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YRIAN

“I’m sorry. I’m so sorry, Yrian. I never wanted this to happen. Not this way. Not now.”

Amice’s voice broke through the abyss that embraced him with tight bands, prohibiting movement. 

“What have you done?” The voice that spoke was his, but it seemed to come from a long distance, and he realized that he was hearing an echo of the past. Guilt, the pain of betrayal, and hopelessness crashed over him, threatening to drown him in regret.

Again.

“She did what was needed to be done,” a man’s voice drawled the answer, filled with amusement that made Yrian want to roar with fury. “And now, I will end your pain. It is the least I can do for a brother.”

“Kashi is right,” the voice of Amice said, fading as she backed away. “We did what was needed. The dragons ... they are wrong, Yrian. You are wrong. You should not be, not the way you were made. The First Dragon tried, but it was a mistake. A deadly mistake. I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. ...”

“They are dead? The sept is gone?” he heard his voice ask, the words spoken a few millennia ago, but the pain just as stark in his breast as it had been when Amice—and Kashi, the betrayer—all but ripped out his heart.

At least that was what it had felt like at the time. Now? He struggled to contain his fire, to force it to his will, to shape and use it, but the guilt from the betrayal washed over him, and he knew it was useless to try.

And to be honest, he didn’t care. Not anymore. Why should he when there was no hope?

“This is the one?” The voice was male but was that of a stranger. “Why is the room on fire? I thought prohibitions had been placed on the interior?”

Yrian realized the voice was not one from the past that tormented him nightly, and opened his eyes, turning to look at the people who stood clustered at the doorway of his prison. One was a tall man with washed-out blue eyes, obviously a mage, since he was surrounded by an aura of arcane magic. Two others, both women, stood behind the mage, one clutching a device that Yrian remembered was called a tablet, the other bearing a small container with syringes. 

“They are. It was,” one of the women said, gazing into the room with overt dismay. “Nothing in here should burn. I ... I’ll call the team to reapply the prohibitions.”

She hurried off, a phone held to her ear.

“No more drugs.” The voice that emerged from Yrian was more of a croak than anything else, but he paid no mind to that. “They bring back the past.”

“If you would stop attacking the staff when they bring you meals, perhaps you would not need to be drugged,” the tall man said, his expression an odd mixture of contempt and wariness.

Yrian couldn’t help but smile to himself, the movement stiff as if the muscles in his face had forgotten how to do so. He struggled to sit up, aware that at some point while he was drugged, the attendants had bound his arms to his body with several straps. He made sure to hold the mage’s gaze as he allowed his fire to crawl down his body, the sting of it a familiar companion as it obliterated the straps. He took a deep breath, relishing the freedom as he wiggled his fingers to get the blood back into them. “You fear me. Who are you?”

“I fear no man,” the mage answered, but he lied. Yrian stood slowly, his head lowered as he locked his eyes on the man, summoning power from the shadows that lurked around all living things. 

Arcane magic crackled around the man in a protective shield even as he stepped backward. “There, you see? This is why you are drugged, why you have been deemed a danger to the denizens of this facility as well as the L’au-dela. Have the arrangements been made?”

The second woman, who was more or less hiding behind the mage, peered over his shoulder at Yrian. Her expression displayed fear and what looked very much like hatred. “Yes, Dr. Kostich. The Sovereign has arranged for transport tomorrow. She assures me that fresh Hashmallim have been summoned, and that a suitable gaol in the Thirteenth Hour has been readied to receive this demonic being.”

“I am no demon!” Yrian roared, rage filling him and sending him forward on a flood of dragon fire, the pain of it enough to bring him to his knees if he hadn’t been so furious at the accusation.

A blue-white arcane light lit up the confines of his cell, knocking him back two steps, but it was enough for the mage to slam the door just as he reached it. Fingers that were now tipped in silver claws curled into fists, the dark gray scales that rippled up his arms warning he’d shifted into dragon form.

He fought the need to destroy, to punish those who dared confine him, to wreak havoc, instead pushing down the violent emotions, knowing he had to soothe the part of his mind that owed its chaos to his dam, and struggled to slow his breathing.

“Fukka,” he swore once he had his emotions in control again, invoking his favorite oath from the Norsemen of his past. He knew from experience there was little use to attack the door. It had been especially protected against his powers and dragon fire, most likely due to the fact that a week prior he had almost broken free.

“And now,” he said, puffing smoke as he spun around and kicked a merrily burning wooden table against the wall with such force that it shattered into charcoal and wood dust. He glared at his scale-covered arm. “I have to deal with this.”

He focused his attention on his form, and slowly, painful second by second, he reclaimed the human body that he had borne since adulthood. The dark scales that seemed to mirror all the colors shifted to an uninspiring tan skin. He gazed at his hands with a curl of his lip, then proceeded to tamp down the fire that still burned around him. 

“Next time,” he promised himself, glaring at the door. “Next time I will free myself. And then ...” He stopped, wanting to swear to vengeance against those who confined him, but they were not the ones responsible for his situation.

No, that sin lay on another’s shoulders, and at last, his mind was calm enough that he could make plans.

“Kashi will pay,” he announced as he paced the confines of his cell. “The world will suffer by his hands no more. And then I will finally be free.”

The pain of the past pierced him like daggers, but he ignored it just as he always had.

This time, he would succeed. He had to, given that the mage was intending on confining him to the Thirteenth Hour. To fail meant the death of the dragonkin.

