off her skin. He could even scent her arousal. All involuntary reactions she couldn’t control if she tried.

Sometimes it sucked having enhanced senses especially when there was a female he desperately wanted.

He knew he had to get the hell out of there before he did something he regretted—before she did something she regretted. Even though she gave him those adoring looks and licked her lips like she waited him to kiss her...he couldn’t stick around for another second. It was too dangerous. He was too dangerous. His feral emotions would be too much for her.

The strange thing was his shoulder did feel better. He didn’t know what she used and he wasn’t sure it mattered.

Logan pounded down the stairs and out the door, pausing on the stoop, peering at the street in front of him. The last information he had on Rafe was that he was living in Hell’s Kitchen area. He had no idea where or how to get to Hell’s Kitchen. He wasn’t all that well versed in New York geography, but he was fairly certain he was on the Upper West Side.

Where the girl lived.

The girl destined to belong to him and no other. Too bad she didn’t know it.

Logan headed down the street to the corner of 91st and Amsterdam, running through his options. He could hail a cab but he didn’t have any money. He could commandeer a vehicle but he didn’t want to call that much attention to himself. His last choice was to find the subway system and take a ride. He could easily get over the turnstiles there and jump on a train.

He stepped away from the corner and took a moment to take in the surrounding city. He attuned his senses to the sounds to find the nearest subway station, both aboveground and below. A faint rumbling beneath his feet told him everything he needed.

Logan sniffed the air. The station with the southbound train was several blocks away but within walking distance. As he started forward, the sickness plowed through him again and he had to pause to catch his breath. Even though the wound was cleansed, the poison from the knife was still in his system. He needed it purged if he was to survive.

He found the station at Central Park West and 96th Street with ease. When he descended the steps, he paused and glanced around. There were several transit police filtering through the station, keeping an eye on those who looked unsavory. His height made him a head taller than the average human male. If only he had the ability to blend in with his surroundings like some of his brethren.

He watched several folks as they swiped their MetroCard to get through the turnstiles. That’s how he’d have to get through. But with no money, getting a MetroCard would be tricky. He leaned against the wall, propping one foot up, and watched the crowd. He pinpointed a guy who looked like an easy target, and as much as he hated doing it, he had to steal the card to get to the train. He knew he couldn’t make it on foot to Hell’s Kitchen.

The guy wore headphones, had his cell in one hand, a sack lunch in the other, and a backpack slung over one shoulder. He paused to the side to dig through his backpack looking for his card. He found it a minute later and then stuck it in his back pocket while he juggled the other stuff in his hands.

Perfect.

Logan pushed off the wall and headed for the kid. When he was distracted and didn’t see him coming, he bumped into him, making him lose control of his cell phone. He fumbled with it, desperate to keep it from hitting the ground

“Hey, watch it!”

“Sorry, man.”

Logan slipped the card from his back pocket with ease as he helped him regain control of the phone and put it back in the kid’s hands. He shot him a glare but Logan was already on his way to the turnstile where he swiped the card and was through to the other side by the time the kid realized it was gone.

The train screeched to a stop. People entered and exited. The kid shouted something as Logan jumped onto the train and the doors swished closed. For now, he was safe and moving southbound toward Midtown.

Several people moved away from him, fear and mistrust in their eyes. He couldn’t blame them. He looked mean with blood all over his shirt. At least he didn’t have to worry about anyone bothering him.

As he took a seat and gripped one of the handrails, the distinct scent of blood and alcohol tickled his nose. He glanced around and spotted the two vampires sitting on one of the benches behind a young woman trying to ignore them while she read a book. They didn’t notice him since they were so intent on watching her.

A cold prickling sensation went up the back of his neck as he watched and knew what was about to happen. Perhaps the girl could sense it too because she crossed and uncrossed her legs several times. She slipped her hand into her handbag at her side, reaching for something. At least she was willing and able to defend herself.

When the train stopped, she snatched her purse and tugged it on her shoulder and stepped quickly toward the door. They followed her, elbowing each other with sickening glee.

Vampires. He couldn’t stand the likes of them.

Logan stepped off the train behind them. The girl still had her hand in her purse and then pulled something out in her enclosed fist. Probably a weapon of some kind. Even so, nothing could protect her from two vamps with mischief on the brain.

