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      Long ago, dragons lived wild and free in the lands of Albion. When they began to be hunted for their magic and to be tamed to become beasts of battle, most fled into Faerie to the silver cloud plains of Mag Argatnél. The Storm King not only welcomed them; he protected them from all who would try to abuse them.

      Taranis was not just a dragon shifter like some of them were. He was a caretaker of magic, and he made sure that it wasn't used to hurt or harm.

      When the fae fought the Fomorians, it was Taranis's fire and lightning that drove them out of their lands.

      He lost many on that day, and some whispered that the king was never the same after that. They never dared say it above a whisper because Taranis's temper was slow to build, but once it was burning, nothing could quench it.

      It was his temper that Taranis was currently finding the hardest to control. Twice now the Fomorian mage had slipped through his fingers—an unfathomable feat—and he was baying for blood.

      It didn't matter that he needed to fulfil his part of the prophecy by destroying the three Fomorian altars remaining and restore the sky portals into Faerie.

      Taranis believed in working smart, not hard. He wasn't searching for any altars; he was searching for the mage. As soon as the mage was dead, all of his magic would die with him.

      Despite summoning his knights to help him, Taranis could find no sign of his enemy and was starting to think he never would.

      He had taught him well after all.
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      The music at Ritual was pumping loud enough to drown out the critical voices in Taranis's head. He had brought Vidar, Emyr, and Avallach with him because they all needed to blow off some steam. It had been three weeks since they had arrived back into the human world, and they still hadn't found any sign of the Fomorian mage.

      Taranis had forgotten how overprotective his knights could be, and when he declared he was going to spend a few days in Oslo, they had assigned three guards to go with him. Owain would stay with Lena in case she needed an escort to check any sightings of the Fomorian or its creatures.

      Von, the club owner and honorary member of their clan, was delighted when Taranis had arrived. He'd been even more delighted with the three dragons he'd brought with him.

      "Are you comfortable? This is the area I usually reserve for Bayn and the others when they decide to come for a visit," Von said, coming to see them in their private sitting area that overlooked the club’s dance floor and had a great view of the stage.

      "This is great. It is good to see you again, Von. We needed the night off." Taranis smiled at the lanky Viking, who was dressed in leather pants with a waistcoat and no shirt. His long golden hair was out and shining all the way to his ass. An ass that all his knights checked out. Von checked them all back.

      "Wow, they really make you all big and strong in Faerie, don't they?" he said appreciatively. He wasn't a small human, but the knights made him look almost delicate. He flashed Emyr a grin. "My dear, you are like Freja, the goddess of war made flesh and just as beautiful."

      Emyr had strong arms and shoulders from wielding a sword, and even with her dark blonde hair out and dressed in human clothes, there was no hiding that she was a warrior.

      "Sweet man, my thighs would crush your head with one squeeze," she purred back, flashing her slightly elongated canines.

      Most males didn't know how to take Emyr's threatening way of flirting, but Von only laughed. "And I would thank you for the honor, my lady. I only ask that you throw me over your shoulder when you decide to carry me off to have your wicked way with me."

      "Deal," she replied and clinked her glass of vodka against his.

      Taranis shook his head at their nonsense, but he enjoyed it all the same. They had come out to have fun after all, and if Von wanted Emyr to make a man out of him, who was he to argue?

      Taranis watched the crowd dancing and drinking beneath him, and his mind turned back to the problem of magic and the worlds.

      Mananan and Oberon had restored the sea and the land and were carefully tending to the new creatures they had revived. It was working well, proving that Chrissy's prophecy was right. Not that Taranis had any doubts about that.

      Both of his brothers’ new mates were powerful in their seer magics, and he hoped with a little training, they would be more so. It was so strange to see both of his brothers being led about by their delightful human women.

      Taranis was happy for them, but he wondered how pretty the purses were that their balls were now kept in. Neither one seemed to care that they had turned into utter mooncalves.

      "You've visited on a good night, Taran. I have a new singer debuting for me. I know how you fae love music. She's got something otherworldly about her. Voice like a fallen angel and a delightfully filthy sense of humor to match," Von said, staring down at the stage, his drink dangling from one hand. Somehow, he was already sitting comfortably on Emyr's lap.

      "You have a good ear for music, Von. I'm sure we will love her," Taranis replied, making the club owner blush.

      "Well, I only want the best and the unusual gracing my stage, and Quinn fits the bill. You'll like her." Von waggled his brows at him. "She has a thing for dragons. Oh, look here she is."

      The club's lights darkened, and howls and claps echoed in the dark.

      "I like that some humans remember to be feral. They seem far too docile these days," Vidar commented from his right. His orange eyes were gleaming in the low light as he looked down at the crowd.

      "Maybe they only need to be reminded of their wild side," Avallach replied, a wicked grin stretching on his face. He looked at humans the same way he looked at sheep he wanted to terrorize.

      A spotlight went on and landed on a woman walking across the stage. She had hair the color of red wine, with one side in small braids—a strange mirror of Taranis's own. Her curvy body was incased in tight leather pants and a flowing silk shirt the same hue as her hair. She was stunning.

      "Mine," Taranis said at the same time his other two knights called dibs. They all looked at Taranis, surprised. He usually didn't get involved in their games. There was something about the woman that drew his focus and held it.

      "Good evening, Oslo!" she said, her voice deeper than Taranis expected. Her dark eyes were lined with kohl, her blood red lips smiling at the crowd. "This is my first night singing here at Ritual, so be nice, okay? I might have had some liquid courage already, so let's start with something we all know. I hope you enjoy my version of Tainted Love."

      The crowd cheered, and the band began to play. Beside him, Von's smile widened. "I'm so glad she's starting with this song. It's one of my favorites, and she slays it. Hey, I’ve just realized you guys are dressed in the same colors. That's weird."

      Taranis wasn't listening to him. He was transfixed by the girl. Her voice was so familiar, like he had heard it before. He seemed to know everything about her, down to the way she moved in time with the music and tapped her booted feet. His dragon had stirred awake and was alert behind his ruby eyes. The girl had its attention too.

      Quinn, not girl. The name echoed inside of him and hooked in.

      Quinn began to sing, and her sweet husky voice washed over the club. Von had been right; it was otherworldly. His dragon knights were staring as transfixed as Taranis was.

      He couldn't look away for the whole time Quinn was on stage. He didn't applaud when she finished each song, even though the crowd was going crazy.

      "Okay, you have all been lovely, so you can indulge me with something, yeah? No music to this one. It's something I got stuck in my head in the last week, so I'm going to do it a cappella for you," Quinn said, and the lights grew dimmer and more intimate. The crowd hushed, sensing they were about to witness something new and unique.

      Quinn closed her eyes, opened her mouth, and shattered Taranis's world.

      "What the fuck?" Avallach growled.

      "It can't be," Emyr echoed.

      "It is," Vidar argued.

      "What is it?" Von demanded.

      Taranis hadn't heard the lullaby sung out loud in so long that he thought he was hallucinating. He would hum it sometimes when he couldn't sleep. It was sung to young dragons to teach them the secrets of their lands in a way that they would remember.

      "She's singing a traditional dragon song," Emyr told Von. "Her pronunciation is a little off, but the tune is right. I don't know where she could have learned such a thing."

      Taranis's whole body was locked down so he wouldn't fly off the balcony and pounce on the human singer who was audacious enough to sing their secrets. He was going to kill her.

      "I need to meet with this girl," he said, his hands balled into tight fists.

      "Yah, okay. I'll arrange it for after her set," Von said, looking nervous. "You're not going to hurt her, are you?"

      Taranis bared his teeth. "All depends on the answers she gives me."

      There was only one other being in the human world who would know the songs of Mag Argatnél and that was the Fomorian mage. If this girl was in league with him, Taranis would find out. He would get answers out of her by any means necessary.

      Inside of him, his dragon purred in agreement, and they began to hunt.
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      Quinn Fairbrook knew when to leave a party while still riding a high. Her set had gone amazing, and she could feel her adrenaline crash coming like a storm.

      As soon as Quinn got off stage, she grabbed her bag, said good night to the security guard at the back door, and headed out into the cool Oslo streets. Her hands were starting to shake, and she took deep breaths to try and ride the crash.

      Quinn loved performing, and she had learned to push down her nerves before a show. The problem was afterward when all that anxious adrenaline would burn through her, leaving her heart racing too fast. She shot Von a text message, thanking him for the job and wishing him a good night too. She couldn't hang out after the set because she had another job to get to.

      It wasn't a lie. Quinn was the queen of hustle. As an artist, she had to be working more than one stream of income. She'd learned long ago that she wasn't fit for office work, so she had to work multiple jobs to keep out of it.

      She sang at clubs, sold her artwork, and wrote smutty serials that she published on her website. She was a jack of all trades and liked it that way. Was it the life her wealthy, snobbish parents had wanted for her? No. Did she care? Not even a little. She was free.

      The hair lifted on the back of Quinn's neck, and she turned to check behind her. Nothing.

      "Weird," she muttered.

      She'd felt like she had been watched for the past week. While she'd been singing that night, she had felt something else in the room with them. There had been a vibe that… She shook herself. Nope. She wasn't going to let her crazy brain put woo-woo thoughts in her head when she was walking home in the dark.

      Did this weird feeling coincide with the dreams she'd been having again? Maybe. Strange dreams were normal for her. She had dreamed of dragons since she was a kid, and one dragon above all. He was both muse and mystery.

      Why her imagination had conjured him in times of stress, she didn't know. She only knew that the dream she had a week ago had involved him humming the song that had been driving her insane ever since. It was like it was stuck on a loop. Maybe singing it tonight had worked it out of her system.

      Thunder boomed in the distance, and she picked up her pace, not wanting to get caught in the storm.

      Quinn's phone buzzed in her pocket, and she pulled it free. Von was looking for her.

      Too late. I'm almost home. Let's catch up tomorrow before my set. Xx.

      Quinn liked Von, but she was less than a block away from her flat. She would drink with him another time.

      The streetlights on either side of her began to flicker, and she stared up at them. A cold chill swept over her skin as two figures appeared in the alley to her right.

      "Quinn Fairbrook, there is someone who wants to meet with you," a short man in a baseball cap said. He wasn't someone she recognized.

      "Yeah? They can make an appointment. Details are on my website," she said cheerily and tried to move past him.

      A woman joined him. "He doesn't make appointments. You're coming with us."

      "No, I'm not. If you don't get the fuck out of my way, I'm going to call the police," Quinn replied. She had some self-defense classes under her belt, but she didn't know how she would stand against multiple opponents.

      "Just grab her already. We don't have time for this bullshit. The mage is waiting for her," another man said from behind her.

      Quinn whirled, ducking the hand that reached for her. She smashed him in the face with her tote bag and followed it up with a swift kick of her Doc Martens to his balls. The man was falling to the ground when she started to run.

      Green light flashed behind her, and she was hit with an invisible force that drove her to her knees. When she looked back, the woman's hand was glowing with the same light.

      "I swear you idiots forget you have magic sometimes," she chastised. "Someone tie the bitch up."

      Fuck. Quinn couldn't fight against magic, but it didn't stop her from struggling against the green light that had her bound.

      The man with the baseball cap pulled zip ties from his pocket and leaned down. "Now, don't fuss."

      "I'll fucking kill you if you touch me," she spat.

      "Not if I kill them first," a deep voice said from the shadows.

      Quinn jolted. It's not possible…

      Warm air whooshed over her, and her attacker's head slid from his shoulders. Hot blood sprayed over Quinn's legs as the body toppled on her.

      "What the fuck…" She kicked out at the body, trying to get it off her. Screams and spells fired off at the end of the alley, and then all was eerily silent. Quinn froze in fear, knowing she was next. Footsteps came towards her, and she screwed her face up, waiting for the killer blow.

      The body was shoved off her, and Quinn risked opening her eyes. Long black and silver hair cast half the man's face into shadow. His ruby eyes glowed out of an impossibly handsome face.

      "You're not real. You can't be," she said, trying to wriggle backward.

      The man she had been dreaming about her entire life smiled like she was dinner. "You are about to find out just how real I am, girl."
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      The green magic vanished from around Quinn, and the stranger hauled her to her feet. She was close enough to feel the heat radiating from his body. He was wearing black pants and a red shirt that was rolled to his elbows. It was the same color as her own.

      This can't be happening, she thought in a daze. She poked him in the chest.

      "No fucking way," she whispered.

      Red eyes flashed above her. "We need to get you off the street, and then you and I are going to have a talk."

      "I-I live just down a bit further," Quinn stammered.

      "Lead on."

      Quinn grabbed her bag off the sidewalk and weaved through the piles of pulp that was all that remained of her other two attackers. She gagged violently but managed to keep her dinner down.

      "A warning for what will happen to you if you cross me," the man said.

      Okay, so that wasn't what she had imagined the man of her dreams saying to her.

      "I haven't done anything," she squeaked out.

      "I'll be the judge of that," he replied.

      Quinn pulled out the keys to her apartment and wondered if she was letting a serial killer into her home. It wasn't like she had a choice. The other ones had been amateurs. This guy had proven he would straight up murder her.

      Quinn's hands were shaking, but she managed to get the key into the door and open her two-bedroom flat. She turned on the lights, and he stared at all the dragon themed art she had on her walls.

      Quinn inspected the damage to her body. She had blood on her arm, and her elbows were skinned from landing so awkwardly on the footpath. Her leather pants had blood over one thigh, but it would clean off.

      "Do you mind if I wash my arms?" she asked, putting her bag down.

      "In the kitchen. Where I can watch you," he replied.

      Quinn's grazes stung, but she got them cleaned and wiped most of the blood off her pants with a cloth. The stranger watched her, eerily still and not saying a word until she was done.

      "Okay, I've been patient enough. Who the fuck are you, and why did those other guys attack me?" she demanded.

      "Why don't you tell me?" the strange man replied, crossing his arms. Somehow, he was even bigger inside under the light. She dared look up into his face. She knew that face. Intimately. Down to the piercings in his ears and the silver in his beard.

      "I don't know. I was just walking home, and they jumped me."

      Ruby eyes narrowed. "Really? That's the story you're going with? What about the song you sang at the club?"

      "You were at the club? You followed me?" Quinn's heart was racing. She had thought he had saved her from a mugging, and now she realized she wasn't saved at all.

      "Answer my question, woman. How did you know the lullaby?" he snarled softly.

      "What lullaby? The a cappella song? It was something I made up," she replied.

      What was she meant to tell him? That she'd heard it in a dream? He would never believe that. No one ever did.

      "I can smell when someone is lying to me, Quinn." He took a step forward, crowding her space. "You will tell me the truth, or I will put you over my knee and spank it out of you like an impetuous child. Do you want to be spanked? Or do you want to start telling me who you are?"

      Quinn sucked in a breath. "It all depends if you're going to make me come afterward… Hey! Put me down!" She squirmed as the brute lifted her up and carried her out of the kitchen. He sat on the couch, manhandling a swearing Quinn over his knees.

      "Speak!" he commanded.

      "Fuck you, you gigantic cock—" Quinn yelped as his hand came down on her leather covered ass. It was no love tap either.

      "The truth, Quinn. How do you know the song?"

      "I'm telling you I made it up!"

      Smack! Smack!  Quinn groaned, her face burning. Oh god, this wasn't happening. "I'm not lying to you."

      "But you aren't telling me the truth either," he growled in her ear. His hand came down again and again, making her ass burn and her thighs clench.

      "You won't b-believe me even if I told you!" she sobbed.

      He turned her face towards him. She was bright red and horny and confused, all at the same time. "Tell me, Quinn. I can do this all night."

      "Oh god, if you do, I really will come," she complained, a part of her mortified that she was even admitting it.

      He ran a thumb over her bottom lip. "Tell me the truth, or you won't be able to sit down for a week."

      "I dreamed it, okay? I dreamed the song. I don't know who the people were in the alley. They carried on about their boss wanting to meet with me. The mage! They called him the mage," she babbled quickly. She pointed to the door of her studio. "I–I can prove it was a dream. Look in there."

      The man hauled her to her shaky legs. Her ass was burning as hot as her face. He marched her over to the door and opened it. Paintings and sketches covered the walls, and half-finished canvases sat on easels.

      "These are of Mag Argatnél," the man said, his voice full of genuine shock.

      "It's of what now? I… I am a fantasy painter. This is all shit that's in my head," Quinn tried to explain.

      "In the alley you said I wasn't real. What did you mean by that?" he said slowly.

      "I dream…of you," she admitted. Clearly, the universe didn't think she was embarrassed enough that night. It was either embarrassment or being turned into meat pulp.

      Quinn opened the wardrobe where she stored her art books. She pulled one free and offered it to him. "I don't know who you are, mister, but I've dreamed of you my entire life. I don't know what those people wanted from me. All I know is I'm confused and scared, and my ass hurts but not in a fun way."

      He took the book from her and began to flick through it. Nearly every single one of the pages had a picture of him on it. Quinn found his face relaxing to draw, and she did it at least once a week.

      "You are telling the truth. Finally." He looked her over like he was seeing her for the first time. His eyes glowed. "Pack a bag. You are coming with me."

      "What? I'm not going anywhere with you! I don't even know your name!" Quinn argued, backing away from him.

      "My name is Taranis, the Storm King of Mag Argatnél," he said, shutting the book. He closed in on her. "And you are coming with me, even if I have to tie you up and carry you home myself."

      "Has anyone ever told you that your punishments are kind of kinky?" she said. She never could check herself before she wrecked herself.

      "No, because I usually kill my enemies, not interrogate them. I'm out of time and patience. The Fomorians are after you for a reason, and you're coming with me for your own safety," he said, his voice dropping to a threatening growl. "Now, pack a bag or I'll take you as you are."

      Quinn stared at Taranis, her hands going to her hips. "And where the fuck are we meant to be going?"
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      The frustration and anger that had been building in Taranis for the last month decided to release the second he saw Quinn hit the pavement. It didn't have anywhere to go once her attackers were dead except onto her.

      You aren't handling this situation as you should, a small voice said in the back of Taranis's head. It sounded a lot like his dead brother Kynan, which worried him even more than the landscapes of his home being painted by a stranger.

      Quinn wasn't happy about being taken anywhere. It was too bad. Taranis wouldn't leave her, not when the mage's followers were after her. Definitely not after seeing his face over and over again in her art books. There was some kind of magic at play; he could taste it.

      Ignoring Quinn's complaints, he took some of her chalk and sketched symbols on her carpet.

      "You're paying to have that cleaned off," she said, her eyes flashing with fire. Her eye make-up was streaked from the night’s excitement. Something about her looking so messy made his dick twitch.

      He wanted to spank her full peach of an ass all over again, just to see those pretty eyes sparkle with tears and hear her little whimpers. He had smelled her arousal, and it had driven his frustration even higher. He was glad when she finally spat out the truth, or he would've given in and fucked her on the floor.

      "Come here," he said, pulling her into the circle with him. She had an overnight bag over one shoulder and a satchel over the other. He pulled her close to him, inhaling the spicy smell of her hair. He could still scent the dead kidnapper's blood on her, but gods, she smelled good. Like a paddock of wildflowers and a spice market and something that made his lizard brain think sex in bright flashing lights.

      "What is happening?" Quinn asked, staring at the sigils as they got brighter.

      "Portal travel."

      "What?!"she squeaked, her hands looping around his waist and clinging to him. Taranis's magic took a hold of them, and then they were dropping through nothing. Quinn wasn't afraid. Instead she was laughing. It was a delighted, joyful sound that rattled through his brain. What the fuck was she? Dinner, his dragon replied.

      The portal dropped them in Kian's castle at the main entrance.

      "What the hell, Taran? Your magic is swamping the castle…" His brother Oberon was coming down the stairs in only sleep pants.

      "Woah," Quinn whispered, staring wide-eyed at Oberon's bare chest and antlers.

      "Taran?" Chrissy asked, her night robe wrapped around her. She looked Quinn over, her eyes going wide. "Why the fuck is Quinn Draxos here?"

      Taranis frowned. "Who is—"

      "It's a pen name," Quinn replied, turning to Chrissy and offering her a huge smile. "Hiiii. You seem sane. Can you please tell me why the hell this bastard has kidnapped me?"

      "You… You kidnapped Quinn Draxos?" Chrissy's eyes popped out of her head. "Elise! Come deal with this. You're the princess. For a completely unrelated reason, I have to call Layla immediately."

      Elise was hurrying down the stairs, Kian behind her. Chrissy already had her phone out. "Wake up, Lay Lay. You have to hear what your dumbass uncle has just done."

      "You kidnapped her?!" Oberon demanded.

      "Yes. He did," Quinn said, taking in the chaos that was erupting around them with a grin on her face. She was enjoying them all turning on Taranis like he was the villain of the night.

      "I saved her from Fomorian thugs and brought her here for her own safety!" Taranis shouted over the noise.

      "And who is going to save me from you? He spanked me instead of politely asking me for information," Quinn said and then added in a huff, "He didn't even have the decency to make me come afterwards. Where I come from, that's just rude."

      Taranis turned on her until they were almost nose to nose. "And where is it that you are from, hmm? The land of the harpies? Because you carry on like one."

      Quinn sneered. "Yes, I am the queen of the harpies, and by my royal decree, you can go fuck yourself because you sure as hell are never going to fuck me," she hissed in his face.

      "Sweetness, if I really wanted to fuck you, you wouldn't turn me down. You'd thank me for the privilege," he replied, lips lifting into a threatening smile.

      Taranis paused long enough to realize that everyone was watching them in awkward silence.

      "Excuse me, can someone explain what is happening?" Kian asked. "Who are you?"

      Quinn turned to Kian, all the fire still in her eyes. "My name is Quinn Fairbrook. I work for Von at Ritual as a singer. He says he's a friend of yours, so I'm telling you right now he's not going to be impressed with you treating me this way. I've had a fucking bastard of a night, so if you aren't going to kill me, I would really like a shower and somewhere quiet to cry without an audience."

      Elise pushed Taranis out of the way. "I'm so sorry. Please, come with me," she said, putting an arm around Quinn. She shot Taranis a wrathful glare. "Kian, please explain to your uncle why kidnapping humans isn't allowed."

      Chrissy snorted. "Yeah, Kian. You seem to be the right person for that particular job." The women headed up the stairs, making apologetic noises at Quinn.

      Oberon looked Taranis over, taking in the blood on his clothes and the murder in his eyes. "Okay, Taran, let's get you a drink, hmm?"

      Kian and Oberon were watching him warily, like he might explode at any second. In Kian's study, he took the whiskey that his nephew offered him and sat down heavily. What a fucking night.

      "What happened, little brother? Out with it. You're not in your right mind, and your behavior with this girl is alarming," Oberon said with all the big brother disapproval he could muster.

      "She is the one that is alarming. All I wanted was a night off, but no, I have to deal with this shit," Taranis muttered. Knowing that Oberon and Kian wouldn't let it go, he told them everything from the moment Quinn stepped onto the stage to the moment they landed in Kian's castle.

      "The woman was singing dragon secrets in the middle of a club. How the fuck was I supposed to react?" Taranis said, making thunder boom overhead. His magic was reacting to his emotions, and he couldn't seem to make it stop. Maybe he finally was cracking.

      "You could have used a bit more tact, despite being alarmed. The Fomorian allies went for her tonight. Surely, that's indicative that she's not working for them," Kian replied, his voice calm. "Quinn is clueless about all of this. It's fascinating that she has been dreaming of you and your lands her whole life. That has to mean something, right? What if she is your ma—"

      "God's help you if you say mate, Kian. Unlike my blockhead brothers, I don't want a damn mate," Taranis snarled. "Especially not a mouthy redhead."

      Kian and Oberon exchanged a look that made him want to knock their heads together.

      "Mate or not, fate has brought her to us. Did you check her for magical abilities? Perhaps she has suppressed talents like Chrissy, and they are manifesting as dreams?" Oberon said, stroking his beard thoughtfully.

      "I haven't checked her yet. There hasn't been time," Taranis replied.

      "But you had time to spank her? Really, uncle?" Kian said with a shake of his head.

      "It wasn't like that. Okay, maybe it was a little like that, but she had it coming for lying to me." Taranis crossed his arms. "I didn't kidnap her either."

      Oberon hummed. "You just brought her here against her will in order to protect her?"

      "Exactly!"

      "And you don't think that is kidnapping? Gods, what's wrong with you?"

      Taranis sighed. "So, so much."

      "What are you going to do with her?" Kian asked. Taranis stared at him blankly. "You can't just hold her hostage here, Taran."

      "Can't I? Because I really believe I can," he said, smile sharpening.

      "Taran, that's enough," Oberon snapped. He leaned forward, his amber eyes glowing in the light. "You're responsible for this girl, and you've treated her like shit. What if she was sent to help us? You aren't thinking clearly. Where has my smart, strategic brother gone?"

      Taranis rubbed his face. "I don't know. It's like I saw her, and my brain exploded. I can't think straight. Do you really think she's important in all of this?"

      "It makes sense. First, Chrissy. Then, Ella. The magic linking the worlds wants to be fixed, and it's providing us tools to use." Kian held up his hands. "I'm not saying she could be your mate like the others. Just someone who can help. She's been connected to you her whole life. Can you pull your head out of your ass for five minutes and think about what she's going through right now? You're literally the man of her dreams, and you've acted like a total prick."

      Taranis squirmed under their judgmental gazes. He hated when they were right about something. He hadn't been thinking. Now that he had Quinn safe and locked up where he could find her, the dragon in him simmered down enough so he could get his thoughts straight. He had treated her poorly, and if Oberon and Kian were right and she was a key to helping fix magic, he was going to have to apologize.

      "But I don't want to apologize to her. She's too smug and beautiful and will rub it in my face," Taranis complained and then realized he'd said it out loud.

      Oberon smiled. "She kind of reminds me of someone. Kian? What about you?"

      "Yeah, a name springs to mind," Kian said, swirling the whiskey in his glass. "Might be best if you apologized to her before bed. You don't want her animosity to grow overnight. I know she's given you a fright, but she's not our enemy, uncle."

      Taranis threw his hands up in defeat. "Fine! I'll apologize. I hate you both."

      "You would be saying the same thing to us if our positions were reversed. Think with your head. Not with the dragon. Certainly not with your dick. Though she was very clear you don't stand a chance with her," Oberon commented.

      Taranis's eyes flashed. "The fuck I don't. As you pointed out, I'm the man of her dreams."