And he couldn’t bear that guilt. Not again.
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BECKET

“I’m a good person! I swear I’m a good person! I just have ... argh! ... the shittiest luck possible.” I’m not proud of the grunt that emerged when I swung the fire extinguisher I’d ripped off the wall of the train station’s restroom. “I don’t deserve this! I don’t deserve you! Will you stay dead, dammit?”

“No,” the demon snarled, a nasty smile stretching its lips way too wide for the human form it wore. “You cannot destroy me, artificer.”

“Maybe not, but I can take you out of the game for a little bit,” I said in between pants as I swung the fire extinguisher again, this time connecting with it. The rebound almost knocked me on my ass, while the demon immediately lunged for me.

“Hey, Becket, you’d better hurry or we’ll miss the train to Prague—what the hell?” Billie, the band’s drummer, froze in the doorway, staring with huge eyes as the demon and I rolled on the (thankfully, just cleaned) bathroom floor.

The demon snarled and tried to slash my face with fingernails that grew into yellowed claws, the look in its eyes filled with glee.

“Hit it!” I screamed, twisting my body underneath the demon, narrowly missing its gouging out one of my eyes, trying desperately both to get out of the iron grip it had on my arms and to knee it in the noogies. If it wanted to wear a male form, I was going to take advantage of any weak spots. “Fire extinguisher! Hit it on the head!”

“But—maybe I should call Skye—” Billie hesitated, and for a moment, I damned the fact I had allowed the demon to sneak up on me.

“Just hit it!” I bellowed, making a monumental effort, at last managing to twist and kick enough I got out from under it, but not before it freed one hand and punched me hard in the eye.

Evidently the sound of my head cracking backward from the blow was enough to send Billie into motion. She snatched up the extinguisher that I’d dropped, and hit the demon on the head, providing enough of a distraction that I could roll away. Although breathless from the altercation, I got to my knees, quickly whipping the strap from my bag around its neck, attempting to throttle it while Billie stood waving the extinguisher in a threatening manner.

“It takes ... goddess, I think I may vomit ... a lot longer to strangle someone than I imagined,” I said, collapsing back when the twisted strap did its job, and the demon slumped forward.

“Is he ... dead?” Billie asked, her voice rising on a note of pure panic.

“Demons can’t die,” I reminded her, frantically trying to get breath into my lungs. I leaned against one of the stall doors, my butt on the cold, slightly damp floor, and felt like a newspaper that had been out in the rain for a week solid. “Well, they can, but it takes someone with serious power to pull it off. This one’s form is toast. Unfortunately, it’ll be back.”

“That’s a demon?” Billie’s nascent panic attack faded immediately as she set down the extinguisher and bent down to peer at the crumpled form. At that moment, it disappeared into a puff of oily, nasty black smoke. “I’ve never seen one up close. Are they all that violent?”

I stiffened my wobbly legs as I hauled myself upright, reclaimed my bag, and glanced at the mirror. All it showed was my horrified expression. “They’re demons, Billie. That kind of implies they’re evil. Crap. We’ve got four minutes. Are the others on the train?”

“Yes. They sent me to find you.” Billie had a slight French accent, her manner of speaking breathy, a trait I’d always admired. “I didn’t think you would be attacked in the toilet.”

Two women entered as I limped out and made my way toward the platform that contained the overnight train to the Czech Republic, amongst other places. Since it was almost midnight, the train station was blessedly sparse of travelers. 

“Demons don’t give a damn about things like needing to pee,” was all I said as we hurried. I wrapped an arm around my waist, wondering if the demon had cracked a rib. It certainly hurt to take a breath, and I felt like I might vomit at any second, no doubt heightened by the shambling run I adopted toward the train. “I hope it takes that one a while to get a new form, because if they get on the train with us, I’m a goner.”

“We’ll protect you,” Billie said as she boarded, casting a confident look over her shoulder. I didn’t say anything to that, knowing there was little the three other women who made up our band could do against demons, especially if Candy and Andy—the big guns, demonically speaking—made another appearance. “And once we get to the CR, we should be safe, what with the festival being run by a troll.”

“Vampire,” I said absently, collapsing on the bottom bunk of the compartment we were to share, then corrected myself. “Dark One. And I don’t know how much they have to do with the actual running of the music festival. It’s held on the grounds of one of their castles, but that doesn’t automatically mean it’s a demon no-go zone. No, thanks, I don’t want anything in my stomach until it settles.”

She murmured something about staying hydrated and set down the bottle of water on a tiny table. “I’ll go tell Skye and Deni that you were attacked, and I smashed the demon’s brains in.”

I cocked an eyebrow at the fact that Billie—the mildest of our foursome—looked so pleased at the idea of hitting a demon, but since my ribs and swollen eye and just about every other part of me was in pain, I decided it was far better to simply lie still on what was a surprisingly comfortable bunk until my natural healing abilities kicked in.

Just in case the demon reported my appearance, I crafted a new glamour, ready to don when we hit Prague.

By the time we emerged into the glorious sunshine of a late-summer Czech day, my limp was gone, and although my ribs still hurt, I could walk without wincing.

“Train to Brno is in half an hour,” Skye said as she stopped in front of where Deni, Billie, and I were sitting. She passed out tickets, and cast a critical look over me. “Brunette doesn’t look right on you. You’re too pale for such dark hair. Maybe make some glamours with warmer tones?”

