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To my friend Brian Murphy, for making me laugh, teasing me mercilessly, and letting me rant without once telling me to suck it up, buttercup.










Chapter One 


“Off with her head!” 


I looked over my laptop screen at the man who stood in the center of the sitting room, pointing with a fine dramatic flair at a woman in the doorway. 


“I demand that you punish that . . . that . . . dragon for insubordination!” 


“Oh, yeah, like that’s gonna happen,'' a voice muttered from the floor. 


Magoth narrowed his eyes on the dog lying in a patch of sunlight, reading through a stack of near-pornographic graphic novels.“I have not given you permission to speak in my presence, demon.” 


“Here’s a news flash for you—­you’re not a prince anymore, so I can say what I like. Right, May?” 


I was about to nod, but thought better of giving the demon in doggy form carte blanche to do as it willed. My experience with Jim might not have been great, but it had been sufficient to give me pause. “No, you can say what Aisling told you was allowable to say when she sent you to stay with us.And if I recall,the words ‘Don’t lip off to anyone, for any reason, anytime, ever’ were included in her instructions.” 


Jim, whose full demon name of Effrijim was deemed too girlie by its owner to be used in anything but formal ceremonies, grinned, not an easy task considering it bore the form of a large, shaggy black Newfoundland dog. “Actually, I think she said if I pissed you off, she’d banish me to the Akasha until the baby was old enough to vote, but everyone knows doppelgangers don’t get pissy easily, so it’s all copacetic.” 


“Were we in Abaddon at this moment,” Magoth told the demon,the words coming out as a growl,“you would be on your belly begging for my mercy. It would be a useless gesture—­nonetheless I would allow you to continue begging, while writhing in torment so great you would plead for destruction, until such time as I grew tired of your screams of absolute, utter, endless agony.” 


“Yeah, yeah,” Jim said, turning back to its graphic novel. “Been there, done that, have the ‘My demon lord torments me for fun’ T-shirt.” 


Magoth puffed himself up until I thought he was going to explode. I considered whether the cleaning bill would be worth the entertainment value to be found therein, but decided against it. “What’s the problem, Maata?” I asked instead, shifting my gaze to the woman who stood at the door, watching us with noticeable amusement in her silver eyes. 


She held on to a placid expression. “Magoth—­” 


“Prince of Abaddon Magoth, to you, dragon,” the man in question said. “Or Lord Magoth. Or even, His Unholy Highness Magoth.” 


“Magoth,” Maata repeated, “tried to get into the basement. Again.”


I raised one eyebrow at the exiled demon lord, former silent-film star, and bearer of a (literally) cursed penis as he stormed around the room in impotent rage. Being born an incredibly handsome man in possession of sultry looks that had women throwing away their better judgments (and sometimes souls) over the  centuries, Magoth had no reason to adopt a form other than his natural one. Not, I noted silently to myself, that he could now if he wanted. 


“You see how I am treated? This is intolerable, wife! I insist that you lesson this minion! I will not be told by a mere slave what I may or may not do! She threatened me with violence! Me! She deserves a lengthy and inventive punishment for daring to treat me in such an insupportable manner!” 


“It was my fault. He used my bathroom break to get past me to the entrance of the lair,” Maata said, apology rich in her voice. “He won’t do so again.” 


“It was the merest of coincidences that I was in the basement at the exact moment the slave was out of the room,” Magoth sniffed, adopting a self-righteous expression that I didn’t for one moment buy. 


“You sneaked past me when I was in the bathroom,” Maata accused. 


“I am a demon lord! I do not sneak!” he said, outraged.


“One,'' I said, ticking it off on a finger, “you’re no longer a demon lord. At least not technically. Two, Maata is one of Gabriel’s elite guards, not a slave, and you will treat her with the respect due her. And three, I’m not your wife, so stop calling me that.” 


“You’re my consort,” he insisted, his eyes narrowing on me. 


“You de-consorted me when you found out you’d been kicked out of Abaddon, remember?” 


“I spoke in the heat of the moment. You know full well that I have not conducted divorce proceedings. Until it pleases me to remove you from that position”—­he smiled, and I thanked my stars that we weren’t in Abaddon, or I might have lost a few bits of my soul to that smile—­“or until you die, you will remain my consort.” 


“Thank you for that reiteration of demon lord pro­tocol.” Inside me, deep inside my chest, the shard of the dragon heart that I bore stirred, triggered as always by any threat or strong emotion. I clamped down hard on it, practicing the control I’d been working so hard to wield. I smiled at Gabriel’s bodyguard. “Thanks, Maata. I’ll take care of this.” 


“Better you than me,” she answered with a wry smile as she left. 


“You want me to rough him up a little?” Jim asked, rising and walking slowly toward Magoth.“I’d go straight for his noogies, but that curse gives me the willies. Ha! Willies! Get it?” 


“Go ahead and try,” Magoth said, his eyes glittering with an unholy light. 


Jim paused,shooting me a worried look.“You said he doesn’t have any powers here, right?” 


“He’s without about ninety-five percent of his power, yes,” I answered. 


Jim froze. “Oh, man! I thought you said all of his power was gone!” 


“It is. Well, all but about five percent, as best as we can figure.” 


“Five percent? Geez, May! We’ve got to have a little talk about the difference between a demon lord without any power, and one with enough to squash flat a sixth-class demon!” 


Magoth smiled again. A little black tendril of power snapped at Jim. 


The demon yelped and backed toward the door. “Fires of Abaddon, can’t you take a joke? I was just fun­ning, Your Imperial Dark and Twisted Majesty. Er . . . I think Hart to Hart is on that retro-TV-show channel. You know how I love me some Stefanie Powers. Catch ya later, Your Eminence of Unholy Darkness.” 