      "You are, which means the poor girl has probably had enough of seeing your pouting face for a lifetime."

      Kian laughed. "I'm with Oberon on this one. There had to be someone out there that your charms didn't work on. Or are your charms not working in your old age? I hear that can happen."

      "My charms work just fine, thank you very much." Taranis drained his whiskey and picked up the decanter. "She just doesn't deserve them."

      "Good luck with that apology, little brother. Try not to be an arrogant ass of a dragon for once," Oberon replied.

      Taranis left them both chuckling like hens and went to find what had happened to his troublesome singer.
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      Quinn was feeling a lot better after a long shower and some food that Chrissy brought in for her. She hadn't cried like she thought she was going to. She was…curious. She had always wanted to know more about the fae and was now inside a castle full of them.

      Chrissy and Elise had made sure she had everything she needed and reassured her that she wasn't a prisoner. She thought about Taranis's glowing ruby eyes and doubted that. Why oh why had her dreams fixated on this asshole?

      Because your subconscious knows your taste in men clearly, she grumbled to herself. She still didn't know what bug had gotten up Taranis's ass. It wasn't her fault that she dreamed of his lands and the lullaby. He was the one who had been humming it in the dream, so really, it was his fault.

      Quinn had just pulled on her oversized "Daenerys deserved better" sleep tee and pajama pants when there was a knock on her door. She wondered if Chrissy was back. She had been oddly thrilled to find out that Chrissy and Layla read her online serial. It really was a small world.

      Quinn opened the door and saw Taranis standing on the other side of it. He was carrying a decanter of whiskey.

      "Oh. It's you," she said, trying to act haughtier than what she felt. She was fighting the urge to make sure her ponytail was neat.

      "I thought you could use a night cap," he replied, offering her the decanter.

      "Thanks." Quinn took it and shut the door in his face. She had taken two steps away before the door blew in.

      "I need to talk to you," he said and shut the door behind him. "Sit your ass down. Please?"

      Quinn pursed her lips, but still sat in one of the plush armchairs. "Only because you said please." She took a mouthful from the decanter. Damn, it was fine whiskey. She should've guessed the fae would be brewing the strong stuff.

      Taranis sat down in a chair opposite her and rested a leg over one knee. It was an easy, masculine pose that made her want to draw him. She mirrored him, just to be a brat.

      Taranis looked her over, his eyes resting on her chest for a long beat. "Who is Daenerys?"

      "A character from a book. Is this what you want to talk to me about?" Quinn asked, raising a brow.

      "I'm…sorry," he said slowly, like the word was stuck on his tongue.

      "No, you're not," Quinn replied.

      "Not for saving your life. No, I'm not sorry for that." Taranis looked away from her. "I could have handled the other stuff better."

      "Like spanking me for answers?"

      His mouth kicked up in one corner. "I don't think either of us regret that."

      Quinn took another mouthful of whiskey and prayed for self-control. She didn't know how someone could be so sexy and so infuriating at the same time. His shirt was undone two buttons below decent, and she tried hard not to look at the curving dark red lines of a tattoo over his chest. His long hair curled lazily over one shoulder, and the whole look of him was like a decadent smack of BDE.

      What a slut, she thought but didn't stop staring.

      "I need to know more about your magic, so I am going to ask you, politely, to please stay here at the castle until I have answers," Taranis said.

      Quinn let out a nervous laugh. "Excuse me? What magic?"

      "You've been dreaming of my lands. Of our songs—"

      "Let me correct you there. That was the first song, and you were the one who was singing it. It just got stuck in my head," Quinn said quickly.

      "You dream of me often?"

      Lie. Quinn knew she couldn't without him knowing. "Yes. I dream of you often, especially if I'm in periods of heightened stress. I don't know why. No one in my family has magic either, so I don't know if your theory that I have any is solid."

      Taranis seemed to think about it for a long moment. "There are ways to test you, but it's late, so it can wait until tomorrow."

      "Can I ask what about the song pissed you off so much? Did I sing it wrong or something?"

      "It's a lullaby sung to the dragon shifter children as a way to remember the way home through the mountains. We dragons are private and were hunted in this world. We don't like the directions to our capital being sung to a hall full of humans," Taranis replied.

      Quinn's mouth fell open. "Okay, so that makes more sense why you were so angry. You have to believe me when I say I genuinely had no idea that's what it was. I mean, I love dragons. I wouldn't ever endanger them. You've seen my apartment. I even have a tattoo…"

      "Do you, now?”

      “Yes?”

      Taranis leaned forward a little. “Would you mind showing me? You unknowingly have absorbed our secrets, Quinn. I want to see what you have on your body. Please?”

      Quinn had just enough whiskey in her system to get up and lift the side of her shirt. The dragon was black and red, and it curled down her ribs all the way to its tail wrapped around her thigh. It had hurt like a bitch but had been worth every penny.

      “I’m not showing you the tail wrapped around my leg. But there you go. Satisfied I’m not sharing any dragon secrets?” she said.

      Taranis hadn’t moved, his eyes fixated on her skin. He got out of his chair and Quinn jumped as he ran his fingers down the dragon’s wings that curved around her back.

      “And you have no idea what this is?” he asked, his voice dropping an octave.

      “Please tell me it’s not some sacred god dragon that… Oh my god, you’re smiling. It is, isn’t it?”

      “Something like that.”

      “You have to tell me. Put me out of my misery.”

      Taranis smiled. “And ruin the surprise? I don’t think so. I have dragon knights here at the castle. If you stay of your own free will, I’ll introduce you. I might even be persuaded to let them shift for you to see. If you’ll be good.”

      Quinn rolled her eyes. “You’re getting a free flesh show with some added side boob. I think I’m being very good right now.”

      “Hmmm, a lot pleasanter than you have been, that’s for sure.” Taranis stroked her tattoo again and goose bumps skittered over her skin. “You really have no idea what this is?”

      “It’s just a dragon. I like dragons,” Quinn said and dropped her shirt. He removed his hand from her skin but didn’t step back.

      “You’re telling the truth,” he replied, his eyes scanning her face.

      “Yeah, I am.”

      “This is so strange. Why you of all people? What is so special about you?” Taranis frowned and then stroked her ponytail, inspecting the wine red strands. She didn’t dare move, though she knew she should. He was dangerous, and his personality was volatile—two things that should have had her kicking his ass out.

      “I have a lot of things special about me,” she said.

      Taranis let her hair slip through his fingers. “I’m starting to think we got off on the wrong foot.”

      “Well, you were an asshole. I’d say that’s definitely the wrong foot,” Quinn replied. She wished he wasn’t so handsome and didn’t smell like storms and smoke. She still couldn’t quite believe that the man she had been dreaming about was standing right in front of her. He might have had a shitty attitude so far, but at least some of his reactions now made sense.

      “The people who tried to grab me tonight… Do you want to tell me about them?” she asked. The question seemed to break him out of his hypnotic attention on her hair.

      “They are the true assholes. It can wait until tomorrow,” he said, finally moving back from her. “You should get some sleep, Quinn.”

      “Yeah. Long…long night,” she replied, her brain going fuzzy at the small smile he was giving her.

      When he reached the door, he looked back over his shoulder and said, “Sweet dreams.”

      “They will be if they aren’t about you,” she said, checking out his ass. Taranis only laughed and blew her a kiss.

      “I don’t like you one bit,” she called out.

      “Yeah, you do,” he said as he closed the door behind him.
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      Quinn didn’t dream of Taranis that night. She dreamed of high clifftops, of bodies laid out on stone, and small, dead animals around them in straight lines. From the air, they looked like bloody suns of carnage.

      Quinn woke with the sun pouring through the windows and her heart racing too fast. What the fuck had that nightmare been? Maybe she had drunk too much whiskey, but it had been so damn vivid that she could taste the rot in the air and smell the weird smokey incense that a man in black robes had been burning.

      It would have been better to dream of Taranis after all. Especially naked dreams.

      Quinn showered and dressed, unsure of what the new day would bring. She sent Von a text message, explaining that Taranis had taken her to the fae, and received a long line of obscenities back and a promise to make some calls.

      Quinn appreciated his Viking temper, but she didn’t hate being amongst the fae. It felt like an opportunity, despite the strange way it had come about, and she was never one to look a gift horse in the mouth.

      Quinn dug through her hastily packed bags and pulled out her current art book and a small pencil case. She never went anywhere without something to draw with. It helped to stop thinking about dreams if she drew them out, and the nightmare from the night before wasn’t something she wanted living in her head.

      Quinn didn't know what the protocol was for wandering about a fae castle, but there was no one about to tell her that she couldn't. She was walking down the main staircase when Chrissy appeared on the lower floor. She smiled up at Quinn, and it was like liquid sunshine. The woman radiated positivity and somehow didn't manage to be annoying about it.

      "I was debating on whether or not to come wake you up. Are you hungry?" she asked, falling into step beside her.

      "Literally always," Quinn replied, making Chrissy smile.

      "Come on. I happen to be good friends with the brownie who runs the kitchens."

      Quinn's steps faltered. "Like an actual brownie?"

      "Yup. Try not stare. They can be shy about that kind of thing," Chrissy said and led her through the hallways. The smell of bacon hit Quinn, and her stomach rumbled. She was starving.

      Quinn stepped into the huge kitchens of busily working fae, and her whole body lit up in excitement. There were fae with horns and wings and tail, one that was barely a foot high, and small fire creatures dancing in the hearths. Herbs hung in bunches from the roof amongst pots and pans. A satyr was rolling out dough while another added icing to small cakes. Quinn wanted to paint it all.

      "Who have you brought me now, Chris?" a gruff woman asked. Her hair was a mass of flowering buds.

      "This is Quinn, the singer that Taran decided to kidnap," Chrissy replied, pulling her forward. "Quinn, this is Hedera, the only reason anything in this castle works."

      The brownie's grim face cracked a small smile at Chrissy before looking Quinn over. "Bloody dragons always just taking anything shiny or pretty that catches their attention. You hungry, girl?"

      "Starving," Quinn admitted and then her brain seemed to catch up. "Wait, Taranis is a dragon?"

      "There was a doubt in your mind?" Chrissy asked, eyes going wide. "He didn't tell you?"

      "He said that he was a king and that his kingdom had dragon shifters, and there are dragon knights. But not that he was one."

      Chrissy frowned. "Haven't you been dreaming about him? Because he does change into a big ass dragon whenever he wants to."

      "I dream of him in his fae form. I've never dreamed of him shifting," Quinn replied. It made sense that he could be a dragon. She'd just had so much confusing shit happen to her in the last twenty-four hours that her brain hadn't caught on.

      "Did you sleep okay?" Chrissy asked. She sat her down at the end of a table tucked out of the way of the busy kitchen staff. Hedera set a plate down in front of her, piled high with bacon, eggs, sausages, and tomatoes. Chrissy poured her coffee, and Quinn thought she could get used to this kind of treatment.

      "I slept like shit. Nightmares all goddamn night. It's why I thought if I drew them out, it might help to get rid of them."

      Chrissy sipped her coffee. "Can I be nosey and ask what kind of nightmares? Oberon told me how much you dream about Taranis and the dragons. Maybe the nightmares were actually real."

      "God, I hope not. There were these bodies…" Quinn told her about the dream, of the dead animals all laid out on the cliff face.

      "It sounds a lot like the Fomorians and some of the stuff we've been dealing with. I don't suppose Taranis mentioned them?" Chrissy asked.

      "He did but said he would tell me more today," Quinn replied.

      "Eat your food, and I'll tell you because he bloody should have already." Chrissy told her a fantastical tale of magic being broken, of ancient enemies of the fae and the altars that were leeching power from the lands and wearing down the connections to Faerie.

      Quinn ate her way through her breakfast, not interrupting Chrissy's story until she was done.

      "And this mage's followers were the ones who attacked me last night?" she asked.

      Chrissy nodded. "Yes. Though Taranis doesn't know why."

      "Maybe I was just in the right place at the right time, and they were looking for an easy mark," Quinn said, but Chrissy didn't look convinced. She tapped the sketchbook. "Can you draw me a sketch of the body you saw? It could help Oberon and the others find it."

      "If it's real," Quinn replied, but she still started to sketch in quick lines. "It reminded me a little of the sky burials they do in Tibet and other places in the world."

      "Sky burials?"

      "Yeah, so when someone dies, they take the body to these special cliffs, and they let the birds and animals eat them. It's a way of honoring the dead by letting it feed living things," Quinn explained, her sketch taking shape. "The one I dreamed about didn't seem like a peaceful ceremony. It was like…"

      "A sacrifice?" Chrissy guessed.

      "Exactly. There was a guy in black robes that was burning stuff around the body like a smudge." Quinn rubbed at her temple. "Someone joined him. I couldn't see his face. There was a name he called him. It's on the tip of my tongue."

      "Maybe focus on the sacrifice first. We can worry about the man in the black robes later," she said though she looked far more worried than she had been.

      They kept up a steady stream of conversation while Quinn drew. Chrissy was easy to talk to, and they discussed books they loved and how Chrissy had met Oberon. Quinn asked her to do a tarot reading for her, and she promised she would.

      "This is what it looked like," Quinn said, holding up the book. It was her nightmare in grey graphite. "I can't remember any of the shapes, but there were weird squiggles carved into the dead man’s chest."

      "Fuck, it's horrific. We'll have to show Taranis. He's the most magically adept of all of us," Chrissy said.

      A booming roar echoed through the castle walls, making Quinn's blood run cold.

      "Oh, good timing. Sounds like he and the others are back. Shall we say hello?" Chrissy said and got to her feet.

      "Okay," Quinn replied gathering up her sketchbook. Her heart was still beating a thousand miles a minute, but Chrissy looked completely unbothered. She led Quinn out of the back door of the kitchens, through a vegetable garden and around the side of the castle.

      "Holy fucking shit balls," Quinn gasped.

      On the land behind the castle were three massive, honest-to-god dragons. There was a green one and a grey one that gleamed silver in the sunlight. The biggest was a black and red dragon.

      Quinn couldn't breathe. It was her dragon that was tattooed on her body. It saw Quinn, and its wings spread out in a threatening stance before it growled low and deep.

      "Stop showing off, you big lizard," Chrissy called up to him. "We need to talk to your other side, please. It's important."

      Magic, the color of blood, curled around the dragon as it began to shrink in on itself.

      "Please be someone hot," Quinn whispered.

      Taranis appeared in the mist, his eyes still glowing with the beast within. He was dressed in his usual black and red.

      "Goddamn it!" Quinn had the motherfucker tattooed on her skin, and he knew about it. No wonder he had been so smug looking at it the night before. Quinn wanted to die.

      "Sleeping beauty wakes at last," he said, coming to stand in front of her.

      "She's been dreaming too," Chrissy replied.

      "Is that so?" Taranis raised a black brow. Quinn couldn't seem to get her mouth to work properly. His grin widened. "Did you dream of me, sweetness?"

      "Absolutely not," she replied.

      The silvery grey dragon peered at her. "The singer is here after all!" it said and then showed her all of its teeth. He was smiling at her, or at least trying to.

      "You can explain it to him, Chrissy. Dragons," Quinn said and shoved the notebook at Taranis before walking past him. The grey dragon leaned down and sniffed at her.

      "Ah, you smell like a dragon too," he said, his wings ruffling. "A little one, but a dragon all the same. I'm Avallach."

      "Quinn. It's so nice to meet you," she replied, daring to step closer. "You are amazing. Will you let me sketch you while I'm here?"

      "Only if you sing for me again. You have a beautiful voice for a human," Avallach replied.

      Taranis let out a threatening growl. Quinn ignored him, but Avallach looked curious. He shifted, and in the dragon’s place was a giant fae. He had a long white braid with silver rings in it and grey eyes the color of his dragon.

      "Wow, are you a knight? Like a real one with swords and stuff?" Quinn asked, feeling giddy as a six-year-old.

      "I certainly am. I'll be happy to show you my sword—" Avallach swore as Taranis collided with him. They both went sprawling onto the dirt in a flurry of fists.

      "Idiot men," the green dragon said. She shifted to a tall woman with both of her arms covered in swirling tattoos. "I'm Emyr. Please don't think all dragons act like those two. Taranis is overprotective."

      "Of me? Unlikely," Quinn said, letting out an awkward laugh.

      "He doesn't take anyone under his wing, girl. Avallach should've backed off when he was warned."

      "He was warned?" Quinn asked.

      Emyr nodded. "Taranis just growled at him. That was a warning. Besides, Taranis called dibs on you when you were singing last night. Avallach shouldn't have flirted with you."

      "He did?" Quinn didn't know what to make of that, especially with how Taranis had acted since then. He had swung between being angry and sexy enough to leave her confused and frustrated.

      "Will you two cut it out? We have Fomorian altars to find," Chrissy shouted at the brawling fae.

      Taranis got one more punch in before getting to his feet. He was smeared with dirt and looked like he was going to jump on Quinn next.

      She narrowed her eyes at him, silently daring him to try. He could've told her about the tattoo, and now she just felt like an idiot whenever he looked at her.

      "Feel better now that you got that out of your system?" she asked.

      "No, I don't feel better," Taranis snarled softly at her. He pulled the book out of Chrissy's hand and stared at the picture. Quinn went to help Avallach up, but Taranis moved to block her path.

      "Stay," he told her, his eyes flashing in warning.

      Emyr went around them and held a hand out to Avallach. "You had it coming," she said, hauling the other dragon to his feet. He was bleeding from his nose and lips. He still grinned at Quinn behind Taranis's back.

      "Where did you see this?" Taranis asked, looking at Quinn.

      "It was a nightmare I had last night. I don't know where exactly the cliffs were. There was a lot of green and no trees," she replied. He didn't look in the mood for any half-truths.

      "Do you remember the shape of the mountain ranges around it?" he asked.

      Quinn nodded. "Yeah, I could draw them if I had to."

      "You have to," he said, passing the sketchbook back to her.

      "What? Right here?"

      "No. You're coming with me to the lab so I can finally figure out what you are," Taranis replied.

      "Charming is what I am," Quinn said. She shot the other dragons a smile. "It was nice to meet you both. Let's hang out while I'm here. I'll make sure I give you that song, Avallach."

      "Thank you, Quinn," he replied. Taranis shot him another warning glare. "What? I'm trying to be polite."

      "Maybe you should take a few lessons from him," Quinn suggested to Taranis.

      His hand curled around her ponytail and held on to it. "Keep it up, and I'll finish what I started on your ass last night."

      "Hmm, you had your chance and passed it up." Quinn took her ponytail from his grip. "Now, where are these labs?"
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      Taranis thought it would be fun to see Quinn's face when she finally realized he was tattooed on her obscenely lovely body. He had thought she would get angry and flustered. He hadn't been prepared for the sheer delight on her face when she had seen them in their dragon forms. It was awe and wonder. She really did love dragons.

      "I just thought I should let you know that you're a total idiot," Chrissy whispered to him.

      Quinn was following a little behind them, her artist's eye drawn to the castle’s tapestries, paintings, and stained glass windows.

      "Why am I the idiot?" Taranis asked.

      "Quinn is amazing, and you've given her the worst first impression," Chrissy replied, looping her arm through his.

      Taranis wasn't sure about that. He had seen desire in the feisty singer's eyes the previous night. She hadn't shoved him off when he'd touched her tattoo. Gods, he hadn't expected her to actually show him. Her skin was so soft with a gorgeous sweeping line of a hip that made him want to sink his teeth straight into it.

      He had been thinking of all that lovely tattooed skin when Avallach had decided to flirt with her. He didn't even know he had moved before his fist was connecting with the other dragon's face.

      There was something about Quinn that seemed to attract dragons. The Greatdrakes were due for a visit, and he had no idea how they would react to her.

      One thing he did know was that they all needed to stay away from his Quinn… Taranis pinched the bridge of his nose. What the fuck was wrong with him?

      Chrissy had been talking, and he hadn't caught a damn word of what she had been saying.

      "I'll be good. I promise. I need to figure out what her magic is," he said, hoping it was a good enough answer.

      "Just don't upset her, okay? I like her, and she didn’t post her latest instalment on her website last night because of your bullshit. Layla is on the war path about it, so watch yourself," Chrissy replied. She let him go when they reached his lab. "I'm going to leave you two here. Please try not to kill each other. We have a common enemy, remember? I'll get you the Wi-Fi code for the castle while I'm gone, Quinn, so you can do whatever work you need to tonight." She had a hopeful look in her eye, and Quinn smiled.

      "Okay, okay, I'll post. I promise. I owe you for such a good breakfast," she said. She had some kind of cherry colored gloss on her lips that Taranis found distracting. Would it taste like cherries too? No, no thoughts like that. Only work.

      "This way. Don't touch anything if you don't want to blow yourself up or be poisoned," Taranis said, opening the wooden door for her.

      Quinn held her sketchbook closer to her chest. "I can't tell if you're joking."

      "I'm not. Consider yourself warned and behave yourself," he replied.

      Quinn smiled but said nothing. Her eyes sparkled a little when she looked around at the alchemy lab with its ingredients, glass beakers, piles of papers, and general chaos.

      "So you're a dragon, a king, and a mad scientist rolled into one?" she asked, sitting down on one of the wooden stools.

      "Mad magician perhaps. I'm going to try and figure out what magic you have. Dream magic is the most obvious, but I don't want to rule anything out," he replied.

      "Do you want me to draw the mountains I saw while you do it?"

      Taranis nodded. "That would be good. Wait, why are you being so helpful all of a sudden?"

      "Chrissy told me about magic, the Fomorians, the altars, the whole thing. If I can help, I will. It's not like you're going to let me go until they are stopped," Quinn replied, fixing him with her big eyes.

      "Maybe not even then," he muttered under his breath while he searched for his journal that had the spare pages in it.

      "What was that?

      "Nothing. I said you're right."

      Quinn raised a red brow. "Anyway, I don't like to sit on my ass and do nothing. So helpful it is."

      "It explains why you have three jobs, Miss Singer, Artist, Writer," Taranis said.

      "Well, that and also my parents cut me off. They are probably floating on their yacht somewhere in the Mediterranean right now," Quinn replied, taking out her pencils. "They would think it hilarious if they found out the mighty fae princes thought their daughter would be useful at anything."

      Taranis paused. He didn't like the bruised tone she suddenly had in her voice. "Your art and singing are beautiful, Quinn. If they don't see those talents as useful and vital, then I feel sorry for them."

      "Thanks. I appreciate that," she said, not looking up from her drawing. "They aren't really bad people. They just…don't get it. They wanted me to be this pretty, thin princess that they could parade around in front of their friends and married richer than they are. I never could measure up to that, could never be that. I don't wish anything bad to happen to them or anything. We just are very different people."

      Taranis lifted her chin, turning her face towards him. "You are incredible just the way you are. You are argumentative too, but that's not a bad thing. If they don't want you in their lives for exactly who and what you are, then their loss is my gain. Our gain. You know what I mean."

      Quinn's eyes warmed with humor. "Better be careful. You might end up liking me if you keep this up."

      "Alas, I think I already do. Now, hold still for a moment," he said and looked at her aura through different colored pieces of enchanted glass. He took a small sample of her hair, dropping it into a clear solution, before he checked her irises. They were deep brown with small flecks of amber in them.

      "What's the verdict?" she asked him, mischief in her smile.

      That you are beautiful in a painful, distracting way that makes me want to drink a poison beaker, Taranis thought miserably.

      "Definitely some dream magic going on. Can you tell me about your nightmare? I know you already did for Chrissy, but she might have missed something," Taranis said and jotted down some notes in his journal.

      Quinn turned back to her notebook. "Okay, but before you ask, I don't know what the sigils carved into the body were."

      Taranis busied himself with pretending he was working while he listened to Quinn talk. She had a good storyteller’s voice, he decided, and tried not to stare at her lips the whole time.

      "I told Chrissy they were like sky burials, and she suggested that symbolism might be enough to have it be an altar and not just a sacrifice. There's no way you could really create an altar in the air," Quinn said, and Taranis considered the theory. He leaned over her shoulder and looked at the picture she had drawn of the body again.

      "It is a solid theory for sure. It could always have been placed under, where a sky portal is, and it could be feeding off it," Taranis said, turning the drawing about slowly to see it from different angles. Quinn's warm back was lightly pressing against him, and it made his brain fuzz about the edges. He really needed to get himself together. He turned the page of the art book and looked at the mountains she had been sketching.

      "These seem really familiar too. Was there anything else in the dream you haven't drawn?" he asked.

      Quinn tapped her pencil against the paper. "Only the guy in black robes. He was burning a smudge about the body."

      "Was he wearing a deer skull mask?" Taranis asked, a chill settling in the pit of his stomach.

      Quinn shook her head. "No mask. He was…hollow looking. Like something was eating him away. Dark hair and eyes. Another younger man came to see him. He called him… Fuck, what was it? Meron? No, Merion! It was Merion!"

      Taranis staggered back from her like she'd plunged a knife into his chest. No, no, no. He suspected that the Fomorian mage had known him. The spell he tossed at Taranis during the last encounter was proof of that.

      "Taranis? Are you okay?" Quinn got to her feet, reaching out for him as he swayed.

      "It can't be Merion. Not that sweet boy," Taranis gasped, his vision tunnelling. Quinn tried to catch him as they both tumbled to the floor. Gods, what had happened to his apprentice?
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      Quinn didn't know what to do. Taranis was muttering to himself in the fae language that she didn't know. They were on the floor, and she had somehow ended up in his lap.

      "Talk to me, Taranis. You're freaking me out," Quinn said, taking his face in her hands. "Look at me. Tell me what's wrong? Do I need to go get Kian?"

      Taranis's hands went to her hips and held her. His eyes had changed to dragon, the pupils like slits of black. "No. Stay."

      "If I do, you have to tell me what's wrong?" Quinn said. She was ill-equipped to deal with a fae king going dragon on her.

      "Merion was my apprentice. Long, long ago," he said finally. He stroked her ponytail again, something about it holding his attention. "I thought he was dead. I swear he was dead. We were in the final battle with the Fomorians to banish them from Faerie. He begged to come along and be allowed to help. I forbade it."

      "But he went anyway?" Quinn guessed softly.