I glanced down at my hands, swearing to myself. I had been out of it so much when I made the glamour that I hadn’t remembered to change my skin tone to match the rest of the new appearance. “Crap. You’re right. I’ll fix it once we’re on the train.” 

“Should we form a protective cordon around you, or can you make it to the train without your evil ex sending more demons after you?” she asked some twenty minutes later when we headed for the train. I ignored the spike of guilt that struck whenever the band mentioned my cover story, telling myself that I was doing what I could to make up for the fact that I wasn’t entirely truthful with them.

I couldn’t be. Not if I wanted to make sure they survived.

“I think I’ll be OK, since there were three trains leaving last night, and the demon couldn’t be sure which one we were taking, but let me know if you guys see anyone watching us a bit too closely.” I pushed down the fear that I might have to stop working with the band if the demons tracked me down again.

An hour later, as we sped southeast to the small town of Brno, where a yearly music festival was held, I touched my hair and asked Skye, “OK, I fixed my skin tone. Does it look right with my hair now?”

“Yes, it is much more agreeable to the eye. And the trousers you picked for the glamour are better than that frompty dress you had on before.” She tapped on her phone, bringing up a notes app. “Did you decide on the set? Other than Billie’s ballad?”

“My dress was a bit frumpy, I guess,” I said slowly, mildly insulted that what I thought of as a perfectly nice sundress had drawn criticism. “And yes on the set list.”

The conversation turned to what songs we’d perform at the festival. Deni, Skye’s cousin, who with Billie was sitting opposite us, pulled out an earbud and asked, “Did they update the website? Are the rounds announced? And how much do we get for winning a round?”

“They’re waiting for everyone to check in before announcing the schedule,” Skye said in a soothing tone. “And the money has not changed. It’s a hundred euros per band for each win. If we go all the way through the ... the ...” She paused and glanced at me.

“Brackets,” I answered, gently pressing my side. It didn’t feel too painful, which meant my healing abilities were doing their job, if slowly. I needed to be able to breathe to sing, though, and I wondered if I shouldn’t work up an illusion glamour just in case my voice wasn’t enough to carry us through.

“And a thousand euros guaranteed to the top three teams who make it to the end battle,” Skye said, her eyes back on her book. “Top band takes home five thousand.”

Deni sat back in her seat, a satisfied expression on her face, her eyes on me. “Which will be us, because we have a siren.”

“Half siren,” I corrected, leaning my head against the window, watching as the scenery zipped by. Some of the little farms we passed set up a deep sense of longing in me, a need to have a place of my own, one filled with peace, and happiness, and animals who didn’t give a damn about what magic I could work. 

Why couldn’t I have been born to normal parents? Why didn’t they protect themselves better, so I wasn’t left alone at fourteen? And most of all, what demon lord was trying so hard to capture me? 

My shoulders drooped as I gave in to worry, miserably wondering what was in store for me.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


TWO

[image: ]




CHARITY

“I don’t suppose you had any luck breaking into the asylum?” The shadow that moved over my watercolor paper stopped when I spoke. I glanced up and shaded my eyes to admire the man who stood before me. He was so incredibly handsome, my stomach wobbled around. No, I mentally corrected myself. Not man ... dragon. Demigod. Sexy-as-hell lover who made my heart sing a thousand songs of happiness whenever he was near.

Avval, the First Dragon, the progenitor of all dragons who ever were, and who ever would be, and incidentally also the love of my life, thought for a few seconds before answering in his usual grave, measured tone. “No. The archimage Kostich is unreasonable, and quite possibly deranged. Archimages often end up so. In addition, he saw through the glamour I used in order to get into the facility. That is most annoying. I will have to order one for my next visit. Your clematis is lovely.”

“I bet you say that to all your mates,” I teased, setting down my paintbrush in order to stand and kiss him, the sense of rightness returning to my world. He smiled under the kisses I scattered along his delicious lips, his hands instantly on my hips, pulling me close against him.

“I don’t believe I have. Neither of them painted, although Maerwyn enjoyed embroidering things. I suppose that is similar. You missed me?”

“More than you can imagine,” I said, kissing him like I’d wanted to do for the three days he’d been gone. A flash of surprise and appreciation was visible for a moment in his beautiful eyes.

“I can imagine a great many things, but I will agree that this separation has been onerous. I have missed you greatly, as well. How do you feel?”

“Better,” I said, smiling at the way his eye color shifted from silver to a dark blue and then to gold. I still hadn’t cracked the entire code, but I knew the colors were influenced by his emotions. When he looked at me, his eyes went gold, bathing me in a warmth that made me want to purr like a cat in the sun. “Thankfully, the worst was yesterday, which means in a couple of days I’ll be able to ride you like the dragon you are.”

His eyes widened slightly at my not-so-subtle hint; then immediately the gold of his irises turned molten. “I have told you that I am not afraid of blood, but I assumed you were uncomfortable while your woman’s time was upon you.”

“I was. I am. Well, for another day or so, I’ll be a bit bloaty, but after that, all bets are off.” I pulled myself away from the lure of his mouth and took his hand, the feeling of his fingers twining around mine bringing me so much joy I almost burst into song. “Tell me what happened with Yrian.”

He did. It took about ten minutes, but when he was finished, we sat on a bench in the shade while I chewed it over. “Honestly, Avval, I think I should contact the mates.”