I gave Magoth my full consideration as the door shut behind Jim. It was true that over the last six weeks while Magoth had lived with us, Gabriel and I had determined that the demon lord had retained only a tiny fraction of his powers, but you don’t become a prince of Abaddon without picking up a few tricks. 


“You know the basement and areas below are off-limits until the workmen are done, Magoth. We ex­plained that to you when they started building the lair.” 


His expression shifted from outrage to sullen discon­tent. “As the mortals say, you are not the boss of me.” 


“Perhaps not, but you are here on sufferance, a fact I am obliged to point out yet again. Irritating Gabriel by attempting to force your way into his lair is going to do nothing but give him due cause to boot your butt out into the street.”


He oiled his way around the desk at which I sat, and trailed a finger up my arm as he moved behind me. I fought the urge to shiver, his touch so cold it leeched the heat from the air around me. “Ah, but you wouldn’t allow your scaly boyfriend to do that, would you, my sweet, sweet May?” He brushed a quick, frigid kiss on the back of my neck. Beneath the desk, my hands tight­ened into fists, pain pricking my palms. I knew without looking that my fingers had changed into long, scarlet talons. The dragon shard urged me to shift, enticing me with mental visions of Magoth lying dead on the floor at my feet. 


I was sorely tempted to give in to the shard, but I reminded myself that once I gave myself up to it, there would be no going back. Much as I loved Gabriel, as happy as I was being the mate to a powerful—­not to mention witty, urbane, and incredibly sexy—­wyvern, I did not want to spend the rest of eternity as a dragon. 


“You’ve been warned about touching me,” I man­aged to say in a neutral voice. The dragon shard fought hard to dominate me, but I hadn’t survived as Magoth’s slave for almost a hundred years without learning how to control my emotions. 


His cold breath touched my neck for a moment lon­ger before wisdom evidently got the better of him. He pushed aside my laptop and lay on top of the desk in a seductive pose, one hand languidly gesturing toward his body. “You want me.” 


“I want Gabriel,” I said, struggling inwardly as the dragon shard once again threatened to overwhelm me. 


He smiled again, but this was a smile of seduction, not promised retribution. “Your dragon may satisfy your doppelganger needs, but the animal within you wants me, sweet May. I can feel it.” 


“I am not an animal,” I said, my voice taking on a rough tone. I cleared my throat, determined to keep my usual unflappable demeanor with him, no matter how much he provoked me. 


He leaned forward slightly, his eyes half-lidded. I rec­ognized the signs—­heaven knew I’d been the recipient of his seduction attempts often enough. If I just let him work himself through the worst of it, eventually I’d be able to distract him with some other interesting mental tidbit. Magoth was always attracted by shiny things, be they tangible or intangible. 


“Tell me you don’t feel it, as well,” he said, his gaze attempting to draw me into the seduction. He didn’t have enough power to put a thrall on me—­a full-fledged sexual enchantment of sorts—­so it was simply a matter of distracting him with a suitably interesting conversa­tional offering. 


To my surprise, shock, and utter horror, instead of passing along a benign bit of Abaddon gossip, I found myself leaning forward until my lips brushed his. 


The dragon shard swamped me with emotions, hot and foreign, and suddenly out of the confusing mass came a burning desire to mate with him. 


“No,” I gasped, shoving myself away from the desk, away from Magoth. Horror crept up my flesh. Never once since I’d met Gabriel had I considered Magoth with anything but loathing and irritation. What was going on that I was now responding to him? 


I pulled up a mental picture of the man I loved with all my heart, remembered the warm latte-colored brown skin, the dimples that made my knees go weak, the flash of mercurial silver eyes, the fires he alone stirred in me, making me burn for him. Only for him. 


I stamped out the tiny little flame that appeared on the floor. 


“You see? The beast you bear says yes, sweet one. Give in to it. Let me show you what exquisite pleasure I can bring you.” 


I had to force my legs to back up. The need was great in me to take just what he offered, so great it almost had me casting common sense to the wind. “It’s not a beast. It’s one-fifth of the dragon heart, and it does not rule me. You can stop trying to seduce me, because it sim­ply won’t work. And must I remind you what Gabriel said he’d do to you the last time he caught you trying to make love to me?” 


“I don’t make love. I make ecstasy,” he answered, but his hands twitched protectively toward his groin before he stopped them.“No matter how much you protest, my adorable one, the fact remains that we both know the honeymoon with your dragon is over, and it’s me you truly want.” He slid off the desk and stalked toward me. 


“Stop trying to get a look at Gabriel’s lair, stop get­ting in Maata’s way, and stop trying to seduce me,” I said, backing toward the door. I jerked it open and was through it before he could answer, although the sound of his mocking laughter followed me as I raced down the hall to the stairs that led down to the basement. 


Maata was sitting on a chair at the bottom of the stairs, reading a book. She glanced up as I leaped down the last couple of stairs, her eyebrows going up at the sight of my flushed face. Since I was normally a calm, possessed person, I knew she recognized signs that the shard was driving me to distraction. 


“Where is he?” I asked. 


She knew exactly whom I was talking about. “Exam­ining the lock. They got the door up.” 


“Thanks.” I didn’t wait to chat, just bolted for the hole that was cut into the cement floor, clattering down the metal ladder set into the wall until I reached the rocky bottom. Lights hung drunkenly from the ceiling, a dank, earthy smell heavy in the air. It wasn’t surprising, given that the workmen had just excavated this subter­ranean lair over the last month, digging deep into the earth to create a series of tomblike passages that ended in a large room where Gabriel would keep his most pre­cious items. 