Nothing except Logan.

She made a sharp turn and started up the steps. The vamps followed.

Logan sighed. As much as he didn’t want to get involved, he knew he had to. He couldn’t let an innocent woman be injured because they wanted to feed.

He leapt the steps two at a time, closing the gap between them. When she made it to the top, she spun toward them with a small spray bottle in her hand. But before she could use it, Logan had reached the two vamps. He collared them both and dragged them the rest of the way up the stairs. She gaped, her eyes wide as Logan shoved them off to the side and dumped them on the ground. He put himself between her and the vamps.

They cowered on the ground looking up at him with shock and bewilderment, wondering what happened.

“You two have a problem here?” he asked.

They exchanged glances. One of them unfolded his lanky body from the ground and stood. He wasn’t quite as tall or imposing as Logan.

“We just wanted to say hi to the girl.”

Logan glanced back at her. She shook her head.

“I don’t think she’s interested. How about you move along? Both of you.”

The second one got to his feet, eyeing the girl. Logan moved to stand in front of him, blocking his view. They had a momentary standoff before they decided to walk away.

Behind him, the girl blew out a minty breath. “Thank you. Those creeps have been following me since I got on the train this morning.”

He turned to her as she put her mace into her handbag. Humans didn’t realize there was a thriving subculture that played host to vampires, werewolves, Fae and other supernaturals. Logan was listed as other—a dragon-shifter.

When his father discovered the Hidden Lands was dying and killing the remaining clans, he started the movement from their realm to the human realm. Dragon-shifters seemed to be the most adaptable to human life. In fact, some had already made the transition eons before. Several of those clan leaders managed to integrate into the human world into leadership positions. Everything from royalty to heads of state to leaders of corporations. They had become successful in their own right and they had proven moving out of the Hidden Lands was a viable option. They had learned to live with humans in secret. They learned to adapt to a world that differed from their own and yet similar.

She looked him over, concern flicking across her features. “Are you okay? You don’t look well.”

He wiped the cold damp sweat from his forehead. He had to find Rafe before there was no stopping the poison coursing through his veins.

“I’m fine. Be careful,” he said.

“I will.” She smiled and started to walk away.

“Excuse me, miss.” She gave him a questioning glance. “Can you tell me how to get to Hell’s Kitchen?”

“Hell’s Kitchen?” she repeated and her brows drew together in question. It reminded him of the girl he met in the park. “What are you looking for?”

“A friend.”

“Do you have an address?” She flicked a lock of hair over her shoulder.

He shook his head. “I’m afraid not. Only a general location.”

“Oh, well, it’s only a small area on the west side of Manhattan.” She rummaged in her purse and pulled out a pen and a small notebook. She drew him a crude map and gave him directions. “Does that help?”

He took the paper from her and studied it. “Yes. Thank you.”

“Good luck.” She gave him a small wave as she walked away.

And Logan was one step closer to finding Rafe.
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At least he’d made it into what was known as Hell’s Kitchen thanks to the woman’s crudely drawn map. He just had no idea where to go next.

The streets were crawling with supernaturals unseen by the humans. Demons passed by smelling like death and rot. More vampires carrying the metallic tang of blood as well as a sharp trace of alcohol. Wolf shifters had an earthy scent to them so strong, it made his stomach cramp. And then there was the Fae—they were nothing like any of the other supernaturals. They carried a bright scent of sunshine with an undertone of a sexy deeper scent reminding him of midnight.

It was sensory overload. A barrage to his olfactory senses making him lightheaded. As if he wasn’t already faint enough.

He stopped at a building on the corner, leaning against it and pressing his cheek against the cool stone façade. Loud music thumped from the nightclub or bar or whatever it was and there was a line around the block to get inside.

Upon closer inspection, he noticed those waiting in line were not all human. There was a long line of vamps and shifters waiting for their chance to get in. Logan craned his neck to look up at the red and white neon sign above the place. Bar Inferno. Complete with red and orange flames in neon between the two words.

He had a sudden gut feeling about the place. Either that or he was about to puke what stomach fluids he had all over the sidewalk.