      Taranis nodded. "We were in the thickest part of the fighting. Avallach was with me. He's the oldest of the knights. I felt familiar magic, and there was Merion, surrounded by enemies. The portal spell to banish the Fomorians was already working. We just needed to hold them in the right place. Merion fell. I couldn't get to him." Taranis's voice grew strained, and his hand on her hair tightened. "The portals opened, and everything was sucked through it, including his body. Avallach helped me look afterward. He was gone. I swear I never would've left him behind." His voice was sliding into a growl, and Quinn suddenly feared he was going to go full dragon in the middle of the castle.

      Quinn didn't know what to do. She lightly stroked his face, trying to make him focus on the present. "Hey, look at me. It's not your fault. You couldn't possibly have known that he survived, Taranis. You saw him fall, and there was no body."

      "I should've looked harder. Made sure. Now he wants to destroy magic. Destroy Faerie. All because I abandoned him to die. It makes sense now. I couldn't figure out why one mage would be driven to cut Faerie off from the human world, especially when the Fomorians feed off magic. He knows Faerie will die if it's not connected to the human world." Taranis's hands gripped her shoulders, his eyes going dragon again. "He wants to destroy me, so he'll come for you. He already did."

      "But he didn't get me because you saved me, remember?" Quinn said gently. She froze as Taranis buried his face into her neck. The feeling of his stubble against her skin made all her nerves light up.

      "Oh gods, Quinn, I brought you here and made you more of a target. I can't let him get you," he said, mouth moving against her throat. Taranis let out a low growl, sending vibrations through her. "Why do you smell so fucking good?" His hand wrapped around her hair again and tugged her head back.

      Holy fucking shit. Quinn didn't know if she should try and stop him. If she even wanted to. Her thighs tightened around him, a small whimper escaping her as his tongue stroked against her skin.

      "T-Taranis? Are you okay?" she whispered. Her hands were in his thick hair, cradling his head softly to her.

      "Taste so good. Like madness. Like mine," he murmured, voice all dragon and distant. His mouth opened, and his teeth dragged hard down her skin.

      Warm, ruby magic poured out of him, coating Quinn and making her melt into his embrace. He held her tight to him, his kiss pain and pleasure, teeth digging into her. She clutched at his hair tighter as liquid warmth spread through her. Oh fuck, she was going to—

      "Quinn …" she heard his voice in her head, and it was like a bomb going off inside of her. Her pussy throbbed, and she came with a sob.

      "Taran," she whimpered, tears slipping down her cheeks.

      "Taran!" Another voice shouted, and Quinn was ripped away from him.

      "No," she cried, reaching for him.

      Taranis snarled, and two men she didn't recognize were hauling him back and away from her.

      "Miss? Quinn! Are you okay?" A man's face came into focus. He had silver shot raven hair, swept back from his face, and cheek bones sharp enough to cut. He was handsome as hell, with kind sapphire eyes that put her instantly at ease.

      "Uh, what happened?" she said, the faint red of Taranis's magic still clinging to her skin.

      "Taranis isn't feeling very well. Are you okay?" he replied, helping her up.

      "I'm fine," she lied, her hand going to her neck. She winced as she touched the throbbing bite mark. "Is he going to be all right?"

      The two others were still pinning Taranis down. One looked like a younger version of the man in front of her, but he was covered in tattoos. The other was blonde and was cheerily telling Taranis to calm down before he tipped a potion down his throat and put him to sleep.

      "He'll be fine. He's just not thinking clearly right now. I'm Cosimo Greatdrakes. Let's take you to Charlotte and get you looked over. My boys can deal with Taran."

      "No! Don't take her. I'll kill you all!" Taranis shouted.

      "Shut up, Taran! I'll deal with you and your appalling behavior later," Cosimo snapped, every inch the disappointed father. Taranis snarled but quieted down slightly.

      Quinn was led down the hall to another lab where a graceful woman wearing dirty glasses was writing formulae down on a scrap of paper.

      "Oh dear. What's happened?" she said, looking up.

      "Taranis bit her. I need to go and handle it. Will you please take care of Quinn?" Cosimo asked, and Charlotte nodded.

      "Of course. Please sit down, and I'll get my healing balms," she said.

      Cosimo smiled apologetically at Quinn. "I'm so sorry to meet you like this, Quinn. Don't worry, we will work it out. I'll get the boys under control and come back and check on you. Sound good?"

      "Yes, Daddy. I mean sir. I mean…" Quinn stammered, a little in awe of him and the way he took control of the situation.

      "Please, call me Cosimo," he said, and with a small bow, he disappeared back out the door.

      "Wow…another dragon?" Quinn asked, staring after him.

      "How did you know?" Charlotte replied.

      "His name is Greatdrakes. Great drakes. Great dragon. Also, he wrangled Taranis in a way that suggested he was. And he's hot. They all seem to be hot," Quinn said. She was shaken up and blabbering and couldn't seem to stop.

      "He and his sons, including my mate, Reeve, are part dragon. It's a long story. Let's look at your neck. Head to the side please," Charlotte said in a no-nonsense tone. Quinn did as she was told, and Charlotte sucked a breath through her teeth. "What in the saints… I ought to go and give him a sound kicking for this kind of behavior."

      "Is it that bad?" Quinn asked. It hadn't hurt when it was happening. It had felt so dangerously good to have a dragon at her throat.

      "It's not bleeding much, but you're going to have a stellar bruise," Charlotte said. She pressed a cool cloth to the bite, and Quinn whimpered. "Sorry if it stings. I just want to get his saliva off you so I can put on some healing balm. What set this off? It's not like Taran to lose control and randomly bite someone."

      "Isn't it? Because since I've met him, he's been a crazy person," Quinn said.

      Charlotte frowned and pushed her glasses up the bridge of her nose. "In what way?"

      Quinn told her everything because she had a feeling that Charlotte would understand if her mate was a dragon. Surely, this was a dragon thing because the other fae she'd met seemed normal. Charlotte didn't interrupt her; she only rubbed a lavender smelling balm into Quinn's skin.

      "He's been worried that someone from his past was causing the trouble, and you confirmed it. Poor Uncle Taran. No wonder he lost it," Charlotte murmured and screwed the lid back on her balm. "Okay, hold still, and I'll try and speed your healing up with a bit of magic."

      Quinn tried really hard not to think of Taranis's ruby power washing over her like warm honey wine. Charlotte's magic didn't have that effect on her.

      "That's strange," she said, stepping back from Quinn.

      "What is?"

      "It's not healing. Not even a little. What in all the gods did he do to you?" Charlotte said, her brown eyes worried.

      Quinn let out a scared little laugh. She had the sudden urge to start crying. "I have no idea."
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      Taranis could taste the salt and honey flavor of Quinn's blood in his mouth, felt her heartbeat against his tongue. A sharp smack in the face brought him back around, and Valentine Greatdrakes glared down at him.

      "Get it together, uncle. You're embarrassing yourself," he snapped.

      "Did you just hit me, Val?" Taranis demanded. His face was hurting.

      "More than once. You were snapping and snarling like a beast," Valentine told him and pulled his black waistcoat straight. "Really, Taranis, you're old enough to know better."

      Taranis tried to clear the fog from his head. Apollo and Valentine had put him on a chair in front of them, both looking worried and disapproving at the same time.

      "Drink this," Apollo said and handed him a vial.

      "What is it?"

      "Something to clear your head. You're not right," the alchemist replied. Taranis downed the light blue liquid and some of the fog cleared. Gods, what had happened?

      "Where's Quinn?" he asked, panic flaring through him.

      "Out of the way until you can behave yourself," Cosimo Greatdrakes said, coming back into the room. "You almost had her throat out, you foolish beast."

      Taranis shook his head. "No. No, I couldn't have."

      "We came in and your teeth were in her neck, and you were both drowning in magic," Cosimo snapped. It took a lot to make him lose his temper, but the Greatdrakes’ patriarch looked one step off hitting Taranis himself.

      "I don't… I can't remember," Taranis said, horror creeping over him. "Is she okay?" He made to rise, but Cosimo pushed him back into his chair.

      "She's shaken up, but not too badly injured. Charlotte is tending to her, and she called me Daddy."

      "So she's fine," Taranis snorted. He really didn't like her calling Cosimo anything. He rubbed at his face, trying to get his thoughts straight. "I don't know what happened. We were talking…"

      He pieced together the story of her dreams and the horrible revelation that Merion was behind the attacks. How could that kind boy have become such a monster?

      "I was having a panic attack, and then she was there, and I could smell her, feel her heart beating. Everything gets blurry after that," Taranis admitted. He felt drained, upset, hungry, horny. He wanted Quinn back. He wanted to bolt in the other direction.

      "Boys? Can you give us a minute. I need to talk to Taran alone," Cosimo said gently. Neither of his sons looked happy about their father’s order, but they still wandered out of the lab.

      Taranis knew Valentine would gut him if he hurt Cosimo in any way. The other Greatdrakes boys were soft at heart, but Valentine was made of iron and fire.

      "What's this about, Cosimo? I feel like I'm about to be lectured by my dad. Should I call you Daddy too?"

      "All depends if you're going to listen to me like a good boy." Cosimo grinned, and Taranis waved him on. "From what Avallach told me about you and this girl, you haven't been in your right mind since you met her, yes?"

      "Avallach has got a big fucking mouth."

      "Taran…"

      He threw up his hands. "Yes! There's something about her that makes me furious and manic. Like ants under my skin. I don't want to fight with her, but I do anyway. She smells good. My dragon took control before I knew what was happening."

      "Taran. I think you need to consider the possibility that she could be your mate," Cosimo said slowly.

      "Infernal gods, not you too!"

      "I was the same when I met my wife. Perhaps not as intense because my dragon side is weaker, but I was driven to distraction," Cosimo replied, crossing his arms. "As much as you might hate the idea, you need to take it into account. You could have really hurt her, Taranis. What if you had torn her throat out?"

      "I would never have hurt her. My dragon just wanted to make sure no one went near her. It just wanted a little taste…" Taranis ran his tongue over his teeth, tasted the lingering remnants of her blood. He stilled, the horror of what he was doing—what he had done—hitting him hard. He buried his face in his hands, fighting the urge to throw up. "Fuck, what did I do?"

      "Breathe, Taran. She's okay. You didn't hurt her, just scared her, I think." Cosimo tried to soothe him. It didn't work.

      "I hurt her. I hurt her." Taranis got up and grabbed the sketch of the mountain range from Quinn's book. "I need to get out of here." He cast a spell on the sketch, and the range flashed in his mind. Of course he recognized it. It was near Snowdon, the highest peak in Wales.

      "Taran, please try and think clearly. You can't just leave like this—" Cosimo said.

      "If I don't, I will go to her and finish what I started! So yes, I do need to leave," Taranis snapped. He needed to fly far away from whatever influence she had on him.

      Taranis hurried through the castle, no one stopping him as he crashed outside and shifted. He didn't wait for any of his dragon knights to join him. He needed to be alone for everyone's sake. He launched himself in the sky, his wings beating hard. Something tugged hard in his chest, worrying about Quinn and what he'd done to her.

      No. He wouldn't go back to her. Not like this when he felt so out of control. Thunder and lightning crashed around him, and he flew faster north. He needed to stop Merion and his followers. That was the only way he could keep Quinn safe from them. He surrendered to the dragon and let the storm inside of him rage.
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        * * *

      

      Taranis smelled the sacrifice before he spotted it from above. It was dank, dark magic that left a rotting smell in his nose. He hid in the clouds, circling the spot and looking for any followers that might still be around. There were no monsters or mages. There was a sky portal above him that was all but on its last gasps of magic. The fucker had almost bled it dry.

      Taranis shifted as he landed, his stomach tightening at the mess of carcasses and magic.

      Merion, what madness drove you to this?

      It made Taranis's heart hurt just looking at it and imagining the talented, bright boy he'd trained creating such an abomination. His eyes caught something red outside of the circle of the altar. Written in blood was a message in the language of dragons: Your mate will be mine, Storm King. Her songs will be mine. Her womb will be mine. It will be my crown on the Dragon Queen's head. She will never know your touch. You will never know her taste. I will have her. And you will have nothing.

      Lightning burned in Taranis's fingertips, and he threw it at the hateful words. Above him the sky boomed and cracked. Lightning struck the mountain over and over again, annihilating the altar of bones and death, the heavenly fire searing away the words.

      This was why Merion had been after Quinn in Oslo. Somehow, he knew what Taranis had been trying to deny from the moment he saw her. She was his mate, and he had hurt her more than once.

      It didn't matter that Merion hadn't taken her. Taranis had lost her anyway out of his own stupidity. He didn't know how he felt about having a mate—gods knew he didn't deserve one—but he did know he wouldn't let Merion use her as a pawn in his revenge.

      Protect mate, his dragon clawed at his insides.

      Yes. Even if they never completed the bond, he would ensure that Merion never laid a finger on her. He had to get back to her, see that she was safe with his own eyes.

      He was so far away from her. Too far. He knew rationally that his family would be keeping her safe, but he wasn't in a mood to be rational. What if Quinn had convinced them to let her go after Taranis had bitten her? He had said that she wasn't his mate, and she could be so convincing…

      Taranis leaped off the side of the cliff, shifted mid-air, and flew home as fast as his wings would carry him.
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      Quinn didn't see Taranis for the rest the day, but that didn't mean she was left alone. Charlotte and Chrissy kept her company all afternoon, and Quinn got a sneaky suspicion that they were keeping an eye on her. She didn't know for what.

      Charlotte had done her own tests on Quinn and came to the conclusion that she had strong dreaming magic. Ella, Mananan's mate, had visions of places so powerful, she could teleport to them. That sounded rather frightening to Quinn. Charlotte didn't know if Quinn possessed something similar, so she got to work, making her protective talismans to not only keep her in her body when she slept, but also to keep Merion out of her dreams.

      While Charlotte worked on that, Quinn caught up on emails and business matters. She apologized to her readers for the lateness of the serial instalment and put up two to make up for it. She paid bills and booked in painting commissions for the following month. She even did her bookkeeping that she despised more than anything.

      It was busy work to keep her mind off what had happened with Taranis. She would have felt better about the hickey if he hadn't just disappeared afterward. She tried not to touch it because every time she did, she would feel his heat between her thighs, his chest under her hands. She really needed to talk to him, and he was nowhere to be found.

      Cosimo had said that Taranis had gone flying to clear his head. Apparently, Taranis hadn't been in his right mind when he had made her come just by nuzzling her.

      Quinn didn't know why that upset her so much. Surely, if a man was going to bite a woman and make her come, he could have the decency to be intentional about it.

      "I'm so glad you're here, Quinn. Life was getting boring," Apollo Greatdrakes said and filled up her mug of ale. They were having a family dinner in the hall, and it was a boisterous affair.

      The dragon knights and the Greatdrakes were up one end of the table, and Oberon, Kian, Elise, and Chrissy were at the other. Quinn was wedged comfortably between Apollo and Valentine. Bas, Cosimo, Reeve, and Charlotte sat opposite her.

      Quinn was delighted by all of them. Valentine had beautiful tattoos, and with a little encouragement, he spoke about his magical experiments with tattooing. Yelena, Owain, and Vidar were back from their adventures, hunting traces of the Fomorian mage too. Lena was trying not to stare at Valentine but was constantly looking his way.

      "What's the go there?" Quinn asked, gently nudging him.

      "She thinks I'm a dark mage," Valentine replied with a roll of his eyes. "She can get in line with that theory."

      "And you aren't?"

      "Dark is relative."

      Bas leaned over and took more bread from the bowl in the center of the table. "Val likes to live amongst the grey like a good Byronic hero, don't you, big brother?"

      Valentine only shrugged. "I love magic. I don't see why I can't study all of it."

      "You can, Val. Ignore your brother’s teasing. He knows you're not going over to the dark," Cosimo said with a tired sigh that told Quinn it was an argument they'd had before.

      "It's because he's not that cool, even though he likes to dress like a Death Eater," Apollo chimed in.

      "Eat a dick, sunspot," Valentine replied.

      Apollo ignored him completely and turned to Charlotte. "I thought more Ironwoods were meant to be about tonight."

      "If you are wondering where Lachlan is, he's on a job in France," Charlotte replied, turning a page of the book she was reading at the table.

      "I wasn't wondering about him. I wanted to see Imogen."

      "Ah huh, sure you did," Reeve said. Apollo threw a grape at his head. Reeve caught it and ate it. Quinn laughed at their antics.

      The dragon knights were keeping a careful eye on all of them and not getting involved in their playful squabbles.

      Avallach had smiled brightly at Quinn when she'd walked into the hall, right up until he saw the mark on her neck, and then his expression had shifted to that of someone who had cold water tipped down his trousers. Emyr's face had broken into a knowing smirk that had Quinn lifting the collar of her shirt up self-consciously. Vidar, Owain, and Lena had greeted her politely and curiously.

      None had touched her. Not even to shake her hand. It was like she had the plague, and no one told her.

      Quinn toyed with the silver talismans on the bracelet Charlotte had made for her. She really needed to talk to Taranis. Charlotte hadn't been able to heal the hickey, but maybe he could. Quinn didn’t want to be gawked at the whole time she was there. She had a million questions she wanted to ask the knights and didn’t want them to not talk to her because Taranis decided to get bity.

      "Are you going to give us a song tonight, sweet Quinn?" Avallach called from the end of the table.

      "Oh yes, sing! Sing! Sing!" Apollo started up a chant.

      "Ah, okay. What do you want to hear?" Quinn asked. She was used to the spotlight enough not to turn red, but she didn't have a band to back her up.

      "Sing the lullaby," Owain said, his deep voice breaking through the noise of the others. "We weren't at Ritual, and the others won't shut up about it. I'm curious to know what has upset our king so much." His pale blue eyes dropped to the mark on Quinn's neck before looking away.

      "Okay, I can do that," Quinn said and wiped her suddenly sweaty palms on her pants. "No making fun of me if I'm shaky. You guys have put me on the spot."

      "Come on, Fairbrook, show us what you got!" Bas cheered her on.

      "You guys are a menace, but you're too cute to deny. Fine. Everyone shut up!" she called, and the hall went dead silent. Excellent.

      Quinn cleared her throat and began to sing. She tried not to think of the fact she was singing secret ways into Taranis's capital and focused on the dip and weave of the melody.

      The mark on her neck pulsed, and she opened her eyes and spotted Taranis at the end of the hall, leaning against a doorway in the shadows. She ignored the flip in her stomach and continued her song without faltering until she was done. They all clapped her far more loudly than she thought she deserved, Vidar included. Taranis was gone again.

      "Aw, that was lovely," Lena cooed with misty eyes. "I miss home."

      "Um, excuse me for a second. I need to use the ladies’," Quinn said and hurried towards where she'd seen Taranis. Quinn didn't like being ignored, and she refused to have him avoid her any longer.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            11

          

        

      

    

    
      Quinn stepped through the doorway she'd seen Taranis just in time to see him turn down a hallway.

      "Hey! Wait up!" she called. He didn't stop. Quinn ran after him. She wasn't going to let him get away with not talking to her.

      "Go away, Quinn," Taranis growled when he realized she was chasing him.

      "No. You have to talk to me, you grumpy old bastard," she said. He disappeared up a curving flight of stairs leading up into a tower. Something shivered red as she moved through the open doorway, but it didn't stop her.

      "Taranis, please. I hate stairs," she said. She rounded a corner, and there he was, waiting for her. She gasped, surprised, and began to topple back when he reached out and caught her.

      "What do you want?" he growled.

      Quinn didn't really know now that he was standing in front of her with his eyes glowing in the dim lighting.

      "I wanted to talk to you about this," she said, pulling her shirt down to reveal the red and black bruise. "You fucking bit me, Taranis, and then you disappeared without a word."

      He made a strange growling sound at the sight of the bruise, and she was suddenly up against the stone wall, his hands on either side of her. He closed his eyes and breathed in deeply.

      "I shouldn't be around you, Quinn. Something about you reacts with my dragon. It wants you. I'm sorry for biting you… I need to stay away from you, or it will happen again, and I can’t let it," he ground out through his teeth.

      Quinn was confused and feeling rejected in equal measure. His mouth was saying one thing, but his whole body language was saying another.

      "You are the most confusing fucking male I've ever met in my life. I didn't tell you to stop today, and I could have. Did you even consider that when you were off sulking? That I might have enjoyed it?" she asked. She ducked under his arm. "I'm going to go, especially because you're acting like giving me a hickey was a fate worse than death. Maybe there's someone else around that won't be repulsed by my company."

      Taranis let out a soft snarl of warning, but she started walking down the stairs anyway. So the man of her dreams didn't want her. She would just find a way to deal with that. Alone and probably very drunk.

      Strong arms grabbed her from behind, and Taranis had her face flush against the wall, her arms pinned over her head, and his entire body pressing up against her.

      "No one is going to touch you but me," he growled in her ear.

      "Why do you care? You just said you didn't want me," Quinn replied, turning her face toward him.

      "It's not that I don't want you, mo fhíorghrá," Taranis said, his voice sounding more dragon than fae. "The beast wants you in ways you are probably not going to be willing to give."

      Quinn's heart was racing, her body burning wherever he touched. He might frustrate the hell out of her, but she still wanted to be the center of that intense ruby focus even if it was only for a night.

      "I think you will find I'm very open-minded," she replied, her voice a little shaky.

      Taranis pressed his nose into her hair. "You should tell me to stop before this goes too far."

      "I know how to say the word when I want to." Quinn tilted her head, offering him the back of her neck. Warm lips found her skin, making her breath catch. She wanted his hands on her, needed them like she needed oxygen.

      Maybe they both weren't in their right mind. She arched back against him and felt the hot outline of his hard dick against her ass. She grinned a little, glad it wasn't only her that felt out of control.

      Taranis's free hand ran over her side and dipped under her shirt. His fingers stroked her tattoo. "It doesn't matter if that bruise on your neck fades. You're always going to have my mark on your skin. Me on your body."

      "It's… It's just a dragon," she said, her brain going fuzzy. "We all know I'm a slut for a dragon."

      "Yes, but for one dragon most of all." Taranis's hand clasped her breast, his hand so big, he covered it all. "If you let me touch you, no other dragon will ever be allowed to. You will be my slut and no one else's, am I understood?"

      Quinn's thighs pressed together to try and relieve the throb in her pussy. She didn't think she would survive horny Taranis.

      His grip on her breast tightened, and there was a light scrape of teeth on the back of her neck. "Do you understand, Quinn? I need you to say the words out loud, or I walk away."

      "Yes. I'll be your slut and no one else's," she gasped.

      Taranis's hold on her wrists tightened as his other hand slid down from her breast and unbuttoned her jeans. "Tell me to stop if I go too far."

      Quinn nodded. She was quickly losing her ability to form proper words. She couldn't believe that he was touching her. It was definitely more in line with what she wanted to happen with the man she'd always been dreaming of.

      Taranis's hand slipped under her panties and cupped her pussy. Quinn let out a helpless sound, pressure building inside of her.

      "This pussy has been hot and wet for me since I spanked your beautiful ass last night, hasn't it?" he growled, his fingers sliding over her clit. When she didn't reply, he gave it a sharp tap that had her rising up on her toes.

      "Yes. Fuck. It has. Even though you're rude and infuriating and I shouldn't like you one bit," she replied in a rush. His whole body was pressed up against her, his hand trapped between the wall and her body. He pressed two fingers inside of her, and she thrust against him, needing the release and not caring she was using his hand like her own personal sex toy.

      "You like me. This pussy doesn't lie unlike your lush mouth. Kiss me, Quinn," he demanded, and she turned her face to him. His fingers didn't stop working her as his lips crashed down on hers. She groaned into his mouth, her tongue sliding into his, needing his heat and taste of rich wine, ozone, and smoke.

      Quinn had never felt so out of control, so possessed. Usually, she was the bossy one in bed, determined to get what she wanted. Taranis wouldn't be like that. He was leading all of it, and Quinn felt a strange freedom in surrendering the responsibility to someone else.

      "You leave your hands on the wall. Understand?" he said, pulling away from her and removing his hands from her.

      "Yes, Taran," she said, and his ruby eyes shone.

      "Fuck. I can't wait to take you apart," he replied, his fingers brushing over her lips. She opened for him, taking them into her mouth and sucking hard. He smiled at her, like she had pleased him somehow.

      "Gods, the things I want to do to your smart mouth. Hmm, later." He pulled his fingers free. "Face the wall, Quinn, and gods help you if you let go of it."

      Quinn bit back a startled sound as he tugged her jeans down to her ankles and pulled her hips back.

      "You are lovelier than I could've imagined," Taranis said, his too warm hands rubbing hot circles over her ass. "Your skin is so pale, I bet it pinks up so prettily."

      His hand dipped beneath her, stroking her pussy and making her whimper. He was killing her, and the smug bastard knew it. There was a rustle of fabric as he knelt, and Taranis's hot mouth came down on her pussy. Quinn gripped the stone, her body shaking as every flick of his tongue annihilated her.

      His hands gripped her ass, massaged down her thighs, stroked her legs. She was coming undone. The openness of their surroundings, the way he was owning her, it was all too much, but she couldn't have stopped it even if she wanted to.

      "I knew you would taste good. Maybe this will keep the dragon from wanting to bite you," Taranis said, his warm breath tickling against her. "Every time I feel the urge, I might just have to bend you over and eat you like the perfect peach you are."

      "Jesus fucking Christ, you've got a mouth on you," Quinn panted.

      "If you like my mouth wait until you meet my dick," Taranis replied.

      Quinn's surprised laugh turned into a groan as his fingers slid into her, two and then three, making her squirm against the tight fit.

      "I bet you could take all of me right now like the good slut you are. I could stick my cock in you and fill you up with my come right here in the hallway, and you'd let me, wouldn't you?" he purred.

      "Yes. Oh, fuck. Do it."

      Taranis kissed the curve of her hip. "And rob you of something to dream about tonight? No, I think not. You are going to come for me, sweet Quinn. Come on, I know you can."

      "So close." Quinn's legs were shaking with the effort to keep on standing. Her hips rocked forward as he thrusted his fingers harder into her. Quinn's back bowed, and as if he knew she was about to break, he removed his fingers and stuck his long tongue in their place.

      Quinn cried out, a helpless babble of nonsense as he tore the orgasm free from her body. Electricity was burning through her spine, setting her nerves sparking and her whole body tingling. Taranis lapped at her come, bringing her down with softer caresses.

      "That's it, just breathe," he crooned softly, kissing her lower back before pressing his face into the curve. "You should be scared of me, Quinn."

      "Why?" she asked, her mouth too dry and her body thrumming.