Two guards appeared as I jumped the last few feet to the earth and stone floor.They smiled as I fled past,scat­tering greetings behind me as I dodged another three silver dragons who were lounging around on various packing crates. 


My unseemly haste was cause for amusement, I knew, but none of that mattered at the moment. Gabriel’s people—­now mine—­might be amused by the fact that I couldn’t control the dragon shard, but they understood well what drove me. 


Another metal ladder down to a lower, almost op­pressively deep level, and the entrance of the lair rose before me. The door was metal, such as those found on large bank vaults, ponderously heavy, impervious to explosives and other devices intended to breach its thickness. Three high-tech locks and a retina scanner kept even the most proficient of safecrackers at bay.The spells that would be woven into the door would come later, I knew, ensuring safety from those beings who pos­sessed skills beyond those of the mortal world. 


I skidded to a stop at the door, seeing only one dragon present. 


“Gabriel?” I asked Tipene, the second of Gabriel’s elite guard. 


He tipped his head toward the door. “They’re testing the security system.” 


I considered whether I would be able to last the ten minutes or so it would take before Gabriel and the se­curity experts would emerge. I knew the answer even as I leaned in to allow the retina scanner to examine my eyes before I moved directly in front of the door, my eyes on the lock. 


Tipene watched me with interest as I shook out my hands, trying desperately to clear my mind enough so I could “talk” to the lock. 


“I’ve never understood why doppelgangers can do that,” he commented as I laid my hands on the lock, closing my eyes to concentrate. 


“I have no idea, either. I’m just grateful I can do it.” 


“I don’t think you’re going to have much luck. This is a MacGyver 512 titanium carbon magnetic electron lock, calibrated on the atomic level. It’s absolutely top-of-the-line, not even released to the public yet. I know you can open most locks, but I doubt if even you will be able to get through it, May.” 


“We’ll see.” I persuaded the lock to open a few of its secrets up to me, probing its depths, noting with inter­est just how intricate and well made it was. Most locks allowed me to open them with nothing but a token re­sistance, but this one was different. It didn’t respond at all to the usual persuasions, making me resort to brute strength. As I worked my way through the many levels of the lock, I made a mental note to tell Gabriel that there were some cases where overdesign was not to the good. 


The last of the tumblers finally gave way under the force of my will, allowing the steel rods to withdraw smoothly into the body of the lock. I flung a quick smile at Tipene’s goggling when I jerked the door open. 


“How—­?” he started to say, but I didn’t wait around to gloat. 


At the sound of the door opening, the three men who stood in the vault consulting a clipboard turned to look at me. 


I ignored two of them, flinging myself on the third. 


“Little bird!” Gabriel’s voice, arms, and presence wrapped themselves around me, making me feel as if I’d come home after a long journey. 


With blatant disregard for both dragon etiquette and mortal manners, I kissed him, needing the reassurance that only he could provide me. 


“I don’t believe it,” one of the two men said as I dug my fingers into Gabriel’s soft dreadlocks, tugging on them to make him give me what I wanted. “She didn’t just open that lock. It’s impossible. It’s just impossible. No one can open that lock. Maybe we didn’t close it properly. . . .” 


“Fire,” I whispered into Gabriel’s mouth. 


His dragon fire spun through me, setting me ablaze with his molten heat. 


“It was closed,” the second man said, censure in his voice.“And as you can see by the fact that the silver mate is right here, I think it’s all too clear that the lock is not as impossible to defeat as your company has claimed. If I’ve told one dragon, I’ve told a hundred—­the best security system in the world won’t do any good so long as the door is easily breached.” 


“My locks are not easily breached,” the first man snarled. “This has to be an anomaly.” 


“What’s wrong?” Gabriel asked, finally disengaging his tongue from mine. 


“We have got to get rid of Magoth.” I didn’t want to say more in front of the other men. Gabriel trusted them to construct his lair, but neither one of them was a dragon, and I wasn’t sure how far his trust went. 


“Hey, May, just thought you’d like to know that Ma­goth found your wallet again, and is on the phone with your MasterCard in his hand. Hey, Gabe, how they hangin’? Oooh. Nice lair. Is that a MacGyver 512 you got there? Drake has one on order.” Jim stepped around the two security experts and cast an interested eye around at the work in progress. 


“István dropped it off a couple of days early,” I ex­plained at Gabriel’s surprised expression. “Evidently Drake feels that since Aisling’s due date has come and passed, everyone would be more comfortable without Jim making references to her exploding like an overripe peach.” 


“The word was actually ‘pimple,’ but yeah, Drake threatened to chop me up into demon chow if I didn’t get out of the way,” Jim said with absolute nonchalance. “But it’s all good, because Ash made May my temporary boss while she’s busy popping out that baby, and May loves me. Right, May?” 


Gabriel’s quicksilver eyes flashed from the two men, now arguing over the relative merits of wards versus banes (the latter being weakish curses that were none­theless extremely powerful, and very difficult to break). “What has Magoth done now?” 


“We just have to get rid of him,”I said in a low voice, hop­ing he could read the message in my eyes. “Immediately.” 


“Right, May?” Jim repeated, a little more forcefully. “Ya love me, right? I’m da man?” 


Gabriel examined my face. “Has he touched you?” 


I sighed, holding up my hand. Rather than normal, slightly freckled fingers, it was made up of long, elegant silver digits tipped with scarlet claws.“The dragon shard isn’t working correctly. It seems to be confused. And the sooner Magoth is gone, the sooner I can straighten it out.” 


“Who’s your daddy? That’s right—­incredibly handsome, and manly in a furry sort of way, Jim is! I’m all yours, sweet cheeks, duly authorized by Ash to submit to your every whim and desire, especially the ones that involve giving me food and belly scratches.” 