“Do you believe they can achieve what I cannot?” he asked, his tone grave as ever, but with an edge that I put down to his frustration with the situation concerning Yrian. 

I hesitated for a few seconds. “Not in the sense you mean. I’ll admit the first time I joined the mates’ group chat, I thought it was just a way for them to gossip, but they have proven their claim that collective brainstorming can be productive. Would you like me to share what’s going on with Yrian and the Asile?”

His thumb stroked over mine as two butterflies that were fighting over the gorgeous purple clematis suddenly noticed Avval and immediately flew to him, where they clung to his shirt, gently fanning their wings at him. Butterflies, I’d discovered, loved him, and always perched themselves on him until he noticed and carefully put them on nearby plants. “I don’t think it would cause difficulty if you were to do so. Perhaps it is as you say, and the dragonkin may see the problem from an angle different to that which Baltic embraces.”

The edge to his voice grew a bit sharper. I tried never to get between his relationship with his descendants, especially Baltic, the youngest of his actual sons, but over the last six months, I’d grown to agree with the mates that Avval was being a little harsh when it came to Baltic. I gave his fingers a squeeze and said, “He tried. Three times, according to Ysolde, who said that Yrian refused his help every time. I don’t know what more Baltic could do.”

“It should not have taken so many attempts to do what is natural,” was all he said. I slid him a look from the corners of my eyes, wondering why he was so annoyed. He must have sensed my concern, because his lips quirked. “You are not pleased by my answer. Have you been listening to Ysolde’s opinion of me?”

I laughed at that. “Of course I listen to her. She’s one of the mates, and I like her. It doesn’t mean I approve of, or agree with, her statements that you deliberately rejoice in dropping cryptic requests that she do something, but I will admit that I’m not sure what’s natural about Baltic trying to drag Yrian into the twenty-first century.”

“That was not his goal,” he answered, and, rising, led me from the garden to the house, pausing along the way to relocate the butterflies onto a flowering orange tree. “Speak to the mates if you desire. I must contact a former Sovereign to locate a better glamour. She always seems to have exceptional ones, and if that annoying archimage can see through the ones I make, then I will simply avail myself of Sally’s artificer.”

I paused on the way to the small, sunny room I used as a studio. “What’s an artificer when he’s at home?”

“One who creates glamours. Ah, it is you.”

“Yup, it sure is.” The dark-haired Asian woman who trotted lightly down the stairs flashed a nervous smile at Avval. “I didn’t realize you were back. Should I ... er ... make myself scarce?”

“Of course not,” I said, giving Elle a reassuring smile. She was my bestie and the only person from my past with whom I kept up. “The First Dragon is off to do important dragon things while I contact the mates. You want to join me? They’d love meeting my soul sister.”

“Sure,” she said, scooting around Avval as he watched with mild amusement lighting his gorgeous—if changeable—eyes. “Sounds like fun meeting your other family.”

Avval gave me a little nod of the head. “You will tell me if you need pain medicines.”

“I would never keep my crampiness from you,” I told him, and blew him a kiss before joining Elle in my studio, plopping down on an overstuffed chair next to her. “I know you’re intimidated by the First Dragon, but you really don’t have to worry. He’s delighted you came for a visit. We don’t normally get many people here, so stop feeling like you have to leave us alone together.”

“Well, he is a demigod,” Elle said with a twist of her lips, then laughed and shook her head. “I know, I know—he’s not going to smite me on the spot because I didn’t take care of you like I should have when we were both in the foster system, but man alive, Charity—he’s a dragon god! Of course that means I’m going to watch my p’s and q’s around him.”

I would have scoffed at such an idea but admitted to myself that Avval’s presence was naturally one that demanded respect, and instead spent an hour arranging to chat with the mates of all the wyverns. 

“OK, I get that the leaders of the dragon septs are called wyverns,” Elle said ninety minutes later, when we sat before my laptop waiting for the video chat room to open. “And the nonofficial groups are called tribes, and they have mates, as well.”

“The tribe leaders are called masters, not wyverns,” I reminded her. “There are a couple that are more or less adjacent to the weyr.”

She frowned in concentration, glancing at the cheat sheet of names and brief explanations that I had given her. “Got it. I’m just confused as to who are actually the First Dragon’s kids, and who are his descendants.”

“Every dragon is a descendant, but Baltic and Yrian are the only ones of his actual children who are still alive. Well ...” I looked toward the door, and, after a moment’s thought, got up and closed it before returning to my chair.

Elle’s eyebrows rose at the action.

“He has another child living,” I said in a suitably hushed tone, then threw understandable pronoun use to the wind by adding, “But he disowned him thousands of years ago.”

“A bad seed?” Elle asked, her eyebrows rising higher.

“Very bad. You’ve heard of the demon lord Bael?”

She nodded.

“That’s him. He was the second child born, and his name was Kashi until the First Dragon stripped him of his dragon nature due to ... oh, a whole lot of truly reprehensible things involving much death and sorrow. No one calls Bael by his original name except his older brother, Yrian, who I gather wasn’t around when Kashi ‘became’ Bael.”

“Wow, that’s just ... I mean, everyone knows about Bael,” Elle said, blinking a few times. “But isn’t he out of commission now? I thought I heard he was stuffed into some afterlife.”

“The Egyptian underworld, yes,” I said, tapping in a quick message when Aisling texted to ask if we were ready to go. “It’s called the Duat, and the First Dragon’s brother Osiris runs it.”