      Taranis lifted up her panties and jeans, carefully redressing her as he stood. "Because I'm a dragon, and we like to hoard treasures. I don't deserve you, but I'm not going to let you go either."

      He took her hands from the wall and turned her gently to face him. He studied her flushed face, his eyes all dragon.

      "Gods, look at you." He bent his head and licked a stray tear from her cheek. "Delicious everywhere." He rested his forehead to hers. "You're going to destroy me."

      Quinn rose up on her toes, leaning in to kiss him, her arms going around his neck. "And I will smile while I do it." Their lips had just touched when someone cursed at the bottom of the stairs.

      "Fuck your wards, Taranis! " Emyr called up to them. "Clean yourself up from whatever you and that girl are doing and get the fuck back down here."

      "I don't want to," Taranis replied, his hands holding Quinn closer.

      "You have no choice. The Fomorians have attacked Von. We need to go now. Bayn and Mananan have already been summoned."

      "Fuck," Taranis muttered.

      "We have to go. Von is my friend," Quinn said, trying to wriggle out of his grasp.

      "I will go and see to Von. You are not leaving this castle," he said firmly.

      "You can't just lock me up! I want to help—" Quinn replied, temper flaring.

      "You can help by staying here where you are safe. I need to be able to think, and I can't do that with you in any danger. Merion wants you. I found his sacrifice, and he left a message telling me as much." Taranis's expression softened, and he pressed his forehead to hers again. "Please, Quinn. Please stay here where you are safe. I'll make sure Von is all right. I promise. Just…stay."

      "Okay," she relented because she'd never thought he'd say please for anything.

      Taranis kissed her gently, the tension shifting out of his body. Quinn rested a hand on his chest. "Be careful, okay? I don't want you dying before I can get you naked."

      "You only want me for my body? Rude," Taranis said.

      "Well, yeah because so far, your personality has sucked," Quinn replied because she never knew when to quit.

      Taranis tugged on her ponytail. "You're the worst."

      "Back at you. Now, go and save my friend," she said and pushed him away.

      Taranis gave her one last heated look before he let out a frustrated groan and headed into his chambers.

      Quinn sauntered down the stairs, feeling a bit dizzy and aching in all the good ways.

      "Infernal gods, I knew you were going to be trouble since the second he called dibs on you," Emyr said from where she was leaning against the wall at the bottom of the stairs. "Maybe now he's gotten off, he'll stop snapping and snarling at everyone."

      Quinn smirked. "Oh, he wasn't the one that got off."

      The dragon knight tipped her head back and roared with laughter. "Fucking hell, you just might be the old bastard's match."
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      "You smell like sex," Avallach grumbled when Taranis met the others in the hall. He had washed up quickly in his bathroom and grabbed his swords before going to find the others. There wasn't enough soap in the castle to fool a dragon's nose.

      "Try not to be too jealous," Taranis replied just as Bayn appeared with Mananan.

      "I'm not jealous. I'm just surprised your dick still works in your old age," Avallach replied.

      "If you are both done being fucking ridiculous, I'd like to go now," Emyr said, adjusting the strap of her leather armor.

      "Don't worry, your little Viking cream puff was fine. Hysterical but unharmed."

      "Fuck you, Avallach," Emyr snapped.

      Mananan's eyes narrowed as they looked Taranis over. "What nonsense have you been up to, little brother?"

      "I'll tell you about that later," Taranis replied and got to sketching runes to enhance Bayn's abilities.

      "I hope we get there in time," Bayn said, his hands on the hilts of his daggers. "Von called as soon as the witches entered the club."

      "Going as fast as I can," Taranis huffed, drawing the last one. He could've been fucking Quinn on the stairs at that moment instead of walking into another fight with the stupid witches.

      "Stop pouting. Some things take priority," Emyr growled at him.

      "Let's just get it over with."

      They all stood within the circle, grabbed on to each other, and disappeared with a cold blast.

      They landed on the street outside of Ritual. It was crowded with panicked people. Sirens wailed in the distance. The club and Von's building above it were an inferno. The man himself was covered in ash with a bloody cut on his cheek.

      "Emyr, help Von. Avallach, do a perimeter search. Mananan, Bayn, and I will put out the fire," Taranis said, snapping into action.

      Taranis pulled on his storm magic, drawing the water from the clouds above them. Bayn was already sending ice into the building, and Mananan had busted a fire hydrant and was channeling the water through the shattered windows.

      Taranis's magic released, and the rain came down, soaking the building from above.

      "Are you okay, Von?" Taranis asked.

      "I am furious. Those motherfuckers! I'm going to put a bounty on their heads and blood eagle them for this," he hissed. Tears filled his eyes. "I'm so mad I'm crying, and it makes me even madder. Comfort me. I'm fragile!" Von collapsed into Emyr's arms, and she cuddled him close, making soothing noises at him. Taranis was surprised she didn't tell him to man up.

      "It's okay. We will find them and make them pay," she promised Von.

      "Von, I need you to focus," Bayn said, patting his friend on the back. "Did the witches say anything before they firebombed the place?"

      Von scrubbed the tears from his ashy cheeks. "They came in, asking for Quinn. I told them she wasn't working, and they started demanding where she was and who she was with. I told them it was none of their business. They blabbered on about making sure I knew who my real friends were and then torched the place. What do they want Quinn for?"

      They all looked at Taranis, waiting to follow his lead. "The Fomorian mage wants to use her against me."

      "Against you? But you don't even know her!" Von's eyes went wide. "No. She's not… Is she your mate, Taran?"

      Taranis hesitated long enough that they all knew before he could open his mouth.

      "Well, that explains a lot," Emyr said.

      "Does she know?" Von asked.

      Taranis shook his head. "No. And none of you are going to tell her. It's between us to work out." Taranis felt like he was dropping very fast with shredded wings. He knew that he wouldn't force a mating bond with her. He also knew he wouldn't be able to let her go. He was fucked.

      "You need to go and check her place too. They didn't strike me as people who would stop looking for her," Von interrupted his thoughts.

      "You lot stay here. I'll go. It's close." Taranis started to walk away and found Mananan walking beside him.

      "It's not wise for any of us to be alone," his brother said and bumped his shoulder against Taranis's. "Tell me about your mate."

      "She's the most annoying and argumentative creature in all of existence. Ass that you could bounce a coin off," Taranis replied. He ended up telling Mananan everything, including how his dragon lost all reason around her.

      "She's been dreaming of you? The poor lass. It would have been so confusing for her," Mananan replied and sounded genuinely sad about it.

      "She's a creative. She thought it was her excellent imagination," Taranis said and then pulled a face. "Her parents sound awful. I hope I don't have to meet them."

      "You will if you mate her."

      "And if I don't want a mate?"

      Mananan frowned at that. "You would pass it up? I struggled with the idea, but it’s a blessing, Taran. You deserve some happiness."

      "No, I don't. Not after everything I've done," Taranis snapped.

      "Merion is not your fault. He's made his choice to throw it in with the Fomorians." Mananan squeezed his shoulder. "Kynan wasn't your fault either."

      "The fuck it wasn't. Gods, I'm not having this fight with you tonight," Taranis said, a cold lump back in his chest. He couldn't open the door to his little brother's death without drowning in misery.

      Taranis smelled the smoke before Quinn's block of flats came into view. "They've been here. Deal with the fire. I'm going to try and pick up a trail."

      Taranis closed his eyes and tried to sort through the layers and layers of scents on the street. He could smell the rotting scent of the Fomorian magic and frowned. He doubted Merion would've done such drudge work, which meant he had been sharing or teaching his group of witches Fomorian magic.

      Just fucking perfect.

      Taranis ignored the groups of clustered people in pajamas who were watching in horror as their building burned down. He trusted Mananan to deal with it before the firetrucks arrived.

      Taranis followed the scent down a nearby side street. There was something linking the fire to… He smelled fresh corpses and ran to a cluster of dumpsters. He pulled them out of the way and gagged. The body of a man had been carved with sigils, his torso flayed open and guts pulled out. The destructive magic had fed off his life force and pain.

      Taranis whispered a revealing spell and a network of magic flared around him. Lines connected the fire to the man, both of their demises fueling the makeshift altar. Had the witches done it to fuel Merion? Or were they learning to take it for themselves? It was a troubling thought.

      Taranis took some photos of the body with his phone before he severed the connections feeding the altar and sent a fireball at the body. He couldn't help thinking about what they would have done to Quinn if they had gotten her.

      Would Merion carve her open if she refused to give him whatever he wanted? Taranis's chest ached. He needed to get back to see she was okay with his own eyes.

      "They really are keen on destroying our women's homes, aren't they?" Mananan said once Taranis had found him again.

      "I'm starting to think that the destruction of the lighthouse could have fed Merion's power too. A home is symbolic. A place with layers of energy that could be syphoned with the right spell," Taranis thought out loud. "It's a sacrifice of something sacred, and that would be strong magic."

      The firetrucks and the police had arrived. There was nothing more they could do, so they went back to find the others.
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      Von ended up coming home to Kian's castle with them. Taranis didn't want to lose him to Merion's vengeance. Emyr didn't look inclined to let Von be unguarded either.

      "Please tell me your collection was housed somewhere else," Bayn said as they gathered around him to travel.

      Von rolled his eyes. "Of course it's not here. I don't tell anyone where I keep my treasures."

      "You think like a dragon," Emyr said approvingly.

      Taranis turned to Avallach. "Did you find anything?"

      "Only where they used a portal to travel out and fast. They must've known we would arrive quickly," he replied.

      They had nothing more than what they had started with. Taranis needed to find the other altars or Merion himself, but with the amount of power he now had, it wasn't going to be easy. He had shielded himself and his followers near Ella's lighthouse, and they hadn't picked up on it.

      They probably would've still been none the wiser if it wasn't for Ella finding them in her visions and teleporting herself to the location.

      Taranis knew he needed Quinn's help. He hated that Oberon was right and that their mates were connected by fate to the whole damn mess.

      It was late when they returned to the castle. They had agreed to keep everyone behind the protection of Kian's castle’s gates once more. Merion was too bold and angry and knew too much about them.

      Taranis slipped into Quinn's bedchamber on silent feet. He needed a bath and the quietness of his tower to cleanse the touch of Fomorian magic from his psyche. He needed to see her first.

      Quinn was sprawled on the top of the covers in only a T-shirt, the bright red of her panties on full display just to torment him. Pencils and her art book were scattered around her from where she had fallen asleep drawing.

      It was a picture of the dragons at the back of the castle from earlier in the day. Emyr and Avallach had been lightly sketched in, but Taranis was drawn in scarily accurate detail. He smiled smugly. It was good to know where her priorities lay. He put the book and pencils on the bedside table before he tucked the blanket over her.

      Careful not to wake her, he bent down to kiss her forehead and inhale deeply her scent. It wiped out the acrid smell of the Fomorian magic and made the flutter in his chest settle.

      "Taran? You okay?" she whispered.

      "Shh, go back to sleep. I'm fine," he murmured, and she snuggled back under the covers.

      Taranis watched her for a long while, wondering how he was going to use her dreaming abilities to help them without risking her life at the same time.

      He realized he owed both of his brothers an apology for how he'd reacted to Chrissy and Ella helping them. They needed them all to fix magic and the rift between the worlds. Taranis had to suck up any misgivings he had and let Quinn help too. It was going to be torture to let her out of the safety of the castle.

      He hated that they had no choice.
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      There was no sign of Taranis the next morning when Quinn went down for breakfast. She had woken up with a blanket over her and the faint smell of him in her bedroom and knew he had been in there. A warm feeling fluttered near her heart.

      She may have made sure she looked extra nice when she went to breakfast, just in case he was there. She saw it as armor against any embarrassment that would hit her from the previous night's encounter with Taranis on the stairs.

      Quinn had waited for the moment of regret afterward. It didn't turn up. Yes, Taranis had driven her crazy since they first met, but there was something underneath all their bluster. A chemistry like she'd never experienced before. She wanted to burrow under his skin so completely that he never let her go.

      I'm a dragon, and we like to hoard treasures. I don't deserve you, but I'm not going to let you go either.

      Quinn didn't know if she could believe that after only a few days of knowing each other. Chemistry did not make a relationship, and everyone got tired of her eventually.

      She was a lot of fun, a creative force of energy that infected people around her and drew them to her. It was after a few months when they realized she was always that way that people got worn out. One boyfriend had left out of 'sheer exhaustion.'

      It had hurt at the time, but Quinn had bounced back. She always did. She had learned that she would rather be alone than with anyone that would try and slow her down.

      Quinn shouldn't have worried about not having Taranis around at breakfast because within moments of her entering the hall, the entire clan of Greatdrakes were there to keep her company.

      "They didn't come back from Oslo until really late and are still sleeping it off," Apollo said when he caught her looking about for the hundredth time.

      "Not to worry. Taranis left us 'instructions' on what we are meant to do today while he is busy sleeping," Cosimo added, trying not to smile.

      "Is that so?" It sounded like something the bossy dragon king would do. Quinn tried to tell herself that she didn't like bossy men, but the previous night had proven she was a dirty liar. Maybe it was better if Taranis stayed away from her for a day, just so she could get her thoughts straight.

      Bas grinned wide at her, and she hurried to clear her thoughts of sexy dragon dick. It wasn't easy because like the other Greatdrakes, Bas was a stunner.

      "Don't worry about Taran. You're training with me today, cutie, and I'm going to take good care of you. We are going to try to do some lucid dreaming. Anything psychic like that is my area, and I'm an excellent teacher."

      "What about this?" Quinn asked, lifting her hand to show them Charlotte's bracelet.

      "That's going to come off. We need you to help find the other altars, or better yet, the mage."

      Quinn added more sugar to her coffee. "And what makes you think that I can find them?"

      "You found the other one. Besides, Taranis believes you can, and he's never really wrong about this kind of thing," Apollo said. He had a cheeky glint in his eye, but Quinn didn't know why. "He wasn't wrong about Chrissy’s and Ella's powers. You have been sent by the fates to help us."

      "Yeah, no pressure, guys," she said and downed her coffee. "Don't get me wrong, I'm excited about the idea of having any magic at all, but it's not like I knew what I was doing."

      Bas waved off her concerns. "Don't you worry about that. I can guide you into it. I'll come with you into the dream world and make sure if we encounter the Fomorian mage that I pull you out again. Taranis would literally burn me to a crisp if anything happened to you."

      Quinn made a disbelieving sound at the back of her throat. "I doubt that."

      "You shouldn't," Valentine replied, not looking up from his bacon. He looked like he hadn't been to bed yet. He had a wired look in his dark eyes that told Quinn he wasn't really present. She got the same look when she was caught up in a project. Something was on Valentine's mind in a serious way.

      Cosimo put another pancake on her plate. "Well, eat up, Quinn. Magic can burn a lot of energy, and you'll need the calories."

      "You're the first person in the history of ever to tell me that," she said with a laugh. Her own parents certainly never encouraged her to eat more. Cosimo seemed to want to father everyone around him, regardless of how long he'd known them. After seeing him in action with Taranis the previous day, Quinn knew that even the ancient fae weren't strong enough to stand against his Daddy Power.

      Quinn didn't know how long she would be living at the castle, but if Cosimo wanted to give her some much needed nurturing, she wasn't going to complain. Hell, she was one step away from asking him to adopt her.

      Upstairs in the library, Bas created a comfortable nest of cushions on a lounge and made her lie down on it.

      "Have you done any guided meditation before?" he asked while she got settled.

      "I've tried a few but kind of sucked at them. I find music better for mindfulness exercises," she said. She was really bad at meditation, and she was still trying to figure out what the fuss was about. Her mind was always a busy, loud place filled with stories and music and dragons.

      "That's okay. Apollo has given us a little helper to get you down quicker," Bas said and offered her a vial.

      "What's in it?"

      "Gods only know. Apollo is an alchemist, but I trust him. It will be a gentle sedative of some kind," Bas reassured her and pushed one of his stray dark curls away from his face.

      "Okay, I'll trust him but only because I know Cosimo would be angry if he hurt me," Quinn replied.

      "None of us want you hurt, chook," he said with a wink.

      "Aww, thanks. Bottoms up." Quinn drained the vial. It tasted like metallic cough mixture, but she managed not to spit it out. "I hope it's worth… Oh wow. Nap time." She pulled a cushion to her chest, her eyelids sagging.

      "Damn, that worked quick." Bas unclipped the bracelet from her wrist and took her hand. "Okay, listen to my voice. I need you to focus on Merion. What you felt in the nightmare the first time. Don't worry, I'm going to be right…"

      Quinn didn't hear anymore. The dream grabbed hold and dragged her into darkness.
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      It was raining on the high green hilltop. It was barely midday, but the sky was black, and thunder boomed with a spring storm that shook the highlands. Quinn could feel the cold chill in the air and the soaking damp of the rain.

      "Bas?" she called, lifting a hand to shield her eyes from the rain.

      She walked over the sodden ground and tripped over something buried in the hillside.

      "Quinn! You okay?" Bas was beside her, lifting her up. "Wow, this is some vivid dreaming. I can taste the rain."

      Quinn stared down at the lump she'd tripped over. Horror trickled over her. "Bas? Is that a skull?"

      Bas dug at the mud with his fingers. "Sure is. Gross! It still has meaty bits on it. We must be close. Let's look about."

      Quinn held him back from stepping any further. The ground was lumpy everywhere. "I think we are standing in bodies."

      Bas tilted his head a little. "Fuck, I see it now. Does it look like a pattern to you?"

      "Maybe it would make sense if were above it. Like the sun pattern of the last one," Quinn said. They walked around the area, Bas going first. She had already fallen on one rotting skeleton, and she wasn't keen on doing it again.

      "If this is a spell, it must be one of Merion's older ones. There's definitely more than one body buried here too," he said and stared around the hills. "Do you think you could draw this for Taranis when we wake? There're no defining markers anywhere, but if you can get it accurate enough, he'll be able to track the location."

      "I'll try." Quinn stared at the sweeping hills, the valley in the distance, the clusters of trees down below. There was a sense of wrong seeping up through her. It was a sensation of dread and that they were trespassing somewhere they shouldn't be.

      "I think I want to wake up now," she said, hugging her arms around herself.

      Bas didn't argue with her. "Not a problem. I've had quite enough of this place myself." He pulled her into a hug, and the windy hillside was gone.
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      Quinn had kicked off the cushions from the couch, and her head felt like it was full of lead. Taranis was sitting in an armchair in front of her, his red eyes softening when she came to.

      "Hey," she murmured. Damn, he was a stunning sight to wake up to. His long hair had been bound up in a lazy bun at the back of his head, and his shirt was undone one button too many as usual. It was like he was asking for her to climb into his lap and grind all over him.

      "How was the dreaming?" he asked, his deep voice a welcome rasp.

      I think I still am, she thought. She rubbed at her face to stop her brain from descending into horny land. "I found a burial site. I think… I think it was in Scotland."

      Taranis leaned forward a little. "Can I get you something? Apollo's potions can pack a punch."

      "I'm going to need coffee. Lots of coffee." Quinn sat up, and her temples throbbed. "God, and aspirin. And a cookie."

      Taranis smiled. "I'll send for them."

      "I need a beer," Bas groaned as he blinked awake. "Fuck, Quinn. I think we can remove all doubt that you're an oneiromancer. I've never experienced a dream so vivid. If you build on that talent, you could go anywhere in your sleep."

      Quinn turned the word over in her mouth. "Huh. Good to know it won't just be dreams of horny dragons." She waggled her brows at Taranis.

      "I don't need any dream magic to tell me they are going to be in your future, sweetness," Taranis replied.

      Bas looked between them and got to his feet. "I'm just going to see about that coffee."

      Quinn sat up slowly and pushed her hair out of her face. "How's Von?"

      "He'll live, but he's mad as a cut snake." Taranis took her hand, his fingers warm and comforting. "Merion's followers were at Ritual looking for you. They torched the place when they realized that you weren't there. Your flat is also gone."

      Quinn stared at him dumbly. "They burned it down? Did the other tenants get out?"

      "Everyone got out. The building is no more. I'm so sorry, Quinn. I'll replace anything that was lost for you. I only need a list, and I'll make it happen," Taranis said, his thumb rubbing against the top of her hand.

      Quinn swallowed the lump in her throat. All of her art books, her paintings, her epic boots collection…all gone.

      "I have my laptop with most of my jobs on it and all my financial stuff. I can start again easily. The art books are… I can't get those back, but everything else is replaceable," she said, clutching at her throbbing head. "I'm glad everyone was okay. I don't understand why Merion would want me."

      "You just dreamed of the location of one of his altars, Quinn. That's enough of a reason to want you dead," Taranis replied.

      Quinn's sadness melted into anger. "Well, they've fucked up because now I'm going to be more determined than ever to kick their asses. I'm going to find my art book so I can draw you my dream. Then we are going to find the stupid altar and burn it to fucking ashes."

      Taranis grinned. "I was hoping you were going to say that."
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      Taranis carried the leather and wool clothing to Quinn's bedroom, wondering if he was about to make the right decision. He couldn't keep her out of helping him fix magic any longer, and he had to trust the fates wouldn't give him a mate only to take her away from him.

      Quinn had disappeared back to her rooms to draw after her dream. It had been an hour, and Taranis was tired of not seeing her. He had woken with an unbearable hunger inside of him, his dragon clawing incessantly at his mind to find its mate. It hadn't stopped until he'd found her with Bas. Now the clawing ache was back again.

      Maybe you need to get Apollo to make you a sedative too, he thought. He was going to need one to calm the beast down. If it had its way, it would bend Quinn over the nearest bit of furniture and claim her.

      Taranis liked to think he was a bit more of a gentleman than that. Not much more, truth be told. Just smelling her scent made him want to bang his head against the nearest hard surface to knock some sense into himself.

      Taranis took a steady breath and knocked on Quinn's door as politely as he could manage.

      "Come in!" she called.

      Taranis gripped the clothes, sent a prayer to Dagda for self-control, and stepped into her room. Quinn was sitting on the carpet, pens and pencils spread around her, and busily scribbling. Her hair was twisted in a knot on the top of her head and held in place with a pencil.

      "If you're here about the drawing, I'm almost done," she said without looking up.

      "That's not the only reason I'm here," Taranis replied. She glanced up finally and gave him one of her wide, bright smiles.

      "Oh? What's up?"

      Taranis crouched down beside her. "I wanted to see if you would like to come with us to Scotland to find the altar."

      "And the heavy clothes?" she asked.

      "You will need them if you want to come flying with me," he said. He expected a reaction; he didn't expect her to launch herself at him. Quinn knocked him over onto the carpet and hugged him.

      "You will take me flying when you're a dragon?! Yes, I'll come with you," she said, looking down at him.

      Taranis started to laugh; he couldn't help it. "I appreciate your enthusiasm. Any sign of trouble, and we'll get you straight out of there, I promise."

      "I'm not scared," she said.

      "Maybe you should be." She absolutely should be, but not of the Fomorians. It was because Taranis was enough of a dragon to already know he wouldn't be able to part with her unless he had no other choice.

      Quinn stroked the hair at his temple. "Nah. I know you'll protect me."

      "What makes you so certain? You've been trouble since I met you. I might just let them have you so I can get peace and quiet."

      Quinn leaned down, and Taranis's heart stopped as she hovered just above his lips. "You like me too much to let anything happen to me. You hate it, but it's still true. It's okay, I know I'm amazing and overwhelming. You'll get used to it."

      Taranis pulled a face. "I could just want you for sex."

      "I could just want you for sex. Ever think of that?" Quinn said, her expression turning wicked. "I could just want to fuck you out of my system so when I leave, I won't ever have to think of you again—"

      Taranis snapped. He had her on her back in a blink, holding her down tight, his dragon growling low in his chest. Quinn only cackled like a banshee.

      "Wow. You're so easy to rile up," she said between giggles.

      "Infuriating woman," Taranis complained and then kissed her. She opened her mouth for him, her tongue stroking against his and kissing him back just as deeply. Her hands went up the back of his shirt, pulling him further down on top of her, and Taranis was drowning in her scent, her taste, her soft warmth.

      When he finally pulled back, her lips were flushed and swollen, eyes shining with lust and a touch of menace.

      "Man, it feels so good to be right," she said. She tucked her arms behind her head, making her breasts lift against his chest.

      Taranis held back a frustrated whimper. "You're only going to make it harder on yourself with these games."

      Quinn rocked her hips, grinding herself against his dick. "It seems to be pretty hard already."

      "Gods, don't I know it. Are you always this forceful?" Taranis grumbled. He was usually the one who did the seducing. It was quite unsettling to have Quinn just charge through all of his defenses. He couldn't charm or hide himself from her with any of his false faces. It was brutal and a relief in equal turn.

      "No, I'm not always this forceful, but then I feel like I know you in a way I haven't known anyone else. I know I'm a shock to your system, but you're as familiar to me as my own face," she admitted. She looked so painfully vulnerable that he felt like he'd been stabbed in the chest. "The fact that you're not a figment of my imagination is still blowing me away, but I don't want to pass up an opportunity I might have when it comes to you. I feel like it's not the time to be a chicken shit, you know?"

      "I do know." Taranis ran his thumb along her jaw, wanting her and scared to want her at the same time. "Are you going to be patient and let me catch up?"

      "Patient? Have you met me? Do I strike you as the queen of patience?" Quinn wrinkled her nose playfully.

      "So that's a no? Why am I not surprised?" he huffed.

      She toyed with the end of one of his braids. "Seems to me you need the shakeup. Not everyone is immortal and has time to brood over why they are attracted to someone, even if they think it might end badly."

      Taranis's eyes narrowed. "You think we would end badly? What are you basing that on?"

      "Experience," Quinn said with certainty. Something pulled over the hurt in her eyes, and she was her cocky self once more. "But it will be a lot of fun while it lasts. Especially if you take me flying."

      "Quinn…" Taranis didn't like the sudden shift in her. He wanted to banish that hurt in her forever but didn’t know how. “Don’t mistake me for a fickle human lover. I meant what I said that you should be more concerned that I’m never going to let you go.”

      “Oh no, handsome dragon, don’t trap me in your tower and rail me on top of a pile of gold,” she said dramatically.

      “Gods, you’re a brat.”

      “Yeah, and you still want to get in my panties,” she teased.

      “Already did, sweetness.” Taranis’s grin sharpened, and he nipped at her bottom lip. “And I’m going to again.”

      “Confident of you to think so.”