“You don’t mean . . .” Gabriel’s eyes opened wide. 


I nodded. 


“I’ll kill him.” 


The words were spoken softly, and in Gabriel’s nor­mal velvety tones, but the underlying threat was so great it made my blood grow cold. 


“Whoa, now! No offense intended,” Jim said, backing away.“If you don’t want May giving me belly scratches, I can get them elsewhere.Word of advice, though, Gabe—­you may wanna think about switching to decaf.” 


“You can’t,” I said sadly, the dragon shard, content at having stirred things up, subsiding into silence as rea­son returned to me. “He’s still immortal, and there’s a chance we can unload him back into Abaddon.” 


A thin little curl of smoke escaped his nose. For some reason, that always charmed me. I leaned in to give him a quick lip nibble and kiss. 


“Oh, yeah, now, that’s what I’m talkin’ about,” Jim said from the foot of the metal ladder. 


I shot the demon a glare, and pointed. “Leave!” 


“I was just—­” 


“Leave!” I ordered again. “Go tell Magoth if he or­ders just one more item from that high-end sex shop, I’ll stick his twelve-inch glow-in-the-dark spiked dildo where the sun don’t shine.” 


Jim gave me a wounded look before it obeyed my command. “And I thought you were going to be fun. You’ve been hanging around Aisling too much—­you really have.” 


“Come in here,” Gabriel said, pulling me deeper into the coolness of the semifinished lair. Steel- and iron-lined to minimize the effectiveness of any magical at­tacks against it, the lair resembled a small wine vault, with long, gleaming shelves waiting for the placement of treasure he held in England. “Are you sure, little bird? You were not thinking of me, and the shard reacted to that?” 


I smiled and kissed the tip of his nose. “I like the fact that you don’t for one moment think I really was at­tracted to Magoth.” 


“Tch.” He made a dismissive gesture. “You love only me. I know that you could never be attracted to him.” 


I didn’t enlighten him to the fact that Magoth had, previous to my meeting Gabriel, come very close to se­ducing me. “Much as thinking about you does stir the dragon inside me, in this case, it wasn’t due to that. And yet, I don’t think it was really reacting to him, either. It was as if . . .” I paused, trying to sort through the unfa­miliar emotions to form them into some semblance of sense. “It was as if the shard was reacting to what he represented—­a dark, dangerous power. I’ve never felt like that around Magoth before, so I can only assume that, for some reason, the shard is suddenly wanting power.” 


“That doesn’t make sense,” Gabriel said, shaking his head so his shoulder-length dreadlocks trembled. “The shards of the dragon heart hold power themselves. They would not seek more.” 


“It doesn’t make sense to me, either. I’m just tell­ing you what it felt like, and that I’d really like to see the last of Magoth. Maybe I should send Bael another e-mail—­” 


“No.” Gabriel leaned forward and kissed me swiftly, his lips demanding and aggressive. “I would prefer you not becoming involved with Abaddon.” 


“I’m consort to an ex-prince of Abaddon,” I pointed out gently, touching the frown between his brows. “I don’t see how much more involved I can become. When he kicked Magoth out of Abaddon, Bael said he’d final­ize Magoth’s expulsion in two months, and that deadline is almost upon us. Perhaps I could prompt Bael into re­instating Magoth. I can live with being his servant, Ga­briel, but I can’t live with myself if the shard makes me do something we’ll all regret.” 


“We cannot remove the shard from you without bringing the other shards together to re-form the dragon heart,” he said, his voice rich with distress. He touched my cheek, gently tucking a strand of hair behind my ear. “And you cannot do that without having a proper lair in which to do so. The shards are the most valuable relics of dragonkin, little bird.” 


“I know.” I leaned into his palm for a moment, try­ing to remember what it felt like to just love him with­out the distraction of the shard trying to force me into a dragon state. 


“Once the lair is functional, then we can go about lo­cating the last shard, and the ceremony can commence to withdraw the one you bear—­” 


“Hey, May? There’s someone at the door for you.” 


Jim’s voice interrupted Gabriel, causing us both to turn and glare at the furry demon. 


“Jim, I realize that Aisling allows you great freedom, but you are interrupting a private conversation. Frankly, I don’t care who—­” 


“I think you’re going to want to see this guy,” Jim said with a knowing look. 


I frowned. “See who?” 


“That thief taker who nailed your ass and dragged you to the committee.” 


“Savian?” I asked, the sudden memory of the charm­ing, if more than a little roguish, Englishman coming im­mediately to mind. “What’s he doing here?” 


“Dying,” Jim said succinctly.










Chapter Two 


It’s amazing how fast dragons can move when they are driven to it. The words had no sooner left Jim’s mouth than Gabriel and Tipene were gone, the faintest of blurs caught out of the corner of my eye the only indication that they had been present. I didn’t wait to ask Jim what Savian was doing dying on our doorstep; I shadowed, and raced out of the lair, skidding to a halt when I finally made it to the front steps. 


“Is he dead?” I asked, slipping out of the shadows. 


Tipene was in the process of lifting a lifeless body from the steps. Blood pooled beneath it, stark against the white stone, little crimson trails of it snaking their way down the steps toward the street. Gabriel wasn’t surprised to see me, but Maata, who was holding the door open, jumped when I emerged from the shadows right next to her. 


“I keep forgetting you can do that,” she said, giving me a weak smile. “It’s a bit unnerving seeing you sud­denly materialize out of nothing.” 


“I was just hidden from your sight, not dematerial­ized,” I said, peering over her shoulder to see Savian. 


At the sight of the bloodied, battered body, I wished I hadn’t. 


“He’s not dead,”Gabriel answered.“Tipene will take care of him until I can see to his injuries. Maata, come with me. Little bird, can you see any signs of who left him here?” 