“Osiris? You mean the actual Osiris? The god one?” she said, gawking at me.

“That’s him. And just to totally blow your mind, you’ve heard of Odin and Freya, yes?”

Her eyes huge, she nodded.

“Freya’s his sister. He has a lot of cutting things to say about Odin, but I gather he and Freya are pretty close. She invited us to visit them so I could meet her, but that will have to wait until things have calmed down with the dragons.”

Elle shook her head. “I have no idea how you cope with the fact that actual gods straight from mythology are your in-laws, but since you’re more or less married to a demigod, I guess it’s all par for the course.”

“Something like that. Oh, here we go. Aisling usually hosts these, because her wyvern, Drake, is very techy, and has set up a whole system for her to host the mates’ chats.”

A woman with curly brown hair popped onto the screen and smiled. “Hello, all! I’m afraid we’re going to have limited numbers due to the short notice, but I did send everyone the information.”

“My apologies for the rushed request,” I said, making a face that I hoped accurately expressed my regret. “It’s kind of an immediate problem, so I hoped you wouldn’t mind.”

“Bee says she’s not leaving the bathroom for the next three months,” Ysolde said, glancing up from her phone.

I muted myself and quickly told Elle, “That’s Aisling Grey in the upper left corner. Ysolde is the blonde. She’s Baltic’s mate. The woman who just logged on and looks like a nineteen twenties flapper is May, mate of the silver wyvern, Gabriel. Bee is the sister of another wyvern, and another mate, respectively. She and her wyvern, Constantine, are expecting their second child.” 

“Ugh. I so don’t miss those first months,” Aisling said with a grimace, then glanced to the side when a big black Newfoundland dog shambled in and plopped itself down next to her. 

I unmuted to say, “Thank you all for coming. This is my friend Elle, who has been staying with us for the last ten days, and is very discreet, so you don’t have to worry about saying anything in front of her.”

“I’m a psychiatrist for angsty spirits, shades, and revenants,” Elle said, giving a little wave at the laptop’s camera. “So I’m very familiar with nondisclosure as a working concept, and absolutely agree to keep anything heard here to myself.”

“We’re always happy to know a friend of yours,” Aisling said politely, then quickly ran through the introductions. “Not that I want to pressure you to hurry, Charity, but we’re leaving for Paris in two and a half hours, and Drake’s about at the end of his patience trying to get everything wrapped up here in Hungary so we can spend a month in France.”

“In other words, what’s up?” Ysolde asked, ignoring the fact that a boy of about four was riding a small bike with training wheels in circles around the couch upon which she sat. 

I took a deep breath. “It seems that the First Dragon has been having some difficulty getting to Yrian.”

Ysolde frowned. “If that’s a dig against Baltic—”

“Not in the least,” I said quickly. “I’m sorry for interrupting you, but it’s nothing like that. I think the First Dragon understands that there’s only so much Baltic can do for his brother. The problem is the Asile itself.”

“And that is what?” May asked, obviously making notes. She normally shared secretary duties with Bee, but since the latter was evidently unwell, May stepped in to keep all the mates up to date with the meetings. “A person, place, or thing?”

“The Asile is the name of the ... well, I hate to use the term ‘mental asylum,’ but that’s really what it is. The First Dragon said it’s a place where the Otherworld confines all the beings it feels have mental or emotional issues. He said that since Yrian had been arrested by the mortal police three different times and subsequently destroyed each of the buildings where he was confined, the Otherworld Committee decided he was a danger to both immortals and mortals, and stuck him in the Asile.”

“Gabriel said something about that,” May said, tapping the end of a pen on her lip as she looked thoughtful. “We talked about going into the Beyond and reaching him that way, but we weren’t sure if Yrian could access it. Do you know if he can, Charity?”

I shook my head. “If he could, the First Dragon would have gotten him out that way. Evidently the Asile people take their security very seriously. Not only do they have those big ghostly scary guys as security, but Dr. Kostich works with the psychiatric team and is more or less in charge of the whole place. He’s seen to it that there are so many spells, wards, songs, and even a bunch of banes woven into the material of the building that not only can you NOT sneak in via any altered form of reality, including the Beyond, but you also can’t perform magic once you’re inside the Asile. Which is why the First Dragon can’t simply roll up and take Yrian out with him.”

“Wow,” Aisling said, glancing to her side when her demon, Jim, shifted next to her. “Dr. Kostich actually used banes and songs to protect the place? Both of those involve dark powers that I assume he would have to stay away from.”

I gave a half shrug. “I have no clue about that. I do know that on his last attempt to see Yrian, Dr. Kostich saw through the First Dragon’s glamour, and forbade him from entering the building.”

“Holy crapbeans,” Aisling said, looking again at Jim when it shifted. “Do you need to go out? Or do you have something to contribute to the conversation? You may do so if it will help the situation.”

“Heya, everyone,” Jim said on a gasp, just like it had been holding its breath. 

What sort of a demon chooses a dog as its form? Elle wrote on my notepad that sat on the desk before me. 

One that is the son of the being who created Abaddon—aka the mortal idea of hell—while at the same time having the head of the Court of Divine Blood as its mom, I scribbled.

Her eyes widened. The demon’s mom was the head of heaven?

I nodded as Jim continued. “Heya, Charity. Heya, Charity’s shrink. I didn’t know you could have visitors at Chez First Dragon. Is it, like, out where anyone can stop by and snuffle the flowers?”