      “I’m a dragon. Confidence comes with the territory.” Taranis slid off her before he didn’t move for the rest of the day. “Now, let’s do some magic and find this altar.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      It was mid-afternoon by the time Taranis, Quinn, Vidar, and Avallach portaled to the highlands. The tracking magic had led them close to Ben Nevis, the highest peak in Scotland.

      "Your sky burial theory is holding strong, Quinn," Taranis said when they appeared on the sodden ground.

      "And that surprises you? I'm usually right about a lot of things," she replied, shooting him a cocky wink. The other dragons chuckled at them and headed out onto the hill, searching for the bones.

      When she'd come out of her bathroom wearing the black riding leathers, her hair back in a braid, Taranis had almost pounced on her again. She was beautiful in a way that struck him stupid in inappropriate moments. Like standing in the misty highlands when they were supposed to be looking for sacrificial magic.

      "Stay close, Miss Always Right," Taranis said, pulling up the hood of her jacket to keep the mist off her face.

      "I'm sure the bones were up higher on the hill. I wonder if I'll feel them the same way," she replied and began walking.

      "What do you mean? How did it feel?"

      "Wrong. I know that's not helpful, but it was…dread? I'll know it when I feel it."

      Taranis's fingers brushed against hers, and she took hold of his hand without any hesitation. It made him feel awkward and giddy. All dragons were tactile, like most shapeshifters, and touch was a way of reassurance and affection. Quinn gave her affection so openly to him and without question. The feeling he was falling was back again, and he wasn't sure if he should be afraid of crashing to his death or not.

      A whistle echoed across the grass, breaking Taranis's erratic thoughts. Vidar waved at them, and he held up part of a skull.

      "He's found it," Quinn said and hurried up to the other shifter. Vidar looked at their clasped hands but wisely said nothing.

      Quinn's steps faltered, and the grip on his hand tightened. The cloyingly thick, rotten sensation of Fomorian magic seeped up through Taranis's boots.

      "Do you both feel that?" she asked, her eyes going wide.

      "Going to have the taste of their magic in my mouth for the rest of the day," Vidar said.

      Quinn let go of Taranis's hand and pointed. "You see how it curves in these places? Bas thought that it was a pattern of some kind, but we couldn't make it out."

      "You want me to check from the air?" Avallach asked.

      "No. Quinn and I will do it," Taranis said. Quinn actually squealed in excitement, making him laugh. He hoped that she would never lose that joy at such a small thing.

      Taranis shifted, letting the dragon take over. Bones snapped too fast for him to register pain, and wings burst free from his back.

      "Wow, that's so cool," Quinn said, staring up at him. "How am I meant to stay on?"

      "Magic. I'll place a holding spell on you so you won't fall," Taranis replied, his voice booming in the hills. He lowered his head, and Vidar helped Quinn up between his wings. He cast the spells to keep her in place and gave a slight shake to see if she moved. He could feel the slight weight of her, but she stayed put.

      "I'm fine! Let's go!" she called to him.

      "Ten gold pieces says she spews on him," Avallach said to Vidar.

      Vidar chuckled. "Twenty that we'll have to fight to get her off him."

      "Thirty that she calls him her pretty pony from now on," Quinn shouted down to them, making both dragons laugh.

      "Don't you dare, or I'll give you more than a spanking," Taranis grumbled at her. He'd show her who was laughing at the end of the flight. He launched himself in the air and smiled as Quinn squealed.
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      Nothing had felt more right in Quinn's life than being on the back of a dragon. She'd dreamed about flying through the skies, but nothing could compare to the real thing. She was crying, her tears mixing with the misting rain on her face. Taranis took her above the cloud line, and the air was so crisp and the sun so bright. Blue and pink rainbows stretched on top of the clouds where the mist rose. She had never seen anything so beautiful.

      You haven't seen me naked yet, his voice brushed against her mind. Great, so he had telepathy as well.

      I don't know how a man shaped body could compare to a dragon's, she replied, unsure of how the magic worked.

      Size isn't everything, but I am the biggest. Dragon, that is.

      Quinn laughed loudly. I bet you are. Let's circle over the site before I get distracted flirting with you.

      We can do both. Taranis dipped back down under the clouds, and they glided in a slow circle. Quinn stared down where the other two dragons were walking on the earth.

      It looks like spirals of some kind. Is it an altar? she asked. For a split second she registered his surprise and panic.

      It's a trap is what it is. Taranis's voice cut off in her head, and he let out a roar of warning. The other two dragons sprang in action, shifting as the earth collapsed beneath them. Huge black legs and jagged pincers pulled themselves out of the hollow. It was part scorpion, part spider.

      "What in the fucking Shelob is that?" Quinn squealed and hung on to Taranis's scales in fear. She hated spiders, and they were the biggest, creepiest monsters she'd ever seen.

      They are Fomorian monsters, created with the parts of multiple beasts and imbued with magic. It was an altar, but the nest was underneath it, Taranis replied. They were there to protect it.

      Avallach and Vidar were attacking the spider scorpions with their claws and jaws. One of the scorpion tails flicked out, and Avallach moved quickly to the side, his jaws coming down on it and ripping it in half.

      We need to help! Quinn urged.

      Hang on, Taranis replied, and she pressed herself down, gripping the edge of one of his scales. He dropped from the air in a stomach twisting free fall. He snatched up one of the creatures by the back, pulling it up into the air. He flicked it up with his talons, and Quinn saw a blur of hundreds of black eyes before fire erupted out of Taranis. The creature squealed as it curled up on itself, the flames burning it to a crisp before it dropped back to the earth.

      How many more are there? Quinn asked, peering down below.

      The other three are dead. We need to land.

      Taranis swooped low and then Quinn felt his magic spark as he shifted. She hadn't been scared, but suddenly having no dragon under her made her soul leave her body. She started to scream when strong arms caught her, and they landed safely on the ground.

      "What in the fuck, Taranis!" she snapped, clinging to him for dear life.

      "I'd never drop you, darling," he replied, kissing her cheek before setting her down.

      Quinn's legs were shaky, but she stayed upright. There were dead spider scorpion bodies around her, and they were even more horrific up close.

      "Fuck, they stink so badly," she said, covering her nose with her sleeve.

      "That's their pit too. From what I can see, they have tunnels under there," Vidar replied, staring into the gaping hole.

      They had been walking on a layer of bones, and it was a miracle none of them had fallen through. Quinn shivered in terror at the thought of being dropped in the dark in the middle of a nest. The other two dragons joined Vidar to look inside, but no way in hell was Quinn going to look in there.

      "If there was a portal here before, it's completely dead now. Between the altar of bodies and these creatures, it didn't stand a chance of staying open," Taranis said sadly. His eyes were filled with a frustrated anger that only stopping Merion would fix. Quinn wanted to hug him, but wasn't the time. She still hated to see him hurting. Hair rose on the back of her neck, and she whirled around. She shouted in alarm and threw herself to one side, the claw of the creature catching her by the forearm. Magic exploded out of Taranis, striking the creature in the chest and blowing it backwards into chunks of steaming flesh.

      Quinn clutched her bleeding arm to her chest and tried to get up. Taranis was beside her, helping her stand.

      "Are you okay? You hurt?" he asked erratically.

      "Got my arm, but I'm okay," she said, showing him. He gently pulled the shredded leather aside. The cut was deep and pouring blood. Pain burned up her arm, and she quickly covered the cut with her hand.

      "You are not okay. You two, I want you to burn the ever-loving fuck out of those tunnels. I need to get Quinn home," Taranis shouted.

      "Go! We will take it from here," Owain said.

      Taranis took a knife from his boot and carved sigils into the wet earth. Quinn was starting to sway. She would not be one of those ditzy girls in fairytales that fainted at the sight of blood, even her own. Taranis's power burned around them, and he lifted her up in his arms.

      "This would be so romantic if there wasn't so much blood," she sighed.

      Taranis held her tighter. "I promise I'll romance you properly as soon as you're healed."

      "I'll hold you to that." Quinn kissed his cheek. "Great first date."

      "It's not over yet." Taranis's power flared bright ruby, and the highlands disappeared around them.
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        * * *

      

      They portaled into a cluttered work room that Quinn didn't recognize. There were counters covered in books and papers and complex diagrams and pictures stuck to the stone walls.

      "Where are we?" Quinn asked, trying to ignore the throbbing pain in her arm.

      "One of the rooms in my tower." Taranis showed her to a spacious bathroom and helped get her coat off. "We need to wash that blood off so I can see what I'm dealing with. First things first." He ran a finger over her bicep, and she was about to ask what he was doing when her arm went numb.

      "Ohhhh, you are going to get the best head of your life for that," she said, her whole body dizzy with relief.

      Taranis swallowed back a laugh. "You're so delightfully ridiculous, Quinn Fairbrook."

      "It's part of my appeal. That and my epic tits," she replied, placing her arm under the running tap.

      Taranis's eyes dropped to her bloody tank top. "They are rather epic."

      "Thanks. I made them myself." Quinn tended to get sillier when her adrenaline was about to crash. Taranis only shook his head at her antics and washed the wound.

      Quinn turned away, refusing to look at it. It didn't matter if she could no longer feel it. She didn't want to see the deep cut or anything that might be in it.

      "I'm going to make sure it's not poisoned," Taranis said.

      "Poison! Is that a thing?"

      "Yes, and eggs."

      "Oh my god, don't tell if there're spider eggs in my arm. Just kill them and let me live in ignorance."

      Taranis made a tsking sound. "You believe I would leave anything in there to hurt you?"

      "To be honest, you leave me constantly guessing whether you like me or not."

      "I like you far too much. You think I would just go down on anyone on a staircase?"

      A nervous laugh escaped her. "I don't know? You could."

      Taranis shook his head in disbelief and kissed her hard and quick. "You're the first. I couldn't even wait to get you behind a closed door. It's a bit embarrassing I had so little control."

      Quinn knew her smile was goofy and couldn't help it. "Okay, that makes me feel better about the possibility of spider eggs in my arm."

      "No eggs, sweetness, and no poison. We are good to seal this cut."

      Taranis's hands clamped around her arm, and he began to chant, low and soft. Ruby light pulsed under his palms, and Quinn got lost in the dips and flows of his voice, her musical ear catching on to the melody of whatever he was singing.

      His eyes were focused on her arm with a deep intensity. She didn't know what he was doing, but warmth spread through her simply because he was trying to help her. She couldn't believe she was there. It didn't matter that she'd been hurt. He was there with her. She had flown on the back of a dragon that day.

      "Best day ever," she whispered, her mouth stretching into a wide smile.

      Taranis stopped his chanting and moved his hands away. He washed the remaining blood off, and Quinn's breath caught. All that remained of her cut was a curving pink scar.

      "Taran…how?"

      Taranis ran a thumb over the scar. "Dragons have strong healing powers. I gave you some. You're an artist. You need your arm."

      Quinn hugged him. "Thank you. This really has been the best day."

      Taranis kissed the top of her head. "Have a shower and get warm, Quinn. I'll get some food organized and find you something to wear."

      Quinn was about to invite him to get in the shower with her, but then she saw how dirty and bloody she was in the mirror. Not sexy showering material. Taranis closed the door behind him, his eyes suddenly full of worry. It was only a flash, but Quinn caught it.

      I really am okay, Taranis, thanks to you, she whispered and hoped he heard.

      You were only hurt because of me, he replied. She could feel the fear in him at the thought of losing her, how he was afraid Merion would hurt the rest of his family if he wasn't stopped soon. It was a glimpse into his his heart that she wasn't sure he knew he was showing her. Her own pounded in response, desperately wanting to help relieve his worry.

      It was only a cut, and you healed me straight away, Taran. Quinn chewed on her lip, trying to find the right words. I care about you too. You need my help to stop Merion. And you know, help make you smile occasionally.

      I've needed you for a very long time, Quinn. He sounded so very sad and ancient. Now, get your ass in that shower.

      The connection closed off, and Quinn let out a sigh. She would win that dragon over if it was the last thing she did.
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      Taranis had a quick shower in another bathroom before going back to his tower to check on Quinn. He was riddled with guilt over her getting hurt. Monsters weren’t meant to be at the altar. He should have known better than to assume because she hadn't seen any in her dream, that they weren't there. He knew she was fine; he had ensured it. And he still wanted to curl himself around her until he felt better.

      Get it together. You are being fucking ridiculous, he chastised himself. He was the carefree one, the one who was always cheeky and irreverent. The seductive charmer. It was like Quinn had stolen all his superpowers and made him overprotective and responsible. How could he have let this happen? The real question was why didn't he care? The stupid mating bond was messing with him, and he needed to get himself under control before he did more than bite her.

      Back in his tower, Quinn was still in the bathroom, so Taranis sat down on his couch to wait for her. He had grabbed a plate of sliced fruit while the kitchens were putting more substantial food together for her. He would make sure she was okay before he checked on what Avallach and Vidar had found.

      Quinn opened the door of the bathroom, and every plan Taranis had in his head vanished. She was dressed in one of his shirts and had the buttons undone low enough to show him a tantalizing view of cleavage. Her hair was a shining loose wave over one shoulder. She looked him over.

      "You know, I had a dream about this once," she said, her voice all honey and smoke.

      Taranis swallowed hard. "Oh? And what happened next?"

      "You can read my mind and find out if you like," she offered. She rolled up the long sleeves of her shirt. "Or I can play it out. Choice is yours."

      Taranis's dick went hard, and he fought to think straight. It just wasn't possible with that grin on her face and challenging gleam in her eye.

      This wasn't how he thought the afternoon was going to go, but he wasn't about to stop it. He wanted her, and she knew it. He didn't have the will to fight this burning between them any longer.

      "By all means, show me what happens next," he said, trying to keep his voice steady.

      Quinn dropped to her knees and crawled across the rug slowly towards him, her eyes fixed on his, her hips swaying. Taranis made a small growl at the back of his throat. She never ceased to surprise him, and damn, was it the sexiest thing he had ever seen.

      Quinn widened his legs slowly, sat between them, and rested her cheek against his thigh.

      "Feed me those peach slices," she said and opened her lips. Taranis took one of the slices and ran the wet flesh of the fruit along her lips before letting her take it.

      Amongst the dragons, the males feeding their females was a part of their mating rituals. She couldn't possibly have known what she was doing, what she was offering him. It didn't matter; his dragon knew how right it was, and he wasn't going to deny it.

      "Your dream is me feeding you, sweetness?" he asked.

      "It's how it starts. You should eat some too. You will need it for energy," she replied, always teasing and soft. She rubbed her cheek against the hard length of his dick, making him hiss. "You take care of me, and I'll take care of this."

      Taranis fed her more fruit, and gently stroked her hair with his other hand. Protective feelings surged through him. "You are so damn beautiful. The dragon in me really does want to hoard you, you know that, right?"

      "I'm starting to, and just so we are clear, I'm feeling much more inclined to let you." Quinn stared up at him. "You don't know it yet, but one day, I'm going to have all of your secrets, and I'm going to keep them safe."

      The hair rose on the back of Taranis's neck, her words holding the threat of a prophecy in them.

      "You won't want me feeding you peach slices once you do know who I really am, Quinn," he said, his heart hurting.

      "I wouldn't make assumptions about anything to do with me, Taran. I know you, but you don't know me yet." Quinn tugged open the ties of his pants and pulled his dick free. "It's a delicious place of power for me to be in."

      She licked his crown, and Taranis lost whatever he was about to say. The look of her plush, wet lips and pale hand working his flushed dick was mesmerizing and so damn hot, he could've come all over her.

      Taranis's hand stroked through her hair, getting a firm but gentle grip on her. "Slower, sweetness, that's it. I want you to get me nice and wet and ready for you."

      Quinn's mouth was mind-blowing, and Taranis would make sure that he made her swallow down his come another time. He wanted to be inside her. Needed to be. He was fighting all his instincts not to speed things up. She was in charge of what was happening that night. There would be many others if he got his way.

      Quinn pulled her mouth off him. "Lie back for me."

      Taranis did, wanting to see what she did next. Quinn rose to her feet, unbuttoned his shirt, and stroked his chest and abs. She made sure his dick was fully free of his pants before she swung a leg over his hips and sat on his lap with her back to him. He lifted the hem of her shirt, and the sight of her bare ass and lower back almost ruined him.

      Quinn tossed a saucy smile over her shoulder. "Remember to breathe, old man," she said before guiding herself down on his dick.

      "Such fucking disrespect against your elders," Taranis said, his teeth clenching at the hot, wet feeling of her gripping him so fucking tight. He grabbed the back of her shirt and tore it, exposing her ass and the arching wings of her tattoo on her back. "I should see how pink this ass needs to get before you learn some manners."

      "Other people have tried and failed to teach me, so I don't like your chances," Quinn said breathlessly. She sank down again, taking him all the way inside so suddenly that he let out a strangled cry. She laughed wickedly, the sound breaking off when Taranis smacked her on one full cheek. "Oh, fuck, Taran, yes…"

      Taranis grinned, fangs dropping in his mouth at the sight of the blood flushing under her pale skin. If she wanted to play games, he'd play, but not by her rules.

      Quinn's pussy clenched with each smack of his hand, and he gave her one every time she dared to slow her pace.

      "Now who needs to remember to breathe?" he teased, pulling her hips down hard onto him.

      "You're going to kill me," she panted, but she still leaned forward, gripping his thighs and giving him the best fucking view of her pussy taking his cock.

      "Don't lie to me," he growled and grabbed her ass roughly. "Look at you presenting this to me like you're in heat. I know at least one secret about you, sweetness."

      Quinn hummed. "And what's that?"

      Taranis shifted her fast, turning her so she was on her knees and gripping the back of the couch. He stood up behind her and thrust in deep enough to make her cry out.

      "Your secret is that you like to play the boss, and I like letting you." He licked the bruised bite on her neck, and she sobbed. "But as soon as we are alone, you love being my perfect little slut. You love that I can take you however I like, for as long as I like. Isn't that so?"

      "Yes, Taran, I do. Oh, fuck yes," she babbled.

      Taranis brushed the hair off the other side of her neck. The perfect flesh was flushed pink. His mouth watered. "Can I bite you again as you take my cock?"

      Quinn nodded, tilting her head further over. "Yes! Do anything you want, just don't stop."

      "I have no intention of stopping, mo fhíorghrá."

      Her whole body shook at the endearment that always seemed to escape him when he was fucking her.

      Quinn started to come, and Taranis's couldn't hold back any longer. He bit down into her as his orgasm exploded inside of him. He filled her up, and it still wasn't enough. His dick stayed hard, and he kept fucking her through it all.

      Magic was pouring out of him, saturating her, and it only made him fuck her harder. His hand slid over her tattoo, so possessive it was almost madness, and curled around to stroke her drenched pussy.

      "Again," he growled, circling her clit.

      Quinn sobbed his name, and when he lightly pinched her, she came again, gripping him tight enough that he went with her. Rune marks came alive across her shoulders and arms and all over his chest. The sight shocked Taranis enough to bring him out of his frenzy. He kissed her neck and back, the marks burning magic against his lips.

      "W-What are they?" she asked shakily.

      "Nothing to worry about, sweetness. Just a bit of my magic that flowed over onto you. It won't hurt you," Taranis reassured her. He gently pulled free from her, scooped her up, and carried her over to his bed.

      "I should clean up a bit," she said drowsily.

      "You're not going anywhere," he replied and pulled her up against him. "I want the scent of us in my sheets so I know it happened and I didn't dream of it."

      "I did dream of it, and trust me, it was better in real life," she said and laughed softly.

      Taranis kissed her silky mouth, stroking her cheek and down over the fresh mark on her neck. She whimpered against him.

      "Why does it feel good when you touch it?" she asked.

      "Because it reminds you that you belong to me," he replied.

      Quinn's soft expression turned mischievous. "I thought you said that next time you felt the urge to bite me, you were going to eat my pussy instead."

      "Hmm, I did say that, didn't I?" Taranis mused. He shifted between her thighs, opening them wider so he could see her glistening and swollen. "Did I hurt you?"

      "Not at all," she replied. "I'm just a little sensitive in a good way."

      "I promise I'll make it all better." Taranis lowered his body and licked her gently. She trembled but didn't ask him to stop. He could taste them both on her, and another wave of possessiveness surged through him. He sent healing magic into her as he kissed her over and over.

      He kept the pressure of his embrace gentle but unrelenting as he feasted on her. He thrust his tongue into her, making her back bow and cry out as she came on his face again.

      He would never get enough of her, never be able to let her go. He needed to claim her.

      No. Not until she wants it and is ready for it, he snarled at his dragon.

      Taranis kissed her inner thighs and leaned back to admire the glorious, flushed mess she was. Quinn was shivering as she came down from the orgasm, her eyes glassy with pleasure.

      They didn't talk as he pulled the blanket over them and curled protectively around her. Finally, his fear of the day left him, and he let sleep take him.
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      Taranis woke from his nap an hour later. Quinn was still out cold, so he tucked pillows around her and slipped out of bed. In the shower, he inspected the runes on his chest that were still glowing.

      Weren't they meant to have faded? Mananan and Oberon had one that stayed, not several. Had he accidentally mated her without permission?

      Cold dread seeped through him. He needed an expert, and his brothers and nephews were all so moon-eyed of being mated that he couldn't rely on their suggestions. He knew what their advice would be—tell her and mate her.

      Taranis put on some fresh clothes and stretched out his magic until he brushed against Cosimo's consciousness.

      Where are you, and are you busy?

      Cosimo registered some surprise. I'm alone in the labs, writing up some findings. Are you okay?

      Yes…and no. Be there soon.

      Taranis kissed Quinn on the cheek before he left. She was sleeping so peacefully, he didn't want to disrupt her. Someone had left covered trays of food by the door, so he put them inside for whenever she woke.

      The labs were deserted except for Cosimo leaning over a workbench and writing in a black leather journal, a steaming cup of tea beside him.

      "Where is everyone?" Taranis asked. Usually, Charlotte and Apollo were lurking about the labs whenever Cosimo was.

      "They have gone down for afternoon tea with the others. Avallach and Vidar are back and are recapping their adventures with the spider monsters you found. I needed some peace and quiet, but by the look on your face, I'm not going to get it."

      "Sorry, Cos, not today. I need your help," Taranis said and opened his shirt. "I was…ah, intimate with Quinn, and now these runes won't stop glowing. I didn't claim her. I swear!"

      "Take a seat, Taran," Cosimo said. He poured out a second cup of tea and placed it in front of him. "Why come to me with this?"

      "Because my brothers or the dragons will just say I need to claim her and be done with it."

      Cosimo gave him a pointed look and sipped his tea.

      "Fuck me, not you too," Taranis complained.

      "Can I ask what is your objection to the idea? Quinn is delightful, and you two spark flames off each other whenever you get too close. I don't see why you wouldn't want to claim her."

      Taranis tried to find the right way to say it. "I've barely known her for a week, Cosimo. I don't want to scare her off with mystical bullshit bonds that she will feel like she has no say in. I've already dragged her into this shit with Merion."

      "I understand what you are saying logically, but have you met Quinn? She's not going to be scared off so easily. She's almost been kidnapped by Merion's followers, then she was kidnapped by you before she was told she had magic, all in a few days. She's not been scared off by any of those things," Cosimo pointed out. "She…fits. I don't know how else to describe it. Perhaps it has something to do with the dragon in us recognizing her as queen, but all the dragons adore her. Even Valentine likes her, and he hates just about everyone. She draws dragons to her like a queen bee. Does that make sense?"

      "Painfully. I've seen it happen but didn't think of it in those terms." Taranis paused, his cup halfway to his mouth. "I think she would love to know she's queen of the dragons."

      Cosimo laughed. "She seems to have been training for the position her entire life. I'm kind of jealous of you to be honest."

      "Why?"

      "Because you are at the start of your journey with your mate. I'll never feel that again," Cosimo said, his dark eyes turning sad.

      "You lost one mate, yes, but dragons can have more than one. Especially if the first one dies." Taranis stopped talking and took in the wide-eyed look Cosimo was giving him. "Oh gods, you didn't know?"

      "She was my mate. I only get one," Cosimo said, his hands shaking.

      Taranis rested a hand on Cosimo's forearm. "The fae only get one, if that. Dragons are different. We are more animal. If we lose one, we can find another. It's a breeding thing to keep the species alive. Of course, it's not like a replacement to the first, just someone different to have a bond with. You should talk to Vidar. His sister has had two mates."

      "I'm not interested," Cosimo said gruffly. "I have had my chance, and I also have my children to take care of."

      "That is a shit excuse. They are all grown men!"

      "That's irrelevant. You are here to talk about you and Quinn, not me." Cosimo pulled the cuffs of his sleeves down irritably, and Taranis was smart enough to drop it.

      "I agree with you that I need to find a way to tell her that she's mine," he said finally. "I just think it would be irresponsible to do anything before Merion is stopped. You saw what it was like with Oberon and Mananan. As soon as they sealed the deal, they were basically useless for a month afterward. I'm the only one that can stop Merion. I need to be focused."

      And Quinn could distract him just by breathing in his direction. He already hated being apart from her. She was in his tower, in his bed, under his protection wards.

      Nothing could fuck with her, especially when she had her bracelet… Taranis froze. Quinn hadn't been wearing the bracelet when she had come out of the bathroom. He dropped his tea and ran.
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      Quinn rolled over in Taranis's giant bed and snuggled back down into the pillows. In her sleepy state, she only had one cohesive thought—her own personal heaven was located somewhere between soaring through the skies and being in between Taranis's thighs. She had passed out with her soul floating half out of her body, and she had no intention of coming back down.

      Quinn knew the second the dream was about to pull her under. She didn't try to fight the heaviness in her limbs—fighting it always made it worse—and she let it roll over her.

      Everything was so green that it hurt. Quinn stood in a chasm covered in thick moss and sparkling with dewy mist. Above, the rock wall was heavy with ferns and trees.

      Quinn walked slowly through the chasm, trying to find why she was there. Her vision blurred a little and a triskelion appeared on the stone to her left. The spirals were in an anticlockwise pattern.

      A chill swept over her as the air around her went cold. She knew about the symbol because she had studied them for a Celtic witch story she had written. If the spirals were clockwise, they symbolized harmony with the earth and sun and seasons. If they were counterclockwise, that meant it was being used for spells that went against nature and manipulated it for the caster’s will. Whoever had carved the symbol was using the power of the natural world to fuel whatever magic they were performing.