“How could she see signs that we can’t?” Maata asked. 


“Things look different in the shadow world,” I said, glancing around. 


She frowned.“I’m confused.You just said that shadow walking meant we couldn’t see you. Why would some­thing look different? Oh, wait—­are you talking about going into the Dreaming?” 


“The beyond, the Dreaming, the shadow world . . . different words for the same thing. It’s just an alternate reality, but only a few people can access it, and yes, that’s what I’m talking about.When I’m in the shadow world,I can see signs that aren’t visible in our world. Gabriel?” 


The sun was out, shining brightly on the front of the house. Although there weren’t a lot of people out, I didn’t particularly want one of the noontime passersby to see me disappear into nothing. Gabriel and Maata moved immediately to block my view of the street, al­lowing me to slip into the shadow world unnoticed. 


The street where we lived looked more or less the same in the shadow world, although angles were slightly off, giving the buildings a somewhat skewed appearance. Other than that obvious difference, I didn’t see anything out of the ordinary ... until I glanced down.“Oh,we are in so much trouble.” 


“What is it?” Gabriel asked when I bent to touch a spot on the sidewalk, his shadowy image standing next to me. 


I smiled as I stood up and showed him my hand. “I’m so glad your mother taught you how to access the shadow world, even if you’re incorporeal here. It’s ar­cane residue.” 


“Arcane? From a mage?” 


“Possibly. Dragons shed dragon scales, elemental be­ings leave traces of their primary element, demons leave little splotches of demon smoke, and theurgists leave ar­cane residue.” I glanced around a wider area, my eyes searching for any other signs. 


“Which means it could be anyone who uses arcane power. A mage?” 


“It could be a mage, yes. Other theurgists use arcane power, too—­oracles and diviners, for instance. Goetists like necromancers and summoners can tap into arcane power, as well. It could be any of them.” 


“And dragon scales?” Gabriel asked as I followed the arcane residue down the street. 


“Lots of them, but they’re a few hours old, so I as­sume they’re from the silver dragons. I don’t see any fresh ones, if that’s what you’re asking. Damn.” I stood up from the crouch I’d adopted to follow the fading resi­due trail. “It’s gone already. Elementals and theurgists are the hardest beings to track because their traces fade so quickly. I’m sorry, Gabriel. I can’t tell you anything other than—­” 


“May, come back to me.” 


I glanced over to where Gabriel stood next to me. His voice, although somewhat muffled by the projection of himself into the shadow world, held a distinct note of command, a circumstance that was unusual enough for me to take notice. “What?” 


“Come back to me.” His eyes glittered like mercury against black velvet. “Come back to where my body is.” 


“We’re just a couple of blocks from home, and I’d like to look around some more.” I waved toward the side­walk. “There’s a slight chance that not all of the residue has disappeared.” 


His image faded before my eyes, his voice an echo on the air. “There is another dragon in the Dreaming.” 


I spun around, instantly reaching for the dagger I wore strapped to my ankle, even though I knew the weapon would do nothing against the only dragon known to be able to enter and exit the shadow world at will. “Baltic?” 


A distant voice, tinged with amusement, drifted over to me. Judging by the somewhat ethereal nature of the sound, I gathered the very dangerous former wyvern, once thought dead, but evidently very much alive, was at some distance from me. “Ah, it is the silver mate who speaks. A doppelganger, my assistant tells me, which ex­plains how your wyvern got around the curse. How very clever of Gabriel to think of mating himself to a woman who was not technically born.” 


“Annoyed that you hadn’t thought of that eventual­ity when you cursed the silver dragons never to have a mate born to them?” 


I felt a familiar presence next to me, but separated by realities. Gabriel’s voice was distant, however, when he demanded I return to the real world. 


“You have a quick tongue, I see,” Baltic answered, his voice somewhat nearer now. I knew it was folly to keep bandying wits with him, but I didn’t want to lose this opportunity to find out what I could about the mysteri­ous dragon who seemed to be responsible for so many problems plaguing us. “Perhaps Gabriel tolerates such, but I will not.” 


A mist passed in front of me, resolving itself into the form of an angry man. He paused just long enough to shoot me a look that promised retribution later before he took up a protective stance before me. “Threatening my mate again, Baltic? You didn’t succeed in taking her from me last time; I don’t know why you believe you will fare any better now.” 


There was a moment of startled silence before the mysterious dragon answered, “Your shaman mother must be indebting herself greatly to manage repeatedly buying you an entrance into the beyond, Gabriel.” Nei­ther one of us corrected Baltic’s false impression that Gabriel was present in a physical form. “Nonetheless, the time will come when you cannot cling to her for help.” 


Beside me, Gabriel stiffened at the insult, but said only, “Your bait is insufficient. Did you have something more, or was that your sole offering?” 


Baltic’s laugh echoed down the shadow world’s empty street. I was more than a little interested to note that he sounded no closer. Obviously, he had thought twice about tangling with Gabriel and me together.“You have almost as sharp a tongue as your mate. It is regretful that both will be silenced when I retrieve my shard.” 


Gabriel made a low, growling noise that warned he was about to lose his temper. 


“Your shard?” I called out, hoping to distract him. “You gave it to Kostya. I think that relinquishes any claim you might have on it.” 


“I would not give mud from my boots to that murder­ous whoreson,” the voice snarled. “That fool thief taker thought he could blackmail me.” 


“Savian?” I asked, confused for a moment before I remembered the dead thief taker Gabriel and I had found a few months before. “Or Porter?” 


“Do not think that because you found a way around the curse, you will succeed,” Baltic said in a now almost inaudible voice. “For you will not. The days are num­bered, wyvern. I intend to have your mate and the shard she bears. Enjoy both while you still possess them.” 