“No,” I told it firmly, stifling a giggle at what Avval would have to say if I invited the demon for a visit. 

Aisling almost rolled her eyes. “It is rude to invite yourself, as I tell you every time you try to palm yourself onto Ysolde for the food she and Pavel cook.”

“They got some good eats,” Jim said, smacking its doggy lips a few times. “Soldy would never make me eat that ass-flavored diet food you keep letting the vet talk you into.”

“And that’s enough out of you,” Aisling told it with a little flick of its ear. “No speaking unless it answers a question or is helpful. Sorry, Charity, please go on.”

“I’d like to know more about Dr. Kostich forbidding the First Dragon to do anything,” May said, still taking notes. 

“I don’t doubt he’d try, because he’s always had the attitude that he rules the Otherworld, but what I want to know is what the FD did in response,” Ysolde asked, grunting a little when her son Anduin suddenly leaped onto the couch, hauling a stuffed white dragon that was almost as big as him, slamming it onto her lap with a demand she pet the dragon. 

“You can take it as read that he expressed his unhappiness with both the situation and Dr. Kostich,” was all I said, but I smiled to myself at some of the pointed remarks Avval told me he’d made, and how Kostich was clearly fuming by the end.

“Good,” Ysolde said with a satisfied smile, before shifting the stuffed dragon from her lap, handing her son a plastic sword instead. “Now, what is it you want, exactly?”

I frowned, aware that I might well be overreacting to Avval’s unhappiness, but driven regardless to provide him with the love and support he’d lacked for the last six hundred or so years. “I’m not actually sure, to be honest. I just remembered how innovative and productive the mates’ collective has been with other problems, and hoped you would put your heads together as to how to get Yrian out of the Asile.”

“Hmm,” Aisling said, looking thoughtfully at nothing. “I admit that other than having Drake break into the place—which he would do in a heartbeat, because there’s nothing that man loves so much as being able to put his green dragon thieving skills to use—other than that, I don’t have any ideas.”

“I suppose a physical jailbreak is out of the question?” Ysolde asked, a similarly thoughtful expression on her face. Absently, she picked up a second plastic sword, and parried her son’s attacks. “Baltic would be delighted to fire up some arcane blasts on the Agile place.”

“Asile, and alas, that’s also something the First Dragon would do if it would have any effect, which he assures me it wouldn’t, due to all the magic woven into the building itself,” I answered, glancing at a scrap of paper Elle pushed my way.

Can I help? As a psychiatrist, that is? Maybe I can see Yrian?

“I was afraid of that,” Ysolde said with a sigh, still absently wielding her toy sword as Anduin continued to attack. “I’m not sure what else Baltic could do, but I’ll ask him.”

“Thank you,” I said, my hopes sinking as I scribbled my answer on Elle’s note. No, we tried that earlier. The medicos running the Asile don’t allow others in to consult unless it’s their request for help.

“I’m afraid I don’t have any ideas other than trying to use the Beyond,” May said with a little shake of her head. 

“Jim?” Aisling asked, nudging her demon. “Does anything occur to you that would help Yrian?

Jim’s face scrunched up as it clearly thought on the subject. “It’s a question of which you want more ... getting into the cuckoo’s nest, or getting the first Firstborn out. Which is more important? Because getting in is easy. ... It’s the getting him out that might be a bit tricky.”

“If it was easy to get in, Charity wouldn’t be asking us for help,” Aisling told it. 

“Meh,” it said, giving a shrug of its shoulders. “That’s nothing a good glamour couldn’t handle. Actually ... the same could be said for getting Yrian out, too. But it would have to be something special.”

“I just told you that the annoying Dr. Kostich saw through the First Dragon’s glamour,” I pointed out.

“Yeah, but the First Daddy himself admitted that he wasn’t very good at glamours,” Jim answered, pulling back its doggy lips to smile at the camera. “Right, May? He said that when you guys were in the Duat, right?”

“He did say that, yes,” May said slowly, her gaze flickering off to the distance. “But no one other than Bael recognized him, so I don’t know how valid his point was. Certainly Gabriel and I didn’t see through the glamour.”

“He mentioned something about seeking an artificer,” I said slowly, biting my lower lip (a bad habit of which I’ve tried hard to break myself, but it tends to come back in times of stress). 

“That would work, except there aren’t any around. At least not any that you can find. They hide a lot, what with people torturing their families in order to get them to make the super-duper glamours,” Jim said, leaning on Aisling’s leg. Automatically, she patted it and gave its ears a fondle.

“You mean if the First Dragon had a stronger glamour, he could get inside the Asile? How would that help Yrian escape?” I asked.

Elle wrote quickly on her notepad and slid it toward me again. Glamour for your stepson, too!

That had me raising my eyebrows, but before I could comment, Aisling said, “Wait ... can we glamour Yrian? Could the First Dragon take a glamour in for him? Can you take something magical like that inside? I imagine the wards would prohibit that entering the building.”

“Hmm,” Ysolde said, scooting down the couch when her son, now dual wielding both swords, attacked the stuffed dragon. “That’s a really good question.”

“And also a good suggestion by Jim,” May said, nodding as she made a note. “So far, I have on my list locate an artificer, determine whether or not someone could smuggle a powerful glamour into the Asile, and ... what else?”

“Ways to get Yrian out if the glamours are a moot point,” I said after a few seconds’ thought.