Logan stumbled toward the bar, holding his arm against his cramping abdomen. Sweat dampened his back and armpits. It dripped down the side of his face. He caught the attention of some of the party-goers in line. One girl scowled in disgust at him as he made his way to the front of the line. He knew it wasn’t his finest hour but at the moment he didn’t give a shit if she or anyone else was disgusted by his looks.

Two vamps staggered out. The bouncer at the front of the line unhooked the red rope and allowed the next two in line inside. The girl squealed her excitement. As the door opened, Logan tried to get a glimpse inside but it was too dark to see.

“Hey! No cutting.”

The high-pitched female voice got his attention. She was next in line and glaring at him as if he had done something horrific. All he wanted to do was get a peek inside the place. He wasn’t sure why he thought Rafe might be in there but something told him it was a good place to start.

“Back of the line, pal.” Her date thumbed behind him—a tall wolf shifter with dark brown eyes.

In his weakened state, Logan knew picking a fight with the guy would be stupid. He would lose that battle. But he still had to find a way inside. He glanced at the bouncer, a tall African-American man. He was bald except for a goatee and arms the size of an aircraft carrier. He wasn’t someone Logan wanted to run into in a dark alley. He looked like he could break anyone in half—even a dragon-shifter.

“Say, man,” Logan said as lurched toward him.

“You heard the man. Back of the line.” He didn’t even flinch, blink or look at him when he said it. And his voice was so deep, it rumbled around in his thick chest.

“You don’t understand,” Logan said, trying again. “My friend is in there.”

His glittering dark brown gaze landed on Logan. “Your friend got a name?”

He hesitated. What if he was wrong? And then the poison reminded him he was about to die. He had to take the chance. “Rafe.”

One dark brow rose. Logan didn’t know if that was a good sign or not. “He didn’t mention you.”

Logan managed a half smile even though it made him want to hurl. “It’s a surprise.” When he looked unconvinced, he added, “It’s his birthday.”

Now he cocked his head to the side with disbelief. “His birthday?”

Logan thought about begging but he didn’t want to lose any more dignity than he already had. If he was at full strength, he could kick the guy’s ass and go inside. But as things were, he really needed the guy to let him in without incident.

It seemed as though a long eternity passed before the hulking man reached over and unhooked the red rope from the post. He waved him toward the door. The girl shrieked her objection as Logan hurried by before the man changed his mind.

As soon as he stepped across the threshold, bile rose to the back of his throat. It took what little strength he had remaining to keep it down. The place was packed with every kind of supernatural imaginable and they were all drinking and sweating and dancing.

All the odors together didn’t exactly present a sweet-smelling bouquet. It was more like an olfactory overload of all foul-smelling things.

A bar lined one wall. Behind it, glass shelves hosting every kind of alcohol imaginable—and some not from the human realm. There were no seats available at the bar and a blonde woman and another girl were busy filling and refilling drinks.

A dance floor hosted swirling couples flirting and trying to find a mate for the night or a lifetime. Packed tables scattered around the dance floor and busy wait staff made sure the food was hot and the drinks flowed.

Logan was out of his mind if he thought Rafe would be caught dead in a place like this. Hell, he was out of his mind for even talking the bouncer into letting him inside. He’d resigned himself to failure and was about to leave when someone clamped a hand around his upper arm. His reflexes being slow, he wasn’t able to get the punch off like he would have normally. All he was able to do was clench a fist and give a half-hearted attempt.

“Logan? Jesus. What the hell are you doing here?” He had to yell to be heard.

Logan looked up at the exiled dragon knight, Rafe. He had never been so relieved to see one of his kind in his life.

“You look like shit, man. What happened to you? Never mind. Let’s get out of here. This place is too loud.”

Rafe took him by the arm and led him out. It took Logan’s remaining strength to force his feet to move through the door. When they passed the bouncer, Logan gave him a nod of thanks. Even in his stupor, he didn’t miss the look of sheer surprise on the man’s face.

“Happy birthday, Rafe,” the man said as they passed.

“Happy birthday? What the fuck is he talking about?”

“Tell you later,” Logan managed.

Rafe hailed a cab. When it stopped, he hauled Logan into the back and got in next to him. He barked his address. Logan was grateful to be in a moving vehicle and not walking. He leaned his head back on the headrest and closed his eyes.

“What happened to you?” Rafe’s gruff voice was in his ear.