“Is he gone?” I asked in a whisper a moment later. 


The shadowy form of Gabriel nodded. “It was not wise to engage him, little bird.” 


“I knew you were only a couple of blocks away, and it was obvious he wasn’t close. Besides, I’m tired of guess­ing. It’s time we got a few answers to the hundred or so questions we have about him. I didn’t get to ask him outright if he was Baltic, though.” 


Gabriel disappeared, and I ducked into what was an alley in the real world, returning to our reality without anyone but him seeing me; I took the hand he offered, hurrying homeward with a thousand questions buzzing through my brain. 


“He didn’t deny either his identity or being the source of the curse, though.” 


I glanced at him as we ran up the front stairs, avoid­ing the spilled blood. “You don’t think he’s Baltic? Just because he took the form of a white dragon when you came to save me in Abaddon?” 


Gabriel shrugged.“I think it’s clear who he is. But that is less important than what he is. He’s far more power­ful than he should be, and that leaves me concerned for your safety, especially now, when you bear the shard. I do not want you to meet him alone.” 


“You’re cute when you go protective and Drake-like on me, but I assure you it’s not necessary. I can hold my own against him.” 


“Yes,” Gabriel said as he opened the door to one of the spare rooms. “That’s just what I’m afraid of.” 


An hour later, I did my duty as a wyvern’s mate. 


“Hello, beautiful. I take it I’m not in the under­world?” 


The man before me looked like he’d taken a beating. His face was bruised and still swollen, although the spot where his cheek had been torn open was now closed, and healing. His voice was hoarse and cracked, his lips red and rough, but his eyes held a sort of wary amuse­ment that told me Savian must be feeling a whole lot better. 


“I haven’t been there, but I would imagine it looks something like Abaddon, and not at all like the best guest room in a large house in the middle of London,” I answered. 


He tried to smile, grimaced at the pain, and settled for just one side of his mouth quirking up. “I gather you healed me?” 


I shook my head, nodding toward the man on the other side of the bed. “Gabriel did, thanks to his magic silver dragon healing saliva.” 


Savian groaned and closed his eyes for a moment. “Please tell me he didn’t lick me.” 


Gabriel laughed. 


“Don’t get me wrong—­I’m very grateful you didn’t let me die—­but the thought of being licked by anyone but a naked, supple woman sitting astride me . . .” 


“You needn’t get yourself into a dither,” I said lightly. “If it makes you feel better, Gabriel used a salve as op­posed to going to the source. What happened to you? You look like you were hit by a Mack truck.” 


“I feel like it,” he answered, struggling to pull himself to an upright position. 


Gabriel moved quickly to help him while I adjusted pillows behind him. He sighed with pleasure as he leaned back. 


“It’s not a what that hit me, but a who. Now I know why they told us at the thief taker’s academy not to tan­gle with goetists.” 


“Who?” Gabriel asked. 


I sat on the edge of the bed, careful not to jostle the thief taker too much. 


Savian didn’t answer immediately, giving Gabriel an odd look. 


“Go ahead,” the latter told him, to my surprise. “She would have found out soon anyway.” 


“She being me, I suppose. What would I have found out? And just why are you keeping secrets from me?” I asked, wondering if I should be outraged. 


“I don’t know the woman’s name, although I suspect she’s the one they call Thala.” 


“Thala?” I searched my memory but came up blank, turning to Gabriel to see if he knew it. 


He shook his head. “I do not recognize the name, either.” 


“She’s pretty. Very pretty. Deceptively so,” Savian said,frowning and wincing at the same time.“No woman ought to look as pretty and frail as she did and be able to take me down without even breathing hard.” 


“What did she look like?” I asked. 


“Little taller than you, not so petite, stacked. Brown eyes, and the most glorious red hair I’ve ever seen.” 


“Red hair?” I glanced at Gabriel. “The woman with Baltic who Cyrene and Maata and I saw at Fiat’s house had red hair, and the rest of the description fits her. I thought she was a dragon, but Maata said she was of mixed blood.” 


Gabriel looked thoughtful for a moment. “How was she connected with the one you sought?” he asked Savian. 


“Companion. Bodyguard. Lover, wife, girlfriend—­I have no idea. She was there where you said I’d find him, so I gather she has some sort of a close relationship with him. All I know for sure is she doesn’t like being sur­prised, she knows more ways to disable a man than a mortal could, and she had more than a passing familiar­ity with arcane power,” he answered, gently touching his face. “I think she tried to blow my head off with some sort of a spell, and when that didn’t work, she settled for taking a two-by-four to me.” 


“I’m surprised you didn’t subdue her,” I said, think­ing of the time he hauled me to Paris to stand trial. 


He made another half grimace, half smile. “It’s all I could do to keep her from killing me. Where she had her training is beyond my conception, but I sure as hell wouldn’t mind spending a couple of years there, myself.” 


“A spell,” Gabriel said slowly. “Was she a mage?” 


“I doubt it. Her power felt . . . different. Not pure. The half-dragon thing fits, if she’s the woman May saw. She certainly had strength beyond what’s normal for mortals.” 


“If the woman I saw is this Thala, then that means you were doing a job involving Baltic.” I gave Gabriel my blandest look. “Care to explain?” 


He grinned, blast his delicious hide. Although I tried very hard not to let him know just how affected I was by the sight of his dimples, somehow he knew, and I had no doubt he was using them deliberately to weaken me. The dragon shard knew, too, but it cared even less than I did. It demanded I jump his bones right then and there. “You knew I had to find that last shard.” 


“Yes, but I expected that we’d try to find it together,” I answered, laying emphasis on the last word.“If I didn’t know better, I’d say you have been taking lessons from Drake on how to be an annoying wyvern. Spill.” 