      Quinn reached up and placed her hand on the symbol. Magic throbbed under her palm, and the rock wall slid back to reveal a set of damp stone steps leading deep into the cave.

      Don't go in there, she commanded herself, but dream Quinn wasn't listening to her inner voice. She stepped down into the warm darkness, her feet moving steadily downwards.

      When she reached the bottom, she was in a cave system with a dry, sandy floor. A man in black robes was working with candles burning around him. He turned and smiled at her.

      He looked tired, but even that didn’t diminish how handsome he was. Not just handsome…beautiful. He had black hair that fell to his shoulders, runes tattooed on his throat, big blue eyes, and a soft sensual mouth.

      "Quinn, I was wondering when you were going to visit me," he said, his voice warm as sunshine.

      "Merion?"

      "Yes, my dear?"

      "Why did you want to kidnap me in Oslo?" she asked, hugging her arms around herself. She couldn't feel any of the dark, slimy power that had been at the altars. The cave felt like a sanctuary.

      "Taranis didn't tell you? Why am I not surprised?" Merion said, stepping closer. "I don't want to hurt you, Quinn. Far from it. I want to rise you up above all the beasts to the place that you deserve."

      Quinn frowned. This wasn't at all the way she imagined him to be. Something was itching under her skin, trying to warn her, but she couldn't figure out the danger.

      "Taranis didn't tell me about what?" she said, trying to focus.

      "Why, that you are his mate. Born queen of the dragons," Merion replied.

      Quinn choked on her laughter. "Honey, I'm a human. I can't be queen of the dragons. I can't shift into one."

      "You don't need to be able to shift. You have the spirit of a dragon. You act like a dragon. You are one, bound in a human form. That's probably why Taranis hasn't claimed you as his mate. He would think that you are too inferior. It's how the fae view all humans, and the dragons see you as nothing more than food. The dragons would never accept you, even if Taranis did," Merion said and offered her his hand. "I don't care that you are human. I would have you by my side as my queen. I would be honored to have you be my equal. You already have so much magic, Quinn. I could show you how to use it, to harness more. The fae will never give that to you. They will want to keep you low and easy to control."

      He had to be lying. The fae had human mates, and they had them in their court. Taranis cared about her. She had felt it.

      Or did he just like to fuck you because you're not worth claiming for anything more serious? a malicious voice whispered inside of her.

      No. She couldn't listen to that. She had been dreaming of Taranis her entire life. Not Merion.

      Quinn began to back away, but Merion was faster. He gripped her shoulders tight, his lovely face twisting in fury.

      "I will have you, Quinn, just so he never does," he snarled softly. "You tell your mate that I am coming for him. He will watch as I take all he loves from him. Mag Argatnél will burn as I burned!" He kissed her hard, the salty, earthy taste of his magic searing her.

      Quinn lashed out at him, and she was suddenly back in Taranis's bed in the tower.

      "Quinn! Are you in there? Quinn!" Taranis's face hovered above her. She pushed him back and sat up, breathing heavily.

      "What happened? How did you bring me out?" she said, her heart in her throat. She could still taste Merion on her mouth, feel his hands on her skin.

      Not real, not real, she reminded herself.

      "I put your bracelet back on. You forgot to do it when you showered. I couldn't wake you, so I thought it would help," Taranis explained. He was pale, his eyes worried. He reached for her, but she shied back from him and got out of the bed on the other side. She wrapped the sheet around her.

      "What happened? Quinn, you are shaking…"

      "Merion said I was your mate," she said, her fear and confusion turning to anger. "Am I your mate, and you never bothered to tell me?"

      Taranis’s jaw worked. "Yes, you are. The runes confirmed as much." He undid his shirt to show her the glowing marks still on his skin.

      Quinn tried to breathe through the pain in her chest. "You didn't tell me because I'm human, right? I'm not a dragon, so you just didn't want me other than a fuck?"

      "What? No! That's not the reason at all. Is that what Merion said?" Taranis's eyes flashed with anger. "I didn't tell you because I wanted us to get to know each other better before my dragon tries to push a bond on you. It's like asking to marry you after a week but worse because a mating bond is forever. That's why I didn't tell you. It has nothing to do with you being human. I can't believe you would think so little of me."

      Quinn couldn't think straight, the emotions from her dream rattling her. When Taranis was around, all she could think of was how much she wanted him. How much of that feeling was even real? Could it have been the mating bond fucking with her for her entire life?

      "I need… I can't look at you right now," she stammered and quickly locked herself in the bathroom. She sank to the cool tiles and leaned her back against the door.

      Merion's words were carved into her mind, reminding her that Taranis thought she was inferior, that the dragons would never accept her. Fuck. She pressed her hands against her temples, trying to push his beautiful face from her mind.

      Quinn knew that the dream was messing with her, and until she shook it off, talking to Taranis would only make everything worse.

      Quinn was washing the tears from her face when there was a scuffle on the other side of the bathroom door. Taranis was grumbling something low, and a woman replied in a scathing hiss.

      "Quinn? I've gotten rid of Taran. Cover your tits. I'm coming in," Chrissy declared, and opened the door. She passed her a handful of Quinn's clothes. "Here. Get dressed, gorgeous, and be quick about it."

      "Why?" Quinn asked, wiping her face.

      Chrissy’s smile was wide with devilish glee. "Because I'm busting you out of here."
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      Quinn didn't know what mischief Chrissy was up to, but her curiosity and delight in bullshit shenanigans had her pulling on her clothes and tying back her hair.

      "There. Much better," Chrissy declared when Quinn exited the bathroom. "Now, I've told Taran that Oberon was looking for him, so let's get a wriggle on."

      "Wait, was Oberon looking for him?" Quinn asked and followed Chrissy down the tower stairs.

      "I told Oberon to keep him busy, and being the god amongst mates that he is, he willingly agreed with no questions asked," Chrissy said.

      At the bottom of the stairs, Chrissy led Quinn down a hallway, pulled back the corner of a heavy tapestry, and pushed open a hidden door.

      "Oh my god, are you serious?" Quinn gasped.

      "Yup. The castle is full of these secret passages. I don't think Elise and I have found them all yet, and Kian won't ruin our fun by telling us where they are. He's a good sport like that."

      "Wait! I'm coming too!" Apollo declared and hurried to join them.

      "This is supposed to be a girls only trip," Chrissy argued.

      "Come on, Chris, I need to get out of here before I commit violence. You let me come or I'll stop making you hair serum."

      "Apollonius Greatdrakes, you are a fiend, but come along before anyone sees you." Chrissy ushered him through the door and dropped the tapestry back in place. "This doesn't have anything to do with Lachie's arrival, does it?"

      "Who's Lachie?" Quinn asked as they moved down the stairs.

      "Lachlan Ironwood, Charlotte's cousin. He's a hunter and obnoxious," Apollo answered in a huff.

      Quinn bit back a laugh. Apollo was always so friendly and laidback. There had to be some juicy history she didn't know about. "What's wrong? Did you have a bad one-night stand or something?"

      "Apollo and Lachie have a long-standing feud about which one is prettier," Chrissy chimed in. "Believe me, I have told Apollo they should just fuck and get it out of their systems."

      "Ha! He wishes he was in my league," Apollo declared. "He just likes to stick his nose where it doesn't belong and be an overprotective dickbag all the time because he's the only one who can be a slutty McSlut face."

      "That…sounds like a story," Quinn replied.

      Apollo sighed dramatically. "One I need at least one drink in me to tell."

      Chrissy unlocked another door that led into a tunnel. "A good thing we are headed to the pub then."

      The tunnel was short and covered in vines. Chrissy pushed her way through to where Elise was waiting with some horses.

      "What is Apollo doing here?" Elise asked, hands on her hips.

      "I had to take pity on the poor baby," Chrissy said and took the reins of one of the mares. "Don't worry, he can ride with me because I think if another dragon's scent gets on Quinn, Taranis will burn the castle down. You ride, don't you, Quinn?"

      "A horse? Not since I was a kid. I did ride a dragon today, but I don't know if it counts," she replied.

      Apollo grinned. "I bet you did, filthy girl."

      "He was an actual dragon at the time! Well, one of the times." Quinn let Apollo help her up in the saddle, and she gave the horse a pat.

      "Don't worry, they are fae horses. It won't drop you no matter how bad of a rider you are," Elise assured her. She was looking at home in the saddle, her brown hair in a braid and her knee-high boots on.

      "So, where is this pub?" Quinn asked. The sun was starting to go down, and she desperately wanted a drink.

      "Not far. The horses know the way," Chrissy said, and they started to move. Quinn's horse followed them without any encouragement. They didn't ride fast, but she still clung to the horse so tightly she was sure her thighs were going to be killing her the next day.

      The town didn't seem to care about the horses roaming the streets either. Quinn figured they would have to be used to the fae presence in the area, seeing how it was ground zero for Kian’s invasion.

      "The horses will wander home to my cottage, and we can fetch them when we are ready," Chrissy told Quinn.

      "Magic horses," she murmured and watched the beasts trot off. Despite being worried about the dream and everything with Taranis, there was such wonder in her current circumstance.

      They found a booth inside, and Chrissy went up to the bar to chat with the publican.

      "We are here a lot," Elise said, following her gaze. "This used to be my dad's favorite spot too. Now, why don't you tell us what happened today?"

      "Ah, I thought Apollo was going first," Quinn said, suddenly awkward.

      "I know what has his panties in a twist. Besides, he's always having a drama."

      "Hey! I'm not that bad." Apollo pouted for a second before turning to Quinn. "But I want to know the details with you and Uncle Taran. He's so fine. I bet he's a monster in the sack."

      "Oh my god, let me get my gin and tonic first," she said. Quinn wasn't normally shy, but she felt so churned up about the dream and Taranis. When Chrissy returned with their round of drinks, she all but pounced on her.

      "Has she started talking yet? I have another gin coming."

      Quinn smiled around her straw. "Thanks. I'm going to to need all of them. I wanted to know why you're angry at Lachlan first, Apollo."

      "Yeah, what's up with that? I thought you two have worked your shit out," Chrissy said, elbowing him.

      "Lachie was talking with Avallach, and blondie here lost his shit," Elise replied before he could.

      Apollo rolled his eyes. "That's not it."

      "Really? Because it looked like that exactly."

      "Lachlan thinks it’s okay to cock block me any chance he gets. I was just returning the favor," Apollo argued, his ears turning red. Quinn sipped more of her gin and let the buzz and their chats take over.

      "He has come to train with the dragons, Apollo. He has to talk with them," Chrissy replied with a frown.

      "Talk yes. But he was all like ogling Avallach like he was about to start dry humping him," he huffed.

      Elise grinned. "Um, have you seen Avallach? Because I'm sure if he asked you to hump his leg you wouldn't say no."

      "Lachie will literally flirt with anything that has legs. I stopped some hussy with fake tits blowing him in a club bathroom last week. It's okay for him to go off with trash, but the second I try and do it, he has to interfere and use the excuse that he's trying to protect me. It's bullshit." Apollo slumped back in his chair. "He needs to back off."

      "I think you both need to back off each other. Seriously, this shit is ridiculous. Either fuck each other or let each other make your own choices," Elise replied.

      Apollo pinched the bridge of his nose. "I keep trying to, but it’s him you need to talk to! You know, if he's not busy trying to convince Emyr and Avallach to have a threesome."

      "This is amazing," Quinn said, sipping her gin and watching the drama unfold. "I can't wait to meet him."

      "He's gorgeous and lovely. When he's not fighting with Apollo," Chrissy said.

      "Yeah, he'll probably hit on you too," Apollo added. "And then Taranis will kick his ass, and I will laugh."

      "Jesus. Just stop." Chrissy turned to Quinn. "Out with it. I can't listen to him bitch anymore."

      Quinn took a shaky breath. "So, I was dumb and forgot to put my bracelet back on after a shower. I was distracted by Taranis being hot. Anyway, I had a post sex dream, and Merion told me that Taranis is my mate." She told them exactly what was said, and how she had reacted when Taranis had managed to wake her up.

      Apollo whistled. "Fuck. You win. We need more drinks!" He got up and headed to the bar.

      "I know I sound all dramatic about it, but I really don't know what to do about any of this. As soon as I look at Taranis, my hormones act for me, and I can't argue with him the way I want to," Quinn said, poking the ice in her glass.

      Elise leaned back in her chair. "Do you want to take this one, Chrissy? He's your brother-in-law."

      Chrissy nodded. "I'm not going to take sides, but you need to understand some things, Quinn. Oberon, Mananan, and Taranis feel the burden of both worlds being broken really acutely. Taranis especially because he's meant to look after magic, and his lost apprentice is the one doing all the damage. You can't believe anything that Merion says, especially about how the fae and dragons view humans. Has any of the dragons been less than welcoming?"

      "Well, no. The knights and the Greatdrakes are all lovely."

      "And they are the ones most protective of Taranis!" Chrissy pointed out. "I know the mates idea is a lot, but Taranis isn't going to pressure you into anything. He can't. You're reacting emotionally because Merion got in your head, but think about it… Do you really want to claim him so quickly?"

      "It's not about wanting him to mate me straight away. Not exactly. It's my own shit, okay? My family doesn't want me. I'll never be good enough for them, and they are blood. Taranis is the fricking king of dragons who I thought I had made up in my head! On top of that, I can't change into a dragon. I know nothing about being a queen!"

      "Being a queen is a state of mind," Apollo said, coming back with a tray of drinks.

      "Do you think either of us felt differently?" Elise asked her. "I mean, it's something that you have to get used to, but the fae honor a mating bond above all things. It's not about you being a highborn or even a fae. It's about destiny and fate to them."

      "And Taranis wants to claim you so badly, he's acting like a nut case. All of us dragons are surprised he's not giving into the urge yet," Apollo said and placed a fresh gin in front of her. "It's hard to explain. It's an animal thing, but we kind of know that you are our queen. Like it's beyond being another alpha. It's there already because it's who you already are. Also, dragons are waaaayyyy more protective than the fae. He's not going to dare to claim you in the middle of a war."

      "What do you mean by that? Why not?" Quinn asked. "Is it because I'm not a warrior?"

      "No. It's because you are a queen in waiting, and it will paint a bigger target on you. Merion already wants to take you from Taranis. It wouldn't matter if you were fucking Xena. He wouldn't want to risk your life in any way," he replied.

      Elise and Chrissy both nodded at that. "And a thing happens with mates. They put you above everything else," Elise tried to explain. "Taranis has a duty to protect magic and to fix it. If he mates you before he stops Merion, he's going to automatically put your safety above his duty. You will become his number one priority. It won't matter that your dream magic is vital to helping him in this fight. He won't be able to think straight if you are at risk in any way."

      Quinn rubbed at her temples. "So let me get this straight. Not only has Merion tried to kidnap me, burned my house and workplace down, but now because of his bullshit, I have him fucking with my love life?"

      "Yup. He's messing with your big, beautiful brain to stop you getting the man of your actual dreams," Apollo stated.

      "Right, that settles it. That little fucker is going down for getting in my head and trying to mess up my chances with Taranis." Quinn drained her drink and rose to her feet. "I'm going to find my fucking dragon."

      They all cheered, and Elise got up with her. "I'll summon your horse and make sure you get back okay."

      Quinn smiled. "Thanks guys. This was what I needed. Apollo? Talk to Lachie. Don't be mad at each other when I need you both to help me fight Merion. That's an order."

      Apollo's eyes turned mischievous. "Anything for you, my queen."

      Quinn tossed her head back and laughed. "I could get used to that."
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      Taranis sat in the library, his head in his hands. Everything had been going fine, and now it was all fucked to hell.

      You're going to make her leave us, his dragon snarled.

      "Taran, you need to take a breath," Oberon said for the hundredth time.

      "I can't. I have fucked everything up again." Taranis lifted his head long enough to have a sip of whiskey before putting it down again.

      "I heard there was a big cry baby up here. Anyone know where I can find him?" Mananan sat on the couch next to Taranis and put an arm around his shoulders. "Oh look, I found him."

      "Stop trying to be funny. You're bad at it," Taranis grumbled but leaned into the hug anyway. "What are you doing here?"

      "You've been putting everyone on edge with your moods, and Ella was worried, so she sent me to talk some sense into you. Kind of surprised Chrissy hasn't gotten to you first."

      "She has taken Quinn to the pub," Oberon replied. "Oh, you're not meant to know that."

      "You let her leave the castle!" Taranis made to stand, but Mananan held him down.

      "Nope. You stay put. You're acting crazy."

      "I am crazy! I have been crazy for over a thousand years!" Taranis snarled. Both of his brothers knew what had happened to truly break him, and their expressions softened. Taranis would have preferred them to fight with him.

      "Quinn is going to be fine. Elise and Chrissy are with her, and I sent Apollo along after them, so there is at least one dragon watching her. They won't let anything happen to her," Oberon reassured him. For some reason, knowing Apollo was with her did help. His dragon instincts might not be as strong, but they were still there. He would protect their queen.

      My queen. Taranis didn't know how to process that thought.

      "I think it's a good thing that your mate has appeared, Taran. You needed one," Mananan said, squeezing him tight. "You closed yourself up completely since Kynan died, and a mate will barge straight through that."

      "Kynan was my fault. What if I fuck it up and I get her killed like I got him killed?" Taranis asked, his voice breaking. He didn't feel like the powerful fae king. He felt…lost.

      "For the last time, you didn't kill Kynan!" Oberon snapped, his patience gone.

      "It was my spell, Oberon. It was my fault."

      "They both knew what they were doing. What they didn't know was how great the cost would be. They still went into it knowing the risks. You need to forgive yourself, Taran. Let that shit go," Mananan replied, his voice steady. "Kynan wouldn't want you to live with such guilt. He would want you to be happy with your mate. Especially if he knew how much she runs you around. You've finally met someone you can't charm."

      "Couldn't charm her after Merion put bullshit lies in her head. I'm going to cut him off at the knees for upsetting her so much," he growled.

      Mananan sighed. "Don't worry, Taran. She will come around. She was probably panicked because you know how sensitive you can be after dreams and nightmares. I imagine it's twice as intense for her."

      "They will get her a bit drunk and talk some sense into her. I'm sure of it," Oberon replied with a fond laugh. "You'd better focus on the most important problem, like convincing Quinn to keep helping you. You both have a responsibility to fix magic, and you can't do it without her. You are made to bear the burden together."

      "She's not going to want me when she realizes how broken and crazy I truly am," Taranis replied softly, feeling a fresh wave of despair.

      "I wouldn't count on that," Quinn said, making them all jump. Her cheeks were flushed, and there was a determined glint in her eyes. "Please excuse us, boys. I need a private word with my mate."

      Taranis's heartbeat tripled. My mate…

      Oberon and Mananan got up, both giving her a small bow.

      Mananan winked at her. "Give him hell."

      "Don't give me hell," Taranis complained. Really, whose side were his brothers on?

      Quinn was keeping her distance, and he hated it. He stayed where he was, ready for her judgement. He couldn’t let her leave the safety of the castle until Merion was stopped, but he couldn't force her to be with him in any other capacity.

      "I'm a few drinks in, so I'm going to try and be as clear about this as I can possibly be, so you just need to keep your mouth shut until I'm done," she said, leaning her forearms on the back of the armchair. "I'm a little freaked out about the idea that you're my mate, even if it makes a lot of sense that you are. I’ve always dreamed about you, and a mating bond explains that. I’m not going to force you to agree to it. I know I'm not fae or dragon, and I can't change that about myself. In saying all that, I'm not going to let a little wiener like Merion interfere with whatever is happening. I don't care what he promises me or how cute he is. I've only ever wanted you, and that's really sucked in the past when I had no idea that you were real. Now I know you are, and I still feel the same. I'm scared, but I want you. I don't care what some bad LARPer in a deer mask says. I want to stop him and save magic and be a hero. And then I'll think about mating you. If you want to. Okay, that's my speech."

      Taranis didn't know how to respond to it, but his mouth still opened and said, "You think Merion is cute?"

      "That's all you have to say!" Quinn threw a cushion at him. He batted it out of the way as he closed in on her. He picked her up and sat down on the couch with her in his lap. She struggled a bit but not hard enough to escape. She smelled like his soap and flowers and sweet gin, and he wanted to lick her all over.

      "Quinn, I don't want to lose you," he whispered, and she stilled. He kissed her slow and soft until she relaxed into his arms. "I don't care that you're human. You are perfect for me in every way. When you are ready, I'll make sure both worlds know it."

      Quinn rested her forehead against his, her hands resting on his shoulders. "You are my dragon, and I won't let you go without a fight. I don't care what anyone else thinks of me. I only care what you think of me. The rest can bow before their queen or get the fuck out of my way," she growled.

      "Gods, you make me so hard when you talk like that," he admitted. She was so fucking perfect for him. He wanted to hang on to her and never let her go. "Tell me what else you want?"

      Quinn kissed his jaw and nuzzled into his neck. "I want to bite you, so everyone knows who you belong to like you did to me. It's not mating, but it's a promise until we get to it."

      Taranis's grip on her tightened, his heart too full. "Fuck, Quinn, do it. Please."

      Quinn kissed and licked at his skin, making him so hard, he was almost dizzy. "You always taste so good." Her mouth fixed on his throat, blunt teeth digging into him and making him groan.

      "Fuck. I need…" Taranis gasped.

      Quinn pulled back. "I know, me too."

      She got up and shimmied out of her jeans. Taranis only just managed to free himself from his pants before she was back on top of him. She lined him up to her already wet pussy and sank down on his cock. Taranis was sure his heart was going to give out as she squeezed the life out of him.

      "Oh god, this is exactly what I wanted," she panted, and kissed him deeply. Taranis's hands slid up the back of her shirt, her skin soft under his palms, and he held on to her. She was so deliciously perfect in every way.

      All mine, the dragon said.

      "Woah, your eyes just flashed then," Quinn said, cupping his cheek. "You okay?"

      "Never been so good in my life. It's just my dragon getting involved," he admitted.

      "Fuck, that's kinky and so fucking hot," she said, kissing him hard, her tongue in his mouth like she couldn't get enough of his taste.

      Taranis rolled her on her back, put her legs over his shoulders, and thrust deep into her. "Fuck, you look so good underneath me. Pinned down and taking me like your wet little pussy can't get enough."

      Her cheeks and throat were flushed and glowing. "It can't. I want you all the fucking time. Don't stop, Taran, please, I'm…"

      Taranis put his thumb to her lips. "Open." Quinn did, sucking his thumb and almost making him come. "Good girl. That's perfect." He pulled his thumb free and put it between them so he could circle her clit with it.

      Quinn's hips bucked, and she clung to him as she came hot and wet around him. His mate, crying his name, was the sweetest sound in the world. It undid him. His orgasm was fire and lightning through his veins, obliterating his consciousness and body.

      He came back to himself with Quinn's legs sliding off his shoulders and wrapping around his waist. She pulled him down on top of her so she could kiss him.

      "My queen," he said, brushing the damp hair from her forehead.

      "Don't start that, or I'll keep thinking about you getting on your knees before me, and I'll come again."

      Taranis nipped at her lips. "I'll get on my knees for you whenever you ask."

      "I'll make sure it's in our mating vows," Quinn joked, making them both laugh and easing the last of the tension between them.
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      "Absolutely not," Taranis declared.

      "Absolutely yes," Quinn sniped back. She grabbed more bacon from his plate and ate it.

      God, she was hungry, and it was too early to spar with Taranis. Especially when he looked unfairly hot. Which was always. She had to stand her ground just on principal.

      They had made it downstairs to have breakfast in the hall with everyone else. The family had looked at the mark on Taranis's neck and smirked as a collective.

      Quinn wasn't the least bit embarrassed. She had strutted in, puffed up like a peacock. Yup. That was her handiwork; let it sink in. She wasn't going to let the previous day’s freakout break her stride for a second. She had spent the night in Taranis's tower and had never slept so well.

      "You were hurt in the dream yesterday, and I don't want it happening again," Taranis said stubbornly. His hand moved under the table to rest softly on her thigh, like he needed to touch her.

      Quinn pressed closer into his side. "But if I do it intentionally, I won't get hurt. I'll be ready for it."

      "What are we arguing about?" Apollo asked, coming in with bed hair and a sleepy expression. He sat down on the other side of Quinn and put his head on her shoulder.

      "Quinn wants to find Merion in her dreams again," Taranis growled.

      "Sounds like a discussion to have after coffee," Apollo said, not opening his eyes. A tall, well-built man in black fatigues moved down the table and placed a steaming cup in front of Apollo.

      Apollo's eyes flew open. "Oh, I love…not you."

      "Keep telling yourself that," the man said before turning his big blue eyes on Quinn. "Hi, we haven't met yet. I'm Lachlan."

      "I should've guessed," Quinn said, smiling up at him. They had really undersold how good looking he was. Apollo wasn't small, but he would barely come up to Lachlan's shoulder. He was a stunner with big blue eyes and a cheeky quirk to his lips.

      "Don't listen to any of the rumors, Quinn. Especially if Apollo is the source." Lachlan smiled, and Apollo muttered something under his breath. He still took the coffee and drank some. "Anyway, I better go. Avallach and Owain are tough teachers. Nice to meet you, Quinn. Congrats, Uncle Taran." He headed out of the hall, and Apollo watched him go. Intently.

      "Woooowww. That's the guy who gets under your skin so much? The one who brought your grumpy ass coffee?" Quinn laughed at Apollo and his red ears. "Oh my god, you like him, don't you?"

      "I would like to break his perfect face," Apollo said.

      "What, with your thighs?"

      Taranis put another egg on Quinn's plate. "Ignore them, sweetness. They play this game all the time, and it's exhausting to keep up with their nonsense. Apollo pouts about it, but when Lachie is around, he still accepts the coffee he makes him every morning."

      "He's only doing it because he knows it annoys me," Apollo complained.

      Quinn kissed the top of his head. "You are a pretty idiot."

      "Yes, my queen, I am," Apollo replied and got started on his own breakfast.

      Valentine and Bas came in not long after, with Lena following them at a safe distance. She was dressed in human clothes, jeans, and a soft white top. She still managed to look otherworldly in a young, modern Galadriel sort of way. Quinn knew she had to have been a secret badass to roll with the dragons like she did, but it was a side of her Quinn hadn't seen yet.

      "Can't you tell her that I'm not going to turn evil any time soon?" Valentine complained to Taranis.