“Long story. Obsidian blade…got me.”

“Fuck,” he said under his breath. He leaned toward the driver. “Hey, an extra hundred if you speed and get us there in five minutes.”

It was all the incentive the cabbie needed to get them there. It was the last thing Logan remembered before he passed out.
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“Easy, man. The effects of the poison haven’t worn off yet.” Rafe handed him a whiskey. “Thought you could use that.”

“Thanks.” He took the offered glass and downed it, grateful for the amber liquid.

He remembered, though his last recollection was a cab ride. He must have passed out from the pain of the illness. Remembering his shoulder, he reached up and rubbed the spot. A larger bandage covered the wound.

Rafe perched on the chair across from him. “You were lucky. The wound was festering and I had to dig out a small piece of the blade.” He pointed to a shard of black glass on top of the coffee table. “You’ve been out for nearly a day.”

Logan set aside his glass and picked it up, running his finger over the smooth surface. No wonder he in such bad shape. He’d lost a day to this fucking piece of glass. He wasn’t going to lose any more time.

“Who stabbed you?” Rafe asked.

“Archer.” Logan tossed the shard back on the table. “He killed my parents.”

Rafe stared at him in mute horror for a moment before he rose, padded across the room to the bar, and picked up the whiskey bottle. He refilled his glass and then came back to refill Logan’s.

“I’m sorry,” Rafe said.

“So am I. I mean to kill him, Rafe.”

“Is that why you came to me, for help?” He laughed, sounding bitter. “You know I can’t go back to the Hidden Lands.”

“I came to you because you’re the only one I can trust. Plus, I hoped you’d have the cure for the poison.” Logan held his glass. “I know you can’t go back. But I intend to.”

“If he doesn’t find you here first,” Rafe said. “If Archer killed the Chief Magistrate of the clans then he won’t stop until you’re dead.”

“I know,” Logan said through gritted teeth. “Don’t you think I figured that out?”

Rafe leaned back into the cushion of the chair. “Maybe you should start at the beginning and tell me everything that happened.”

“I don’t have that kind of time.” Logan slammed his glass against the table and then got to his feet. He instantly regretted it. A wave of nausea passed through him, making him lightheaded and he sat again. He rubbed his forehead.

“Yes, you do. The poison is still in your bloodstream. I gave you something to help counteract it, but it won’t be out of your system for a while,” Rafe said. “It’s the best I could do.”

“How long?”

He shrugged. “Days. Weeks. Don’t know. Depends on you and how fast you heal. It was a pretty deep wound.”

Logan’s shoulder throbbed and he rubbed it trying to make the pain go away. He hadn’t realized how hard Archer stabbed him right before he went through the portal. Everything had happened so fast. The buzzing, the lightning, his father’s last Dragon’s Breath.

“Start at the beginning,” Rafe said.

With a shaking hand, Logan picked up his drink and held it between his hands. Just holding the cool glass gave his burning skin comfort. “The Hidden Lands are dying.”

“Nothing new. We’ve known for a while.”

“Yes, but my father wanted to move the remaining clans out of the Hidden Lands and into the human realm.”

“You mean abandon the realm?”

Logan nodded.

“And Archer rejected that idea,” Rafe said.

“He launched a coup. Killed my father, mother, and two other clan council leaders.”

A look of distaste passed over Rafe’s face. “Archer wants power no matter the cost.”

“Yes, and now he has it.” 

Logan looked at him from across the rim of his glass. He realized in that moment just how little he knew about the knight. Rafe had been part of the Hidden Lands many years ago. He had been one of the finest knights in the realm. And yet something had happened. Something so dreadful, he ended up in the human realm in exile, forbidden to return to the clans or even interact with fellow dragon-shifters.

He had taken a huge risk coming through the portal looking for Rafe. But when all hell broke loose and things were out of hand, he was the first man Logan thought of. But it wasn’t just that. Getting stabbed by the obsidian blade had been an unfortunate accident. There was another underlying reason he wanted to find Rafe, aside from asking for his help to kill Archer.

There was the matter of the Blood Stone but he wasn’t sure how to ask Rafe about it. He doubted the man even had it. All he knew were the myths and legends placed it somewhere in the human realm.

“I’m sure he’s seized power by now,” Logan said.