Gabriel’s grin took a wry twist as he nodded again at Savian. “Her every wish is my every command. Spill.” 


“All right, but I’d prefer not having anyone angry at me.” Savian paused for a moment; then he, too, grinned at me. “Unless there’s a chance it’ll tick you off enough that you dump the boyfriend and hook up with me?” 


Gabriel’s quicksilver eyes narrowed with deadly in­tent. 


The dragon shard considered Savian’s question. I told it to knock it off, and simply gave him a look that warned him he should know better. 


“Can’t blame a man for trying,” Savian said with a mock sigh as he readjusted his position. 


“Oh, I believe I can,” Gabriel said softly. 


The threat just made Savian smile for a moment be­fore he rearranged his expression to be one of business­like focus. “Here follows my report for the past week. Per your instructions, I checked locations in Berlin, Paris, St. Petersburg, and Riga. There were no signs of activity by the individual in question in any of the cities but the last one.” 


“Riga,” I mused, digging through my brain for any information on the location of the city. “Russia?” 


“Latvia,” Savian corrected. 


“I think I know where that is,” I said, nodding. “But why are you trying to hide the identity of the person Gabriel sent you to find? I assume that’s what all this is leading to—­that you were sent to track down Baltic?” 


Savian looked uncomfortably at Gabriel, who made a little gesture of unhappiness. “We both know how im­portant it is to find the shard. I just took the most expe­dient method of doing so.” 


I eyed him for a moment, ignoring the shard’s de­mand that I do inappropriate things to him with scarlet-tipped claws, and a decidedly unforked tongue. “Agreed, but why did you feel it necessary to pursue this without involving me?” 


“You are involved, little bird. You are more involved than just about anyone else I could name,” Gabriel said dryly. “I simply asked the thief taker to locate the miss­ing shard.” 


“Which led him to Baltic.” 


Gabriel pursed his lips, obviously about to add the usual rider he felt was necessary whenever I named the mysterious dragon. 


“You said it was clear who he was, Gabriel. I think the time has come to move past any remaining identity questions. He is Baltic.” 


To my surprise, he nodded. “I agree. I have not yet fathomed how he was resurrected—­dragons are not like mortals, easily returned to life, and wyverns more so. As a rule, once we are dead, we stay dead—­but it was not that statement I wish to dispute. We have no proof that Baltic still holds a shard. It’s my belief it is no longer in his possession, and was given to Kostya. Or rather, its location was made known to him.” 


“Why do you believe that?” I asked, intrigued enough to be sidetracked momentarily from Savian’s report. “You know how Kostya is about the shard we took from him—­he was ready to wipe out all the silver dragons to get it back, and I can’t see him acting like that, risking all-out war with not only us but the green and blue drag­ons, as well, if he already had a shard tucked away.” 


“I do not mean he possesses the Modana Phylactery already. Baltic, as he himself stated, was not the type to give up something so valuable to a mere heir. But Kostya was recognized by him as being such, and that means Baltic must have entrusted to him the location of his lair, and given him the means to access it.” 


“An interesting thought,” I said slowly. “It makes you wonder why Kostya didn’t go after Baltic’s lair when Baltic was killed. Assuming he actually was killed, and later resurrected by some means, and not just gravely wounded.” 


“What makes you think he didn’t?” Gabriel asked. 


Savian’s head had been swiveling back and forth be­tween us, as if he were watching a tennis match. He inter­rupted, rubbing his head as he did so. “I wish you would both stand on one side. I’m getting motion sickness.” 


We both ignored that complaint. 


“You think Kostya got into Baltic’s lair?” I asked. 


“Makes sense to me,”Savian grumbled.“A visit to my boss’s lair would certainly be number one on my list of things to do once I took over as head dragon.” 


“But Kostya was imprisoned for a century in the aerie in Nepal.” I thought for a moment, trying to remember what Aisling had told me of Kostya’s spotted history. “Gabriel, didn’t you say he was nearly dead when you found him?” 


“Emaciated and wounded, but not as close to death as you think. I told you before, little bird, it takes a con­certed effort to kill a dragon, especially a wyvern. But that is not the point—­Kostya retreated to the aerie after the fall of Baltic in order to lick his wounds and dream darkly of a return to power. He was not imprisoned until recently, a few years ago at the most.” 


“By Baltic,” I said, trying to get the facts straight in my woefully confused mind. 


Gabriel gave me an odd look.“If Kostya had breached his lair, do you think Baltic would have contented him­self with simply confining Kostya?” 


“He’d have been toast,” Savian said, nodding. 


“Point taken. So you sent Savian after what, then? The location of the lair? The shard? Or Baltic himself?” 


“All three if possible,” Savian answered, rubbing the back of his head again. I felt guilty enough to move to the other side of the bed, perching on the foot of it. “But it was the lair I was to find at all costs.” 


“And you found it in Latvia?” 


“I found where it used to be, yes. That is, I found Bal­tic’s stronghold. The one he held before he . . . er . . . was toppled.” 


“Dauva,” Gabriel said, a distracted expression on his face. “You found Dauva. Many have sought it, but all traces of it have long since disappeared.” 


Savian gave another half smile, half wince. “Most dragons don’t have the skills necessary to see through the layers of protection that were woven over the re­mains. To be honest, even I didn’t find it the first time I searched the location. But going by the records you gave me, I knew it had to be there, so I kept looking for signs, and two days ago, I found one.” 


“An entrance to the lair?” I asked, every hair on my body standing on end at the thought of gold. The dragon shard, never subtle in its attempt to turn me into a dragon, swamped me with a sudden, overwhelming physical need for Gabriel. I looked at him in mute ap­peal, my hands gripping the blankets on the bed to keep me from throwing myself on him. 