“I think we’ll have to research glamours a bit more,” Aisling said, her brow furrowed as she looked at nothing in particular. “In order to understand their scope. Hmm. I’ll definitely pick Drake’s brain on the flight to Paris.”

“I’ll do the same with Baltic, although I assume if he had any good ideas, he would have talked to the First Dragon about them. Oh! That reminds me—did everyone get an invitation from Allie to visit her and Christian at their castle? Baltic is prone to refusing such an offer, but I pointed out to him that the reciprocal visit is coming up, and if we were there, the kids would be off dancing at the music festival.”

“Reciprocal visit?” I asked, confused.

“Karma’s foster daughter, Pixie, is coming to stay with us for ten days while Karma and Adam go to Hungary for the trial of a spirit who attacked Karma,” Ysolde answered, shooing her son off the couch when he started jumping up and down on it while waving his swords. “Lovey, why don’t you go out to the garden and beat up the imps.”

Elle looked horrified as the child yelled with happiness and dashed off with a thundering noise more appropriate to a small herd of water buffalo. They let their kids kill imps? she wrote.

“Do you have imps?” I asked, equally startled by Ysolde’s suggestion.

“Not in the least, no,” she said complacently, smiling at us. “But Anduin doesn’t know that. Will you be attending the gathering at Christian’s, Charity?”

“I don’t think so,” I said, glancing at my phone, quickly finding the texted invitation. “Much as it pains me as a siren to miss a musical event—it’s practically against the Siren’s Code to forgo such things—the First Dragon is very focused on the problem with Yrian, as well as something going on with one of his brother’s grandkids, so I doubt if we’ll have time. But I will mention it to him and see what he thinks. What about you two?” I asked May and Aisling.

“Oh, we’re going,” Aisling said firmly, her nostrils flaring slightly as she shot a pointed look at the door that I assumed was meant for her wyvern. “Drake doesn’t think it’s important we mingle with vampires, but our kids and Allie’s are close enough in age that it will be good for them to play together.”

“Drake’s a bit gaga when it comes to the spawn having contact with non-dragon kids,” Jim said before rolling over onto its back. “He wouldn’t even let Ash put them into a school with other immortal kids because he said they could be bad influences. Ha! Like the spawn could be worse than they are?”

“I am sitting right here,” Aisling said, glaring at the demon. “And if you don’t want to find yourself confined to the Akasha for the three days we are at Allie and Christian’s home, then I’d advise you to rethink your criticism of my children.”

Jim pursed its lips.

“Fine,” Aisling allowed, and gave in to its obvious demands for belly scratches. “They are hellions, but they’re our hellions, and we choose to admire their many good qualities and ignore the ones that sent their own grandmother running after just half an hour’s visit.”

May and Ysolde both laughed aloud. I had heard tales of the green wyvern’s mother, but decided that wasn’t my story to tell Elle.

“We’re going, as well. Gabriel thinks it’s important for us to help the vamps.”

“Why?” I asked May, unable to see a connection between the dragons and Dark Ones.

“I don’t know,” she said, giving a shrug. “To be honest, I don’t think he knows, either. He says it’s just a feeling he has, and he’s obligated to act on it. So we’ll be in Europe next week, too. I guess we can meet then and call you, Charity, with any results to our inquiries.”

That course of action met everyone’s approval, and we signed off.

“That was fascinating,” Elle said as we left the room. “I had no ideas that all this intermingling went on between the dragons and other beings. You’ll let me know what happens with the son, yes?”

“You’re welcome to stay for as long as you like,” I told her, catching sight of Avval as he headed in from the garden, his cell phone in hand. 

“I know, and I will return, assuming you want me to visit you another time, but I’m as recovered as I ever will be from that rat bastard ex cheating on me with his nineteen-year-old student, and it’s time I get back to my plants. I’ll take you up on your offer to run me to a portal, though,” she added as Avval entered the house, his gaze catching mine.

He gave her a long look, no doubt ascertaining why she felt the need to cut short what I had hoped would be an extended visit, and was obviously reassured that it was her own choice, because he just nodded. “My steward will see to your arrival at your home in ...”

“San Francisco. Thank you. Speaking of that, I’d better get my packing done so I can zip out of here after dinner, if that’s OK with you two.”

I wanted to protest, but bit it back and slapped a smile on my face before giving her a hug. “I’ll be up to help you pack in a minute, OK?”

She trotted up the stairs with mild protests that she wouldn’t bother me, but I ignored those. Avval watched me closely for a moment before taking my chin in his fingers, tipping my head back to really study my face. It wasn’t something I tolerated with anyone but him, and that was only because I could see the love for me shining in his soul. “You will miss your friend. You are lonely?”

“No,” I said quickly, turning my head slightly so I could kiss his palm. “Not when you’re here. You know I’m an introvert by nature.”

“I know this,” he agreed, sliding his hand around me, and escorted me up the stairs. “But this loneliness I sense in you disturbs me. We will address it once I have retrieved Yrian from the deranged archimage. What did the mates suggest?”

I told him. He thought for a few seconds, then nodded. “I have heard from the former Sovereign,” he said, speaking of the woman who was part of a team that had run the Court of Divine Blood. “She said that the Interweb location where she purchased her glamours has disappeared. I do not understand how something that didn’t physically exist could cease doing so, but I do not wish to sit through another lecture from Stewart about virtual.”