“How did you get here?”

“I came through a portal,” Logan said. “My parents and I intended to come through together but Archer attacked as we were leaving. My father sacrificed himself for me.”

Remembering sent a sharp stabbing pain of regret and guilt through Logan. He couldn’t help but replay the horrible events over and over in his mind. It made him hate himself a little more because he hadn’t been able to save either of his parents when Archer and his Drakana hunters had attacked. It had come as a complete surprise and one for which they were not prepared.

All the more reason to go back and kill Archer. Even if he died trying.

“And you intend to avenge him. Seems noble enough,” Rafe said.

“Isn’t it?”

“Sure, until Archer finds the portal.”

Logan shook his head. “Not possible. It was sealed with Dragon’s Breath.” His father’s Dragon’s Breath. His father had been one of the most powerful dragon-shifters in the realm and now he was dead.

He hadn’t even had time to grieve for him or his mother. All he’d been able to think about since crossing the portal was finding Rafe and a cure for the poison in his veins.

Now that he’d achieved both those goals, he had to find Archer and get back what was rightfully his—the title of Chief Magistrate as leader of the Council of Five in the Hidden Lands. He also had to find a way to continue his father’s work by locating the Blood Stone.

Legend said that eons ago, the stone along with two other mythical relics healed the dying land. In another age when the dragon-shifters had once faced extinction.

“Clever of your father to seal it with Dragon’s Breath,” Rafe said. “But there are other portals.”

Surprise flickered through him. He was certain there were only a few entrances around the realm and those only his father knew about. “How do you know?”

He chuckled. “I’ve traveled from one side of this realm to the other. There are portals all over the place. Standing stones, for example. The Bermuda Triangle. Ancient monuments and megaliths that have supposed mystical powers in certain geographic locations. He’ll come after you if he thinks you’re alive. You’re a threat to him.”

“Then I’ll have to be ready.”

“You’re not going to be anything if you don’t heal.”

He was right even though Logan disliked hearing the truth. He couldn’t deny the impatience tingling through him. He gripped his glass so hard, the crystal cracked.

Rafe scowled. “That was Waterford.”

“Sorry.” He placed the ruined glass on the table.

“If you want to do this and do it right, then you’ll listen to me. You came to me for help and now I’m giving it to you. But you’re going to do it my way. Clear?” Rafe said.

“All right fine. I’ll do it your way.”

“I know someone looking for a new head of security. His last one got knifed by a wolf shifter. I’ll recommend you and set up a meeting,” Rafe said.

“And then what?”

“And then we wait and see. We’ll wait out Archer and his men while you heal and get back to full strength,” Rafe said. “What about your powers?”

“Depleted. Going through the portal did something to them.” 

“Then you’ll need to regen, too. In the meantime, I’ll do some digging and see what I can find out about Archer and his plans. There are always those who will exchange information for money.”

“Who is this guy you know?”

“He’s the bar owner at the place you found me. Name’s Mario.”

“And the hulking guy outside?”

“Oh, that’s Bear. He’s harmless.”

“He doesn’t look harmless.”

Rafe chuckled. “He is. That reminds me. What was that about my birthday?”

“Nothing you need to worry about.” Logan didn’t think it necessary to explain to him how he lied his way into the bar/club.

“Right. You got a place to stay?”

Logan shook his head.

“You can stay here. I have another place on the Upper West Side.”

“Are you rich or something?” He meant it as a joke but Rafe’s serious expression didn’t waver.

“Let’s just say I’m good at what I do.” He gave him a cocky grin. “And don’t ask because it’s not up for discussion.”

Rafe stood and shoved his hand into his pocket. He brought out a key ring and tossed it to him. “Keys to the place. There’s a car in the garage you can drive, too, if you know how to drive.”

“I may not be from here but I’m not an idiot.” He’d visited the human realm enough with his father he knew how things worked. He preferred shifting and gliding through the sky but he knew that wasn’t possible since he was in a realm where the people had no idea dragons even existed.

Rafe snickered. “You haven’t told me everything but I’ll let that slide. Get some rest. I’ll get a meeting set up with Mario and let you know when.”

Rafe was right about that—he hadn’t told him everything. Like the Blood Stone. Logan had a feeling that was something he’d have to find himself.
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