“Mate,” he responded, his eyes flashing with silver heat, his voice deepened by arousal. It swept along my sensitized skin like silk. I moaned. 


“Am I de trop?” Savian asked, amusement evident in his voice. 


“It’s the shard,” I ground out through clenched teeth, still fighting with my body and the dragon shard to re­gain control. “Don’t mention gold.” 


“I didn’t. Oh, the lair?” He shook his head. “I didn’t find it, let alone any go—­er . . . that shiny substance that acts like an aphrodisiac to dragons. I think I was close to the lair, but before I could pursue a very intriguing scent, that she-devil with the red hair found me. After that,the only thing I was concerned with doing was keeping my skin where it belonged.” 


Savian’s calm, matter-of-fact voice dampened my ardor somewhat. Gabriel, with an effort, stopped strip­ping me with his eyes, and settled his gaze on Savian. His jaw was tense, however. I knew all I’d have to do was reach out with one silver-scaled, scarlet-tipped finger, and his control would snap. 


“Mayling,” he warned, keeping his eyes on Savian. 


“People who read other people’s minds can’t com­plain about what they find there,” I said, making a heroic effort to get control of my rampant emotions. 


Savian laughed. “Even I knew what you were think­ing, May. And if I didn’t think a limb or two might drop off if I got out of bed, I’d leave you two alone, although I would like to point out again that I am currently available.” 


One of Gabriel’s fingers flicked. Savian’s hair caught on fire. 


“What the . . . I take it back! I’m not available. Ow. Could you ...?” 


I gave Gabriel a look of gratitude for the distrac­tion before glancing back at Savian, who was slapping madly at his head. “You should know better than to bait a dragon.” 


“May!” 


I put out Gabriel’s fire. “I will, but only because I want to hear the end of your tale. So this woman beat you up in Latvia? How did you end up in London?” 


He gave his head a couple more exploratory pats be­fore glaring at me. “I just got my hair cut, too.” 


“Latvia?” I prodded. 


“I wasn’t beat up there. What sort of a thief taker do you think I am that I’d allow someone to get the jump on me in an unfamiliar place? If I was that green, I’d have been dead decades ago. By the time I was done unravel­ing all the bind runes, I was well aware that the only one who could have woven such an intricate protection was a goetist, and a pretty powerful one at that.” 


I glanced at Gabriel. “Do dragons normally engage goetists to protect their lairs?” 


“No. Most dragons use banes, which can be drawn by anyone, although sometimes demons are used to break them.” 


“That’s right. I remember Aisling telling me she’d used some demons to break the bane on Fiat’s lair. But why bind runes for this lair?” 


Gabriel looked as confused as I felt. Practitioners of magic, as any member of the Otherworld will tell you, are divided into only two camps: goetists and theurgists. Goety refers to the dark magic used by those with con­nections to Abaddon, and individuals who draw power from the dead, such as Guardians, and vespillos, whereas theurgists—­mages and diviners—­draw their power from sources in the mortal world. Others, like necromancers, utilize both sources. 


“Dragons gain their power from theurgistic sources,” I mused, watching Gabriel. “So why would Baltic use a goetist to seal his lair?” 


“It doesn’t make sense,” he answered, confusion giv­ing way to a thoughtful look that he turned on Savian. “Dark power is less effective on dragons than it is on mortals.” 


“Everyone knows that,” Savian said, picking bits of ash from his hair. 


“It’s just one more confusing piece of a puzzle that I’m starting to think we’ll never solve,” I complained before gesturing to Savian. “What happened after you found the lair?” 


He grimaced. “Unfortunately, one of the bind runes was a trap, and it no doubt alerted the redhead to my presence. By the time I realized what had happened, she was close by. I thought it was more prudent to leave the area and try another time, but by the time I made it back to Riga, I realized two things.” 


We both waited. 


One side of his mouth lifted in a wry smile. “The first was that she wasn’t going to be thrown off my trail by the simple methods I’d used. She was almost on me by the time I made it back to the hotel. It was only through the sheerest luck I happened to take a back entrance rather than the front, and saw her before she did me.” 


“And the second thing?” 


Savian gingerly touched the still-healing wound on his neck. “She wasn’t alone.” 


“Baltic?” Gabriel asked. 


“No. At least, I don’t think so. You said this wyvern was imbued with arcane power, and the dragon who helped the she-devil pursue me across the whole of Lat­via, Germany, and parts of France didn’t have any scent of magic about him. I shook him off my trail in Paris. I thought I’d given both of them the slip, but the redhead jumped me just before I could reach you. I figured I was dead, but she stopped just short of killing me, dumping me in an alley nearby.” 


“How very odd,” I said. Gabriel said nothing, but I knew his expression of puzzlement matched mine. 


“No, no, it’s all in a day’s work. No need to thank me for almost dying while undertaking a commission for you. The most grievous and painful of injuries such as I have received are the merest nothing compared to your gratitude. A bonus hazard-pay reward isn’t at all necessary. Don’t even mention it.” Savian leaned back against the pillows, his eyes closed as he waved a wan hand vaguely toward me. 


“I’m sure you’re being well paid for the chances you take,” I said, getting off the bed. “And as for your griev­ous injuries, they are mostly healed, and will be com­pletely so in a few hours. You’ll be just fine to go back to Latvia.” 


His eyes shot open at that. “Back to Latvia?” 


“Of course.” I smiled at Gabriel, who took my hand and curled his fingers through mine. 


“We must have the shard,” he told Savian. “And it’s obvious that we can’t wait for Kostya to get around to finding it. We will have to take action.” 
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