I was about to ask what virtual aspect he was confused over, but decided that was a discussion for another day. Stewart was an excellent steward, having served with an Irish demigod for many centuries before the First Dragon hustled him over to work for us, but even he had limits, and sadly, although the First Dragon was superior in many ways, his grasp on all things Internet wasn’t particularly strong. It was only since we met that he had taken to using a cell phone, since I’d asked him to keep in touch when he was away doing First Dragon things. “Internet, my love, and that’s a shame about the glamour website. I’m pinning my hopes on the mates’ collective to locate one.”

He smiled at me and I wanted to simultaneously kiss the breath off his lips and have my womanly way upon him.

“Two days,” I told him when his eyes did the molten thing again, no doubt in response to my body’s obvious desire to seduce him. “And then, hoo baby, you’re mine.”

His slow answering smile was everything I wanted, and then some.
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EFFRIJIM

Heya, Amelie! Hope you don’t mind me sending you an audio message. Can you play it for Cecile when she wakes up from her post-breffy nap? Also, Ash wants me to tell you that she located the person who you said might have a spell to make my sweet fuzzybutt immortal, but that the dude was really snappy to her and said he wouldn’t waste the supplies on a dog. Have you ever heard of anything so ridiculous? 

Aisling said that we won’t give up, though, so don’t lose hope. 

OK, here’s the stuff that happened over the last couple of days.

It started with a text.

SALLY

Is it true that one of the dragon progenitor’s shards is in the hands of a demon lord? Asking for a friend ... well, all right, I’m asking for Terrin, because he’s tied up helping with a small problem involving some rogue mages who are heading for a very hard time if they don’t stop their present course, but that’s neither here nor there, now, is it?

ME

Heya, Sally. What demon lord has a shard of the dragon heart? ’Cause as far as I know, only dragons have them, although the blue sept’s shard is in the hands of a baddie named Xavier, but he’s a dragon. Mostly. OK, it’s about half dragon, half demon, but you know what I mean. 

SALLY

Ah, that is his name? Interesting. You would think one shard would be enough for him, but evidently he feels otherwise. Still, I’m sure your green wyvern has things well in hand. I will pass along your information to my better half, former-Sovereignly speaking. And now that I’ve warned you and your dragons, I must go. My bestie, Freya, invited me to swim with dolphins, and you just know I can’t refuse that! Plus, Odin will be there, and he’s always so fun to tease. I love it when he gets really annoyed and bursts into a cloud of attack ravens. Good times all around!

ME

Just when I think everything is copacetic, you go and drop hints about something happening to the dragons. Is Xavier after Drake and Aisling for something? Their shard? 

ME

Wait, I think Drake has two, since Soldy gave him one in order to get him to steal the light blade for Baltic. Is that it? Xavier’s going after the other shards? Aisling’s gonna freak out, and I won’t even speculate how crazy Drake will go protecting his dragons and family. The word “shitshow” comes to mind, you know?

ME

Sally? Is Xavier after the green dragons?

ME

Man, I hate it when you drop tidbits and then go off and do things like hanging with gods and swimming with dolphins.

ME

Also, I have a credit card now, and can pay for a portal to go wherever the dolphin-swimming party is happening. Just sayin’.

I gave Sally a half hour to respond, but when she didn’t, I figured I’d better find Aisling to tell her what Sally said.

That’s when I got the second text. 

UNKNOWN NUMBER

The blood moon must be returned. You will see to it. Desislav the Destroyer hungers for vengeance.

ME

Eh? New phone, who dis?

UNKNOWN NUMBER

I am Lattsa, daughter of Haka, head of the Jabmead Sisterhood. You will see to the return of the blood moon. Refusal will mean the destruction of the dragonkin.

ME

Man, when it rains threats, it pours. Isn’t the Jabmead Sisterhood some sort of mercenary band from Finland? I thought you guys were in the Jabmiidaibmu underworld? Did Desi hire you?

LATTSA

Yes, to all of it, although now we reside on a large reserve of land in the north of Finland. Do not think to defy me, demon. As leader of the Jabmiid, my roots lie deep in old earth magic. Your destruction, and that of the dragons who refuse to return the blood moon to Desislav, is ensured if you refuse.

ME

Hang on, have to get Google up on another screen, because you’re talking about all sorts of stuff that is sus as Abaddon.

ME

Heya, Desi, did you happen to hire a pushy woman in Finland named Lattsa, and if so, can you tell her that she’s not gonna win any awards for making friends when the first thing she does is threaten death and destruction without even saying hi?

DESISLAV

I believe your sister said she was going to contact you. Are you safe? Are you well? If the dragons are not able to protect you, you will come to us. Your mother is having difficulty regaining her memory, but perhaps your presence would help. I will send Lattsa to fetch you so that you are not harmed in the war.

ME

Sister? That bossy lady is my sister? You mentioned I had one, but I thought she must be dead or something, ‘cause you haven’t spoken of her since, and I never heard of her.

ME

Also, I appreciate the offer, but Aisling and Drake and the spawn all need me, so I’d rather stay here with them. But Ash says I can visit you and Parisi whenever I want, so if it would help to make daily visits, I can do that. I have a credit card! Expense is of no concern! Where are you guys? I can get a portal out to have lunch with you today. I like burgers, but I can’t have onions or garlic, and raw tomatoes make me gag. 

I waited ten minutes, but my dad didn’t respond, so I figured I’d ask for a little more info from Lattsa before I found Aisling and spilled all the goss.
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