      "I have told her, Val. She just needs to see it for herself," Taranis replied, unbothered by the mage's stalking. "Don't worry, I've asked her to start studying with Charlotte, and that will keep her busy."

      Bas grinned. "Good thinking because the attention will go to Valentine's head if she's not careful."

      "Shut up, Bas."

      Quinn laughed at them. They really were a loud bunch, but she was enjoying it after being alone for so long. She poured herself some more juice and tried to state her case to Taranis again.

      "If I pretend I'm considering siding with Merion, he might be dumb enough to tell me where he is hiding. Then you can swoop in all your magnificent glory and incinerate his ass," she said, placing her hand over his. "Wouldn't that be fun?"

      "It would be, but I still don't like the idea of using you as bait," Taranis replied.

      "I can go with her back in the dream," Bas said, looking up from his stack of pancakes. "She was sent to us for a reason, Uncle Taran. Let her help because she's the perfect honey pot. Merion is already interested in her."

      Quinn nodded. "See? He gets it. I have to do my part to save magic, and the sooner we do it, the sooner we can get back to more important things." Quinn leaned closer and whispered in his ear. "Like me sitting on your face so you can make me come all over it."

      Taranis's eyes flashed with dragon. "Don't play dirty."

      "That's my favorite way to play. We can lure Merion out and finish him once and for all."

      Taranis frowned, his eyes soft with panic and worry that made parts of her ache. She had looked after herself for so long that having someone else care for her actually hurt in a strange way.

      "Let me try this. If it doesn't work, I'll never mention it again." Quinn kissed his cheek and nibbled at his ear. "Come on, you know you want to give me what I want."

      "And what will I get in return?" he asked, his hand sliding up her thigh.

      "A jug of water tipped over your heads if you two don't cut it out while I'm trying to eat," Valentine grumbled.

      Quinn ignored him and winked at Taranis. "Anything you want, my darling, but I draw a hard line at coming on my feet. That's just weird."

      Apollo snorted his coffee beside her. "Feet are your hard line? With that attitude, you're likely to end up with a dragon tail right up your—"

      "And I'm out," Valentine said, picking up his plate and walking out of the hall.

      Quinn collapsed into Taranis, laughing. "Look, honey, I think we embarrassed the kids."

      "He'll be fine. He's probably just a virgin," Taranis snickered.

      "Infernal gods, it's like they have the same brain," Oberon complained a few seats down.

      Quinn wrapped her arms around Taranis's neck. "Is that a yes to letting me have my way?"

      "Fine, but don't get used to it," he grumbled, trying not to smile.

      She kissed his cheek loudly. "Already am."
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        * * *

      

      After breakfast, Quinn headed back to the library with Taranis and Bas. Taranis was determined to watch over her the whole time she was asleep, and for all of Quinn's bravado, she was glad. Merion scared her; being caught in the fate of the worlds terrified her, but she was determined to do her part.

      Embracing Queen Shit, she told herself. It didn't matter what Elise and Chrissy had said about the fae accepting a mating bond above all stations. A lifetime of overachieving in order to feel valued couldn't be cured overnight, and she wanted to prove that she could be useful in any way she was able.

      The sooner Merion was taken down, the sooner Taranis could take her to see Mag Argatnél. A possible trip to the land of dragons was worth being bait in her opinion.

      "Why am I worried about that grin on your face?" Taranis asked, his ruby eyes narrowing.

      "Just thinking of you, sweetums."

      The suspicion only grew at that. Taranis leaned down until their noses were almost touching.

      "Don't be reckless and put yourself in unnecessary danger, mo fhíorghrá. Never forget you are dealing with an ancient power, and not with the charming young face he will wear for you."

      "I got it. Pull me out after an hour if you are worried," Quinn said and kissed him quickly. She slid off her charmed bracelet and passed it to Taranis before she lay back on the couch. Bas passed her a vial of Apollo's sleeping potion.

      "I'll be in there with you in the beginning, and then I'll transform into something else to hide better. Wait until you see me before wandering anywhere," Bas instructed. He glanced over at Taranis. "I'll do my best to keep my eyes on her, but I agree that if we aren't awake in an hour, pull us out."

      Taranis made himself comfortable in a chair next to Quinn's couch. "I'll be here watching over you."

      "Perve," she whispered fondly before Apollo's potion hit and she tumbled into blackness.
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        * * *

      

      Quinn stood in the forest outside the opening to the jagged passageway through stone. She needed to draw it and the land around it, so she started memorizing as much as she could while she waited for Bas.

      "This place is incredible," he said, appearing further down the path. "I swear I've seen it before somewhere."

      "It's definitely the same place as last time."

      Bas placed a hand on her shoulder. "Are you sure you want to do this? Taran seemed upset at you trying it. He even resorted to pet names in front of me."

      Quinn brightened. "Do you know what it means? He keeps saying it, and I keep forgetting to ask."

      "Mo fhíorghrá? It's like calling someone their true love. Very sweet. Too sweet for the fearsome dragon king," Bas said with a laugh.

      "Oh god, I think I have heart eyes right now." Quinn shook herself. "No. Focus, Quinn. We have a job to do."

      "That's the spirit. I'm going to turn into a bee and follow you. Don't look for me or you'll make it obvious. I'll keep you in my sights," Bas promised before he blinked out.

      Quinn straightened her shoulders and walked down the stone steps and into the chasm. She could feel the magic pressing in on her, the heaviness of the place settling into her soul. How could she feel this in a dream? It seemed so real.

      "Merion? Are you here?" she called. She didn't know how else to get his attention, and her dream magic was still so new.

      The rock trembled, and the golden triskelion appeared once more. Quinn pressed it, and when the rock slid away, she stepped inside.

      "Merion? Can I speak with you?" she called again and found her way into the warm caves.

      "I'm here. Though I have to say I'm surprised that you managed to summon me. Surprised and thoroughly impressed," Merion said, appearing before her. He was dressed in black jeans and a button-up black shirt. He didn't look like a cosplayer, and it unnerved her. "Can I ask what this is about?"

      Quinn let out a choked sob. "You… You were right when you said the dragons and the fae hate humans. I overheard T-Taran talking with his knights. They were laughing about how naive I am and how I have no idea how to use my magic."

      "I tried to tell you, Quinn. They will never accept anyone who is different to them. Taranis will always do whatever he wants. He let his own brother die from a spell he created. He doesn't care about anyone or anything," Merion said, reaching out to rub her arm. "Why did you come back to me?"

      "I don't know. I suppose I wanted to talk to someone who doesn't just see me as someone to fuck and discard whenever they want. I feel so embarrassed. How could someone be so cruel to their supposed fated mate?" Quinn asked. She was worried she was laying it on a bit thick, but Merion was nodding. Buying it so easily.

      "He's capable of more than that, Quinn. I won't push you to join me. I want you to always have a choice."

      Quinn hugged herself and stared at her boots. "I want to trust you, Merion. I would be willing to meet with you in real life if you let me? I feel so confused about all of this. I'm so tired of not doing what's right for me."

      "And you don't care about me being a danger to the humans?" Merion asked, raising a brow.

      Quinn shook her head. "Have you seen my world? The humans have utterly fucked it. Maybe it is time to let some other dominant species be in charge. I mean, most of them don't even have magic. There should be a hierarchy. I'm tired of being at the bottom."

      Merion poured them two glasses of wine and offered her one. "I know exactly what you mean. I knew I saw a kindred spirit in you. It was cruel of destiny to try and mate you with Taranis. He'll never understand what it's like for people like us."

      Quinn sipped her dream wine and strange magic slid down her throat. "Oh my god, did you just poison me?"

      "Never," Merion said, taking her in his arms. "I want to convince you that you're making the right choice. You should see who Taranis is. He will do anything to win, sacrifice those closest to him, and you should never forget it. I'm sorry for the horror you're about to witness, dear one, but should you wake and still want to join me, I'll make sure to let you know how I can be found. My army is gathering. It's almost our time."

      Merion's magic covered her, and his face blurred. Quinn landed hard in the middle of a battlefield. Two suns burned hot over her head, and the air smelled of sulfur and blood and death. Dragons roared, and fae and Fomorians clashed together again and again. Monsters tore into dragons, and everywhere the dying screamed. Quinn clamped her hands over her ears. Around her, fae warriors were retreating, leaving her surrounded by monsters, all trying to fight their way to her.

      Quinn looked down at her shaking hands. They were covered in red and black blood. This was Merion's memory, and she was stuck in it.

      She turned and tried to fight her way back to the portal. It was still open; she could see the green and blue of Faerie on the other side. Her arms hurt, and she was depleted of power, but she had to fight on. Had to get back to Taranis, her master and king.

      She should never have left the mage's citadel and come to fight. Taranis knew she hadn't been ready. She had to prove him wrong. She summoned her power, cutting down one of the black robed Fomorian mages that was animating the monsters near him. The portal shuddered as the last of the Fomorians were forced back by dragon fire. They were nothing but a mob, overrunning the ground where she stood.

      "Master! Wait for me!" she cried, losing sight of Taranis and Avallach.

      The portal shut with a burst of magic. She was stranded with wounded and angry beasts. She dragged the horned helm from the Formorian mage she had killed and put it on. She pulled its bloody black cloak around her red robes of the citadel.

      She moved around the monsters and into the jagged outcropping of red rocks. Her last sight of her master was him closing the portal, leaving her to be food for their enemies. The urge to lie down and die was overwhelming, but she had to live even as her heart was breaking with betrayal.
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      Taranis didn't know what was worse—letting Quinn go to confront Merion without him or watching as she writhed in her dreams.

      He checked his watch again. She still had fifteen minutes before he pulled her out of there. He studied her face, the curve of her lips that seemed to always have a mischievous quirk to them.

      His mating runes throbbed, but he was learning to ignore it. She wanted him, and it was more than he could have imagined or asked for. The bond pulsed between them, incomplete but still there.

      "I will save this world for you, Quinn. I promise," he whispered softly. Taranis had always felt the duty of fixing the connection of the worlds, but he cared in a different way now. He wanted his mate to live in a flourishing world that was alive with magic.

      Quinn was changing him. Oberon had always said Chrissy felt like the spring to him, and now Taranis understood what he'd meant. Quinn was giving him life and making him want things.

      Taranis's daydreaming was cut short as Quinn started to whimper in her sleep. The small sounds became an agonized groan.

      "No! Don't leave me, Master!" she called in Merion's voice. Taranis's blood turned to ice. He pulled Charlotte's bracelet from his pocket and put it back on Quinn's wrist.

      "Wake up, Quinn. Come back, love. Come back," Taranis said, stroking her hair and face. He could feel the shiver in the magic around them, Charlotte's shields locking into place. Quinn's consciousness was pulled back into her body like a fish on a hook. Her eyes fluttered open and filled with tears.

      "Taran…" she sobbed.

      "Can I touch you?" he asked, unsure of what she needed.

      Quinn sat up and reached for him. He put his arms around her, and she buried her face into his chest.

      "Don't cry. I have you," he said, not knowing how to comfort her.

      Bas shuddered awake. "Fucking fuck, Quinn."

      "That good, huh?" Taranis asked him.

      "I followed her in the cave, and Merion did something to her. She went full Inception mode and dropped into a dream within a dream. I couldn't follow where she went. Then the whole dream I was in collapsed, and I was tossed out into a void space. Good thing you put that bracelet on her when you did, uncle. I… I didn't know how to get out," Bas said. His face was pale as chalk, a shiver working its way through him. "Are you okay, Quinn?"

      "I…can't talk about it yet," she sniffed, leaning back to wipe at her face. "Fuck, it was so horrible."

      Taranis wanted to rip something apart. He pushed down his anger. "How about we go flying? Help you clear your head?"

      Quinn brightened. "I'd really like that. I can't…"

      "And you don't have to. Let's go get your flying leathers and get into the air," Taranis said, kissing her cheek and helping her up. "Bas? Please get Valentine to check you over to make sure there's no foreign magic on you."

      "You think there could be?"

      "You never know what lingers in void places. Best be sure, nephew."

      Taranis held on to Quinn's hand as they went back to her rooms. She wasn't speaking, and he wasn't about to force her to. She had been afraid coming out of the dream she'd been trapped in.

      How had Merion pushed her into another dream against her will? Taranis hated thinking about what terrible magic his old apprentice had learned after thousands of years. Was it only hubris that made him think he was any match for him still?

      Quinn was going to join him downstairs once she had changed. Avallach and Owain appeared as soon as Taranis stepped into the courtyard.

      "Are you sure that you don't want us to come with you?" Avallach asked him. He had an uncharacteristic worried look on his face.

      "Quinn is upset, and I don't wish to crowd her. I don't know what she saw in her dreams, but when she cried out in them, she spoke with Merion's voice," Taranis replied. He braided back his hair, needing to do something with his hands. He hadn't heard his apprentice’s voice for so long that he was surprised that he remembered how he sounded. It made the loss of him hurt all over again.

      Owain read his distress far too easily. "My king, please do not blame yourself for anything that boy has done. I know he was your favorite, but he turned from the path of honor a long time ago. He has all this magic but didn't think to come back to us. No matter what he says or has shown the queen, do not be fooled or feel pity for him. He will do whatever he can to manipulate you both, and it's not worth the heartache."

      It was quite the speech for the usually silent knight. He saw everything, perhaps too much. It was one of the things that Taranis valued. He needed to change the subject before Quinn got there.

      "You see her as the queen already? I thought it would take longer for her to win you over." Both warriors smiled widely at him.

      "She carries herself like a queen. I said when I met her that she has the heart of a dragon. She might not transform into one, but she is one," Avallach replied. He might play the clown, but Taranis knew that a loyal and thoughtful dragon lay within. He was his closest friend for a reason.

      "That is possibly the nicest thing anyone has ever said about me," Quinn announced as she came out of the back door of the castle. The knights bowed to her which seemed to delight her.

      "It is the truth, my lady," Owain said gruffly. "If anyone can help you learn how to shapeshift into a dragon, it will be your mate."

      "Don't give her any ideas. I have enough trouble keeping up with her as a human, let alone having her be able to transform into a dragon," Taranis scolded them playfully.

      Quinn stood up on her tiptoes and kissed his smiling mouth. "You had best learn to speed up then, old lizard."

      "Those are fighting words if I ever did hear them," Avallach crowed.

      "Old lizard, my ass. I'm pretty sure it was you that was panting for breath last night, sweetness," Taranis said, giving her ass a light pat.

      Quinn pinched his chin. "I have needed to find a cardio workout that I don't hate, so maybe riding you is the answer, hmm?"

      Taranis’s thoughts turned dirty. She had a way of making him riled up just by glancing in his direction. Quinn only rolled her eyes at him.

      "I meant you in your dragon form," she clarified. It was all for show. He had seen the gleam in her eyes when she had said it.

      Sure, she had meant in his dragon form. The knights both laughed at him, enjoying seeing him banter with his mate. He was just glad that she was feeling better enough to make jokes.

      "We will be back soon. We won't go far," Taranis told them. He moved away from Quinn and let the transformation begin. He needed to fly if he could not fight, the frustration of being unable to help her while she confronted their enemy was still boiling in his blood.

      Avallach helped Quinn onto his back and made sure that the shielding magic was in place. It warmed his heart that his knights accepted her so easily. It boded well for the future.

      "Are you ready?" he asked.

      "When you are," came her reply.

      Taranis launched into the sky, flapping his wings hard so they rose fast into the air. It was a clear bright day, and maybe the sun and the wind would help Quinn feel better about whatever horror she had been forced to endure.

      I am here if you need to talk, my mate. If not, enjoy the ride, he said, touching her mind.

      Thank you, Taran. I do want to talk. I just need to get my thoughts in order first. It was a confusing, frightening dream, and I need to make sense of it before I try and talk to you about it.

      Taranis sent love and affection through their bond, assuring her in the only way he could.

      They flew northwest until they hit Bristol before he began to follow the coastline back around. Quinn was quiet the entire time. He checked on her telepathically to ensure she was okay, but otherwise, he left her alone to her thoughts.

      Merion said that you killed your brother with a dodgy spell. I take it he was the princes’ father? Quinn said, finally reaching back to him.

      Of course that was where his old apprentice would strike, at the very heart of him. He had to make sure that she learned the whole truth from him, no matter how much it hurt to say.

      It wasn't a dodgy spell. It was a very good containment spell that was meant to trap Morrigan in order to protect the lands around Tir Na Nog. Kynan and his wife were both very powerful mages. They worked on the spell with me. Magic always demands a price, and you can never tell what it will take before a spell is cast, Taranis said, trying to keep his scattered emotions in check.

      They knew the risks, and they wished to do it anyway. The magic claimed both of their lives, and it saved countless. The magic also cut us off from our nephews. It was so painful that I don't think my brothers and I will ever truly recover from the loss.

      Our family was born of the gods, and with those blessings of our bloodline come terrible responsibilities. It is something that you too need to consider before you agree to mate with me. You are helping us with your dream magic, but I cannot say that this will be the last fight that we will have to show up for. It is the price we pay for who we are.

      Quinn was silent for a long while. It was a lot to process, he knew, but it was something that she needed to know. He would always do everything in his power to protect her, to keep anything evil from touching her.

      He could not protect her from the responsibilities of their family. She would have a place in all of it if she chose to mate with him. She would shoulder the burden that would come with a crown and know what it was like to feel the magic of both worlds. She would be able to touch it with her fingertips and wield it in ways that no one else could.

      It was pure power, and it had been one of the reasons Taranis had never tried to find a mate or to take a queen. Such power could corrupt, and some days even he struggled not to give in and use the magic to recreate the worlds.

      Take us home. There is more I need to talk to you about. Or if possible, maybe you will be able to go into my mind and see it for yourself. I think it is important for you to know how Merion remembers things, Quinn said.

      If it is easier for you than to talk about it, I will do it.

      Taranis needed to take her in his arms and draw comfort from her if she allowed it. He didn't want her to think the worst of him, even if she had seen it in his apprentice's memories.

      He needed the opportunity to look her in the eyes and tell her any truth that she wished to know. That kind of intimacy scared him after a lifetime of keeping secrets and shielding his emotions from everyone around him. He would do it for her if that was what it took to keep her by his side forever.
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      Quinn felt emotionally, spiritually, and mentally lighter when they finally got back to the castle. Taranis hadn't pushed her, just been there for her, and it was all she had needed. The horror of Merion's memories was still like sticky cobwebs in her mind, but at least she wouldn't be carrying them alone.

      They managed to get back to Taranis's tower without anyone stopping them. The castle was always full of people, but it was like they secretly knew when to stay out of Taranis's way.

      Quinn took off her leather jacket and sat on one of the soft couches. He got wine and water for her. She wasn't ready to eat yet, which proved there was a first time for everything.

      "I don't think I can explain what I saw properly. If you can go into my mind and see it for yourself, I think it would make everything a lot easier. I'm so tired, Taranis. It's like all the energy I had went into whatever this new magic is," she tried to explain.

      Taranis tucked her under his arm. "Do you remember what I told you about magic having a price? Usually, if you don't have a lot of training, it takes your physical energy as its toll. I can go into your mind and see it. You won't need to do anything except close your eyes and hold on to me."

      Quinn drank some of her wine and curled herself around him. It didn't matter what Merion had said about him, she would always associate Taranis with comfort.

      "I am ready," she told him.

      Taranis stroked her hair with a soothing caress. "I need you to focus on what happened as soon as you fell asleep. Show me everything with as much context as you can."

      Quinn nodded, and she felt his presence touch her mind. She opened it for him and began to think in detail about everything she had seen, from the strange cleft in the moss-covered rocks where Merion had his hideout to the peculiar wine that she had drunk that had allowed him to push his memories into her within the dream space.

      Taranis didn't say a word, but by the time she reached the battlefield, he had begun to shake. It might have been like a dream for her, but for him, it was a horrible reality that he had to relive. She hadn't wanted to cause him any pain. There was just no other way to show him the memory that Merion associated with his betrayal.

      By the time he was done, Taranis was crying. Quinn smoothed the tears from his face and kissed him softly.

      "I am so sorry that I had to make you relive that," she said.

      "I lost sight of him when the last lot of creatures surrounded him. I didn't think that there was any way he could have survived being pressed up to that many monsters. You have to believe me, Quinn. He was my favorite apprentice, the one who showed the most promise of being able to tap into the magic that bound the worlds together. If I knew that he had lived, I would have travelled back to that land myself," Taranis sobbed, putting his face in his hands.

      The bond between them was strong enough that she felt the truth in his words. His pain was battering against her, and she let it flow over her before she tried to push back love and understanding.

      "I know you would have. I might not know you well in that we've only spent a short time physically together, but I have seen you and felt you my entire life. I know that you love rarely, and when you do, you love deeply. There is no way that you would have left him behind if you had seen that he lived. You don't need to convince me of that."

      Quinn pressed her lips to his forehead and smoothed her hands down his braid.

      "I still feel like I need to try and find a way to get through to him. Maybe there is a way to reach him and bring him back from this madness," Taranis said, looking up from his hands. Quinn had never seen such heartbreak in anyone's eyes before.

      "Merion believes that you abandoned him, Taran. I don't think you will be able to convince him that you thought he was dead. He could've found a way back to you and confronted you about it. He didn't. He chose to learn and harness the dark Fomorian magic."

      Taranis wiped at his eyes. "You are the second person to say that to me today."

      "Then maybe you should listen to us. Stop seeing what Merion is doing as your fault. He may have been your apprentice, but he was a grown ass man who went against your orders." Quinn rested her head on his shoulder. "I know you are hurting, but we need to make a plan. He is gathering his army, and I get the feeling that his final plans will be enacted in the next couple of days. We don't have time to try and dream out the location of the last altar. We need to take him down before he can gather his full strength."

      "You really do think like a dragon, you know?" he said with a fond smile. "Let me think on the location that you saw in your dream. It seems very familiar to me."

      "Bas said the same thing. I think that it's in England somewhere in the north. It would follow his pattern of picking the highest points. I will draw it for you." Quinn made to get up, but he pulled her back to him.

      "Kiss me first so I know that you don't hate me," he said, his voice small and uncertain.

      Quinn took his face in her hands. "I could never hate you, no matter what he showed me. I might have been shocked to find out that we are mates, but really, we are more alike than it would seem. I could never hate you for doing the right thing even if the consequences were horrible. Your brother's death was not your fault. Merion's choices are not your fault. Hate you? My love, it's not possible."

      She kissed him before he could reply, her lips and tongue telling him all the things that she could not. She did love him; she had always loved him from the very first dream that she had had of him. It seemed with time, the more she knew about him, good things and bad, it just made her love him more.

      His hands slid underneath her shirt and hesitated as if waiting for her. She lifted her arms up, and he pulled the shirt off over her head.

      He needed the reassurance of her body, and she wanted it too. She needed something good in order to push back all the horror that was now living in her head.

      "Take me to bed," Quinn said and toed off her boots. Taranis smiled a grin that meant trouble. He stood up, and they walked backward towards his massive bed, their clothes dropping to the wayside.

      The air hummed between them, and desire tightened her core. It felt different to the other times they had been together. It was more serious, and it meant more somehow. She had learned two of his deepest pains that day, and she needed him to know that it changed nothing between them.

      Taranis kissed her gently before laying her down and resting between her thighs. He glanced down her body, his fingers stroking a fiery path all the way down to her wet pussy. She didn't know how the lightest of touches from him could set her on fire so quickly.

      Taranis slid one finger inside of her before pulling it free and sucking her wetness from it. His eyes flared with ruby light. "I don't think I will ever get enough of how you taste."

      His finger returned to her pussy and circled her, his strokes teasing and soft. Quinn bit her lip so she wouldn't beg him to hurry up.

      "Do whatever you want with me. Take from me whatever you need in order to feel better," she said, her hands reaching to slide down the deep grooves of his chest and over the circles of his tattoos.

      "Dangerous, dangerous offer, my mate. We might never leave this tower again. I have a lifetime of hurts that I need soothed, don't you know?" Taranis replied. He moved her ass to the edge of the bed and pressed the tip of his cock to her entrance. "Knowing that I have you in my bed is enough for now, but once we are mated, I'm not going to stop fucking you for weeks."

      Quinn cried out as he thrust his way into her. She squeezed her tits as they bounced. His eyes glowed as he watched her, the feral gleam of dragon in them undoing her. He made all of her sweetness disappear from her body, leaving only her wanton side that wanted him to lose control with her.

      "Yes, Taran. Harder. Please," she panted, squeezing her breasts tighter.

      "My perfect little slut needs more, does she?" he purred, and she almost came. Fuck, he knew just what dirty thing to say to undo her.

      "Yes, I do. My whole body is greedy for you, and it wants you to use all of me," she replied.

      "Who am I to deny my queen?" Taranis said and pulled free of her before he flipped her onto her knees. Ruby magic looped around her wrists and ankles, tying her down to the four posts of the bed. It curled over her nipples and flowed between her pussy folds like a thick ribbon.

      "Oh, fuck, Taran, what are you doing to me?" she gasped and looked behind her. He was drinking from his wine goblet, standing behind her and watching as she squirmed against the bonds. The ribbon of power rubbed forward and back over her pussy and ass, making her back curve with the pleasure that was bombarding her. She cried out against the mattress, needing to come.

      "Fuck, I could watch this all day. You really haven't been fucked the way you deserve your entire life, have you?" he said, voice rough. "I'm going to do so many things to your body that you will never be able to even think about another male touching you."

      "Taran, please, let me come. I can't take it," she said, the silken slide of his magic making her mad. He was going to break her mind as well as her body if he didn't give her release soon.

      Taranis only laughed. "You will take anything I give you, sweetness. You're powerless right now. I own this body because you gave it to me. You said I could do whatever I wanted with it, my luscious little slut. What I want is to see you burn for me."

      Quinn gasped as the ruby power slid inside of her pussy and ass like warm tongues.

      "Turn your head and look at me," Taranis said, moving to the side of the bed. Quinn did as she was told, not caring that her face was burning red and tears tracked down it. He ran his thumb over her lips, smearing them with her spit. "Your mouth looks like it needs my cock in it."

      "Yes, please," she said, needing to feel and taste his heat.

      "Such a good girl," he replied, his voice full of praise and warmth. She licked the tip of his cock and tasted herself on him. It felt filthy, and she loved it.

      She needed him to fuck the nightmares out of her. He thrust into her mouth, his hand gripping her hair tightly. She was being used just like she needed. She had never felt so full in every way, the pressure in her almost unbearable and still her body refused to come because he hadn't given her permission.

      "You are going to be mine forever, Quinn. I don't care if I need to keep you tied up like this until you agree to it. You have until we defeat our enemies to reconcile yourself to the idea," Taranis said, teeth sharp and eyes vicious as he fucked her mouth with abandon.

      Quinn groaned, his words ripping through her and making the magic binding her burn. Hot come filled her mouth, and she swallowed down as much as she could. It spilled down her chin and onto the sheets.

      "Fuck, Quinn," Taranis growled, swiping the come and pressing it back into her mouth.

      "Please…let me come…" she begged.

      Taranis wiped the tears from her cheek. "You have been so good for me, haven't you? I think you deserve a reward."

      Quinn was fast losing the remaining grip on her sanity. Taranis stroked himself, watching her writhe against the magic fucking her.

      "You make me harder than I've ever been in my life, Quinn. That's how I know you are truly my mate. I could fuck you every day for eternity and never get enough," he said, moving behind her. He thrust his dick into her soaked pussy, making her stretch for him.

      "More, please," she stammered, and he went deeper, hitting her limit and making her feel him through every part of her body. His magic curled about her throat, holding her firmly in place as he fucked her hard.

      "Seeing my dick and magic inside of you is almost too much for me," he growled. She glanced over her shoulder at him. He was staring down between her thighs where his dick was moving out of her pussy, and his magic was still teasing her ass. His expression was worship itself.

      "Come for me, sweet mate," he said, hands running down the curve of her spine. His words were magic, freeing her body from the spell he had her trapped in. She screamed as it finally released her, his name torn from her body like it knew exactly who its master was.

      She was gone. Her mind and body shattered entirely. She was crying and couldn't stop, needing her release in every way possible.

      I don't care about your past. I see who you are, and I love you anyway.

      She pushed all she was feeling into the link between them, and Taranis cried out, swearing as it crashed into him. His magic unbound her as he came hard, his body shaking. He pulled her close, wrapping himself around her.

      "I see you too, Quinn, and I love every part," he said, answering the unspoken question between them, leaving her shattered in every way.
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      Quinn spent the following morning drawing all the scenes that she could remember from her dreams. She sketched the forest around it and the strange cleft in the rock, including where the triskelion was. It was driving her crazy that she couldn't place where she knew it from, but she was certain that it was in England.

      Taranis had gone flying with his knights to patrol the areas around Salisbury. Everyone was being summoned back to the castle for their own protection. Quinn was looking forward to meeting Ella, Mananan's mate, who had been working in Oslo with Freya.

      According to Chrissy, Ella's lighthouse had been destroyed by a creature summoned by Merion, and while she thought about what she wanted to do next, she worked in the antiques business. Quinn loved that the family was so full of fascinating, clever women that she hoped she could become friends with.

      She was also glad that there had been women before her mating into the family. It showed that it could work despite any differences between them.

      Quinn had felt something shift between her and Taranis the previous night. She could feel him in her mind at all times now. He wasn't invading her space; it was just a brief touch to let her know that she could reach him at any time that she needed. She had no doubt that it was because of him she had no nightmares. He was protecting her even as she slept.

      Quinn had gone back to her other bedchamber after spending the night in the tower. She was planning to move in permanently that night. Taranis had promised to create a studio for her to work in so she felt like she had her own space.

      He was genuinely worried about Merion trying to attack her when he wasn't around, so she did her best not to argue with him. Once Merion was dealt with, Quinn wondered if they would stay at Kian's castle or perhaps find a place of their own. One thing that was for certain was she doubted that they would ever be alone. The dragon knights would always be close by, and it was something that she would just have to learn to deal with.

      There was a polite knock on her door before Apollo's golden head peeked in. He was carrying a tray of food in one hand.

      "It's lunchtime and I'm bored, so I thought I would come and eat with you," he said, placing the tray down on the coffee table. "How are you feeling after yesterday's adventures, pet?"

      Quinn almost pounced on the steaming pie. "My appetite is back, so I'd say I've made a full recovery. How is Bas?"

      "Still spooked out, but Val assures us that there was no foreign magic stuck to him or his consciousness. It must have been pretty bad for Uncle Taran to lock you in his tower for the night."

      "It was worse for him than it was for me, I think," she said, cutting into the pie. "For his own sanity and mine, we really need to find this bastard. It's the only way he's going to get any peace and be able to move on."

      "Do you have a plan? Or are we just sitting around, waiting for Merion to make his move?"

      "We don't have much choice until we can find out where his hideout is." Quinn flipped through the pages that she had been working on and offered him the art book. "Any idea where this would be?"

      "Let's use the magic of technology to see if we can come up with an answer," Apollo said, pulling out his phone from his pocket. He took photos of the pictures that she had drawn in color. "Google to the rescue."

      "It won't be that easy. Surely not." It hadn't even occurred to Quinn to try and do a search on her own art.

      Apollo grinned. "Okay, my queen, we have a few options that have come up. Have a scroll through and see if anything seems familiar." He gave her his phone and helped himself to the cheese and crackers on the tray.

      Quinn continued to eat while she went through the suggestions that Apollo's search had coughed up. She had reached the second page when she froze and clicked on one photo. It was from a blog about hiking through England. She brought up the page and found the location of where the photo had been taken.

      "I think I might have found something," she said and did a further search on the location. In full color, shot from multiple angles, was the location in the forest from her dreams. "Holy crap, I found it. Look, Apollo! It's Lud's Church."

      He took the phone back from her and went through the pictures. "It says that it's really close to the highest town in England as well. It's called Flash. How fabulous. There looks to be a forest around here in the Peak District, thanks to Oberon's efforts. A lot of places where Merion could hide his monsters and his growing army."

      "True, but we know where he is located, where his base is at Lud's Church," Quinn said, her pulse starting to jump with excitement. "Merion doesn't strike me as somebody dumb enough not to have all of his minions close by. He thinks that I am considering joining him, so I can use myself as bait to distract him while Taranis and everyone else moves in around them."

      "It sounds like a really good idea. Considering that Merion is strong enough to shield his presence and that of his followers, it might be the only way to get through their wards and find out their exact location." Apollo opened his family chat and sent out a message, saying that he and Quinn had an idea, and they were all to meet in the hall. "Now the only problem will be convincing your surly dragon to let you walk in there, unarmed."

      "I will just have to use my sexy feminine wiles on him," Quinn said, batting her eyelashes at him.

      "Feminine wiles?" Apollo raised a golden brow. "You mean witch pussy?"

      "Witch pussy," Quinn agreed with a wicked laugh. She brushed against the connection between her and Taranis.

      Come home. I have an excellent plan.

      Taranis's warm amusement rushed through her. Why am I suddenly worried?

      That's just rude. If you don't come home, I'll get the others to outvote you before you get here, then you will have no say in the matter.

      Minx. I'll be there soon. Don't get started without me. Taranis's voice held a thread of warning, so she sent him a mental image of her putting her hand in her pants.

      Already have.

      The telepathic connection cut off abruptly, and Quinn collapsed in a fit of giggles.

      "Should I ask what that was about?" Apollo asked her.

      "I just gave him some extra motivation to fly faster." Now she only had to convince everyone else that she could do what her plan would require.
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        * * *

      

      Quinn tried not to be nervous as the family of fae, Greatdrakes, and the dragon knights assembled at one of the long tables in the dining hall. The other Ironwoods were coming from where they were spread out in Ireland and Norway. Lachlan sat next to Charlotte amongst the Greatdrakes. Apollo had squeezed in between him and Avallach, and Quinn had tried not to shake her head at his antics.

      Taranis looked wild and windswept from his flight, effortlessly sexy in a way that was distracting Quinn. He didn't look pleased that he wasn't going to get a chance to speak to her alone before she got to talk to the group. From his expression, she knew that he knew it was intentional.

      She loved him and understood his need to protect her, but at the same time, she didn't want his feelings getting in the way of a good idea that could help everyone.

      "What is all of this about, Quinn?" Chrissy asked, and the group stopped their murmuring.

      "Apollo and I did some digging, and I think I have found the place where Merion is hiding," Quinn replied, projecting her voice and letting her entertainer side take over. She showed everyone the pictures from her art book and the printouts of the photos of Lud's Church that she had found. "I'm positive this is the place. I think that it would be best if I went in first and tried to get Merion to reveal himself. He thinks that I want to side with him, and it's the perfect opportunity to get him to lower his wards and reveal where his army actually is."

      "No fucking way," Taranis said before anyone else could open their mouths.

      "Thank you for your input, darling. Anyone else?" she replied and purposely looked away from him.

      "It might be the best way," Ella said from her place beside Mananan. "You all know that he was hiding on the stretch of beach not far from my lighthouse, and none of your magic could detect it. If Quinn could trick the mage, finishing this would be so much easier."

      "While I can accept that the idea has merit, I think underestimating Merion is dangerous," Kian added from Elise’s side. "Quinn would be putting herself at great risk on the off-chance that he won't hurt her."

      "He doesn't want to hurt me though. He wouldn't be able to use me against Taranis if I'm dead," Quinn argued.

      Taranis got up from his chair and walked out of the hall without another word. His knights looked after him, but Quinn shook her head at them when they rose to follow him. He had to come to terms with the plan even if he hated it.

      "I am happy to hear any other suggestions that you might have, " Quinn said and poured herself a glass of wine. As they all began to talk and argue, she realized that she was going to need it. Her heart ached, wanting Taranis to come back.

      There's no point in me being there if none of you will listen to me, came his curt reply.

      Would you object so strongly if it was someone else that Merion was trying to recruit? I won't say that I'm not scared, but I feel like this is our best opportunity.

      I don't want you doing this because you feel like you have something to prove. You are my mate. You do not have to earn your place in this family.

      His words struck at the very heart of her, a sneak attack that she hadn't expected. Quinn had always felt that she had to earn her place in her own family, and she had been a constant source of disappointment when she could never live up to their standards. She was human, with only a little bit of magic. Taranis's family was made up of gods, fae, incredible hunters, and magical creatures. Of course she felt like she had to earn her place amongst them, and Taranis would never understand that. By walking away, it was like he wasn't even giving her a chance.

      The door to the hall opened again, and Taranis reappeared. He sat down beside her and placed a dusty bottle in front of her.

      "I just went to get the good stuff. Did you really think I would leave you alone to fend for yourself against this lot?" Taranis poured her a shot of cloudberry vodka. "But just so we're clear, I meant what I said. You have nothing to prove." He kissed her on the cheek, and the tension went out of her shoulders. She leaned into him, her hand resting on his thigh.

      They let the others talk out their plans. The only thing that they agreed on was that they needed Quinn. No matter how much Taranis hated it, she had to go into the lion's den alone, and she could only pray that she didn't get eaten.
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      Quinn wondered for the five hundredth time if she was making the right decision. It was too late to back out. They were already flying north, and she was doing her best to keep her breakfast down.

      We have a plan. You just need to do your bit and then get out of the way, she told herself. Taranis wouldn't let anything bad happen to her. He had made sure to tell her that while he fucked her brains out that morning. It had helped with her nerves, but now, they were almost at the Peak District, and her belly had begun to flutter.

      The dragons had chosen to fly north as opposed to portaling. They had no idea what Merion could detect, and portaling would leave Taranis's magical signature behind. Quinn's brain was hurting at all the new information she was learning, and she wondered if she would ever catch up with it.

      This land used to be quite bare. Taranis's voice touched her mind. Oberon has been regrowing the old forests, otherwise I doubt Merion would have been able to hide any army.

      Quinn stared in wonder at the blooming forests beneath them. She couldn't believe how so much had grown in such little time and said as much.

      Magic is incredible. The land remembered, and Oberon only had to remind it of how it used to be.

      It was late afternoon, and the clouds were rolling in when Taranis dropped Quinn off a short hike from Lud's Church. The knights kept circling as Taranis shifted mid-air and put Quinn back on her feet.

      "God, I feel like I'm going to lose my stomach every time you do that," she complained. Taranis scanned the trees and rocks around them, his eyes still glowing with dragon. "Look at me, Taran. I can do this."

      "I know you can. I don't want you hurt. I couldn't handle it," he said.

      Quinn kissed him. "Whatever happens next, no matter what is said, know that I love you."

      Taranis nodded and kissed her forehead. "And I love you. Now, let's end this so I can take you far away and mate you."

      "Ah, I'm not sure I agreed to that," Quinn said, her brows rising up.

      Taranis's smile was dangerous and devastating. "You will."

      With that, ruby magic lifted him back into the sky, and he shifted midair before disappearing up into the clouds.

      "Show off," she said and tried to wipe the grin from her face. She wasn't going to make it easy for him, but fuck, she loved the idea of him wanting to be her mate.

      Quinn turned to face the forest and search for the path that would take her to Lud's Church. She hoped that Apollo and she weren't wrong about Merion's location. It was a worrying thought that she pushed out of her mind.

      Minutes later, she slowed her steps and came to an outcropping of rocks that she recognized from her dreams. She kept following the path until a faint tingle of magic brushed over her skin, making the hairs on her arms rise.

      "Merion? Are you there?" she called. Wordless whispers trickled through the trees around her, and dread coiled in her stomach. She was being watched, but she couldn't see by whom. She remembered Ella's words about Merion's followers being hidden on a beach near her lighthouse. Quinn swallowed her nerves and kept walking until she came to the opening cut in the rocks.

      "Merion? If you don't come out, I'm going to come in," she called over the drizzling rain. The sound of rock on rock grinding together answered her, and a hooded figure stepped onto the path before her.

      "You got here a lot sooner than I expected, Quinn," Merion greeted her. He looked amused by the idea.

      "I am a lot cleverer than I look. I wanted to show you that I can take the initiative. Besides, I couldn't handle being amongst the fae any longer," she said, lifting her gaze to meet his. "I want to join you. I'm tired of feeling like I'm a pawn in someone else's game."

      Merion cupped her cheek with his cool hand. The brush of his magic moved against her, and she didn't have to pretend the tremble of fear that ran through her.

      "I can feel the bond he's already tried to put on you. It's not a full mating bond yet, which means I can break it. I can free you from his influence forever," he said, and magic danced in his eyes as he dropped his hand away.

      Get out of there. We are trapped! Taranis shouted through the bond before it was severed completely. Quinn wiped the rain from her face, covering her jolt of fear.

      "I'd like that. I have no one who can help me but you," Quinn replied to Merion, giving him a relieved smile.

      There was a rustle in the trees beside them, and another cloaked figure appeared. It was a tall man, with a jagged scar running down his sweaty face. He was panting like he had run a marathon.

      "Master, the traps you have laid through the forest have caught the dragons as they landed amongst the trees," he reported. He turned to Quinn and spat. "She has betrayed us."

      "Bite your tongue, you idiot," she snapped, pushing as much authority into her voice as she could. She looked up at Merion with a wicked smile. "I wasn't going to turn up without any gifts for you. What kind of person do you think I am?"

      Merion laughed. "Not the kind that I'm ever going to underestimate. I would like to see this present for myself."

      He offered Quinn his arm, and she took it. The wards that had been in the forest disappeared with Merion's touch, and it took all her skill as a performer to keep the fear from her face. Mages and witches, monsters made from bone and body parts—they were all assembled in a disorganized camp. She hadn't heard or seen a thing on her walk in, and the strength of Merion's magic scared her.

      "Don't worry about them," he said and squeezed her. "They won't hurt you unless they are ordered to. Like you, they are the outcasts that have found their way to me."

      "I had no idea that there would be so many of them," Quinn replied. It was terrifying and monstrous, and yet the artist in her wanted to paint the unholy forest court.

      "And there are more on their way. Another day or so, and we will have reached our full strength and be ready to attack. You have come to us at a good time, Quinn."

      "Better late than never, I suppose. All of this is still so strange and new to me. A few weeks ago, I could never have imagined all of this happening to me. I was just a girl singing in a club." She didn't have to lie about that.

      Quinn had no idea how she could go back to her old life, even if she wanted it. Von would hire her back to sing at the club once he rebuilt it, but she was purposely not thinking about her future until she knew that she had one.

      They walked through the trees, following a path that looked like it had been trampled by animals. Quinn didn't want to know what kind of animals. The horror of the Fomorian creatures that slunk through the trees was going to be enough to give her nightmares for a lifetime.

      Quinn heard Avallach cursing before they came into view. They were out of their dragon forms and strung up in the trees like they had been caught in invisible nets when they had tried to land.

      "Like I said, I knew that they would follow me, and I thought I would make a present out of them," Quinn said and laughed at Avallach and Vidar's furious faces. Taranis was silent, only his eyes betraying his rage. "I am not such a stupid human now, am I?"

      "I told you that you should have killed her after you fucked her," Vidar growled to Taranis.

      Merion lifted his hand, and the trees lowered Taranis to the ground. The scar faced mage rushed forward and put metal cuffs around Taranis's wrists. They were heavily carved with symbols that Quinn didn't recognize.

      "You have gotten old, Master," Merion said, stepping forward to examine Taranis.

      "You have not. It makes me wonder what horrible thing you have done to stop the process," Taranis said and cocked his head to one side. "Or maybe it's just glamour to hide the rot."

      Something shifted in Merion's face, like a pebble thrown on a still surface. Something was underneath his beautiful face, and Quinn hoped she never found out what. None of this was going to plan, and she didn't know how to help them. While Merion was distracted, and his scar-faced servant was clamping cuffs around the others' wrists, Quinn pulled out one of her earrings and slipped the silver hoop into her mouth.

      "I want you to know that I am going to enjoy making your mate scream," Merion taunted Taranis.

      "Still settling for my sloppy seconds?" Taranis laughed. He looked Quinn over. "Be careful, she will make you love her right before she sticks the blade in."

      Merion only smiled wider. "We both know that you have always wanted a mate. The bond that Kynan had was something you were always envious of."

      "Do not speak of my brother," Taranis snarled.

      Merion laughed, a sound cold enough to chill Quinn to her core. "I really am going to enjoy draining the blood and magic out of your beloved knights. I'm going to save you for last. I want you to watch as I use their power to blow open every portal I can to where you banished the Fomorians. I will laugh as they burn and ravage both worlds that you loved. I will have your mate by my side, wearing a crown of bones. Only then, when you know the full depth of your failure, will I kill you.”

      Merion turned to Quinn and offered her his hand. “Come, my queen. Let’s go and celebrate before I take my knife to these beasts’ throats."

      "I want to say goodbye," Quinn said, walking to where Taranis was kneeling in the mud. "You should have loved me the way I deserved. Merion will free me from the spell you put on me. You were so arrogant that you didn't think a simple human could bring you down." She kissed him, trying to gather strength from his warmth as she pushed the silver earring into his mouth. "Goodbye, my mate."

      Quinn stepped away and took Merion's hand. He raised it to his lips and kissed her knuckles. "Let's go and celebrate. Tomorrow, we bring this world to its knees."

      Quinn turned away from the dragons, forcing her legs to move.  She hoped that they had a back-up plan because hers was fucked to hell. The bond with Taranis was gone, and she had never felt so alone.
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      Avallach swore and struggled against the magic binding him. Taranis was quiet, waiting for the mage who was watching them to go for a piss.

      "This is what we get for letting someone else come up with the plan," Vidar grumbled. "What did you do to upset Quinn so much?"

      "I didn't do anything. You know this was part of the plan," Taranis replied, his voice barely a whisper. Nothing could have prepared him for seeing Quinn in Merion's arms. Faced with his old apprentice was bad enough; seeing his lips on her skin made Taranis want to rip them off and feed them to him.

      Taranis's magic coiled deep inside of him, dulled by the cuffs around his wrists. The binding on them was Fomorian, and if it wasn't for the earring in his mouth, he might have been far more worried than he was.

      After sundown, the guard wandered into the trees, and Taranis turned to his dragons.

      "Will you two calm the fuck down? Quinn is playing you all," he hissed low enough that only dragons could hear it. He spat the earring out and caught it before it hit the ground.

      "Where did you… When she kissed you? Fuck, that woman," Avallach said in awe.

      "My woman," Taranis replied. He couldn't think about where she was in that moment. He had a job to do. He straightened the earring and pushed it into the keyhole in his cuffs. Merion had become too arrogant in his power; otherwise he would have been smart enough to cuff Taranis behind his back. He'd been too busy gloating to think about who he was actually dealing with.

      Taranis felt the cuff pop open and got it loose just as the guard reappeared.

      "I'm thirsty. I want some water," Taranis complained. The guard moved to backhand him.

      "You will shut the fuck up until the master says otherwise."

      Vidar laughed. "Oops, you made a mistake there, kid."

      "Shut up!" the guard snarled, whirling on him.

      "Merion should've got someone smarter to watch us," Avallach goaded.

      Taranis's hand slipped free of his cuffs. The guard didn't have time to squeak before Taranis grabbed him by the head and snapped his neck.

      "Fucking amateurs," he muttered, fishing about the dead man's robes for the keys to the cuffs.

      "Can you drop these warding nets in the treetops without Merion figuring it out?" Avallach asked. He held his wrists out to Taranis, who quickly unlocked them. He passed the keys to him. "I'll find out. Get Vidar free and keep a look out. See if that mage has a phone on him that we can use to call the others. The wards are muffling any telepathy."

      The bond Taranis had with Quinn wasn't old, but he was already used to it enough that not being able to feel her was a fresh kind of hell. Merion wasn't at his full strength, but there were enough creatures and mages in the forest around them to put up a decent fight.

      Good. I will kill them all, his dragon side growled viciously. They were all after blood, and they were going to get their fill. Taranis went to the nearest tree and let his magic curl over it. Merion's wards ignited, and he saw exactly how they were constructed.

      "Clever, but you are still using the basics I taught you, apprentice," he growled. He fed this magic into the foundational spell that Merion had built everything else off. It made them all visible, but if Merion touched the wards, he wouldn't feel anything different.

      "I got a phone," Vidar said and tossed it at Taranis. He quickly dialed Bayn's number.

      "Who the fuck is this?" his nephew answered.

      "Your uncle. Get everyone together and get to the coordinates I am going to send you. There's a party in the woods, and you're all invited," Taranis replied and hung up. He sent them a pin drop of their location. He loved the new human technology, even if they had fucked the planet.

      Taranis and his dragons waited for the fae to appear. They had been teleported earlier in the day to just outside of the town of Flash to wait for their signal.

      Waiting the twenty minutes for them to arrive was the longest he had waited in his life. His mate was stuck amongst the enemy, Merion doing gods knew what to her. He had to trust his mate. If anyone could party with a bunch of Fomorians and convince them not to murder her, it was Quinn.

      Oberon's antlers appeared through the trees, and Taranis let out a sigh of relief.

      "Finally," he said, hurrying through the shadows to meet him.

      "I was starting to worry," Oberon replied, his eyes glowing gold. "Where is the little bastard?"

      "Not too much further. The Fomorians are having a war party to celebrate capturing me," Taranis said and grinned.

      "They are going to love the entertainment," Mananan replied, appearing with Bayn, Kian, and Killian. His nephews looked more than eager to fight. Fae warriors were assembling in the trees, and Taranis couldn't wait any longer.

      "I will try and shield us until we are on them. Look out for Quinn. Merion has her. Everyone else you can kill," Taranis told them. He took his swords from Kian. "Thank you, nephew."

      "I'm looking forward to unleashing. The life of a diplomat is terribly taxing," Kian replied, his golden armor gleaming in the muted light. He was called the Blood Prince for a reason. His army was stationed behind him, all calm and ready for the fight ahead.

      "Just don't get yourselves killed. All your mates terrify me," Taranis said.

      "Us too," Killian replied and pulled Kynan's sword from its sheath. "I would let you take it if the magic allowed it."

      "Thank you, nephew, but it's yours. I'm just glad it's here. Where is the lovely Bron?"

      Killian's smile was a slash of white. "She has gone to fetch Imogen and organize our second wave of warriors. We aren't going to let any Fomorian creatures escape like Morrigan's horde. Not this time."

      "What have you done, nephew?" Taranis asked, suddenly concerned.

      "Just let it be a nice surprise, uncle."

      Taranis trusted them, and he couldn't wait any longer. "Let's go. I need to find my mate."

      They moved like shadows through the trees, Taranis shielding their magical presence while Killian spread out his darkness to hide them physically.

      Large fires burned through the trees, the mages and witches drinking and dancing around them. The creatures feasted on animals and human corpses. The fae moved as one, and their world turned to screaming, bloody chaos.

      Taranis shut down his emotions; any remaining pity he felt for the delusional humans that had chosen to follow Merion was gone. He gave himself to the slaughter. Magic spells cast by mages bounced off him, their power kept in check by their master. Taranis tore through their pitiful shields, and fast flying fae arrows did the rest. Monsters were screaming and rampaging, rending both allies and enemies with their panicked fury.

      Quinn, where are you? Taranis couldn't see her or Merion anywhere.

      "Brother! She was taken that way," Oberon shouted over the noise. He pointed through the trees before he drove his spear into a bear headed horror. Taranis tore through the remainders of Merion's magic around the camp, not caring if he knew that he was coming. He felt the second his link to Quinn returned. He stumbled, her fear hitting him in the chest.

      Where are you, Quinn? I'm here! he called out to her.

      Caves. Hurry, she replied. The connection vanished once more.

      "Fuck!" Taranis shouted and started to run. Quinn had said there was a secret entrance, a triskelion that granted access to the caves.

      Horns sounded through the trees, and Taranis's blood turned to ice. The boom of hooves crashed all around them, and the howl of a massive war hound echoed through the trees.

      "Killian! What is this?" Taranis called.

      "Backup!" Killian shouted back. He threw his head back and laughed as the Wild Hunt appeared through the trees. Arawan, Imogen, and Bron rode with them, and at their head was…

      "Holy shit, you summoned Gwyn? Are you insane?" Taranis demanded.

      The leader of the Wild Hunt sat tall on his white stallion, covered in woad and blood. His white braid was the only thing visible under his black helm. He nodded once to Taranis before raising his spear and riding away.

      "They are the only ones that will ensure the Fomorians don't escape to breed. They can track them through any portal and to any world," Killian replied. He pushed Taranis on. "Go! We will handle this. Find Quinn."

      Taranis pushed down his concern about the Hunt being loose before he fought his way through the forest to the deep cleft in the rocks. His power roared out of him, bolts of lightning blasting the ranks of mages that were guarding the entranceway. They didn't have time to strengthen their shields before Taranis's power pierced the magic and reduced them to charred, smoking pulp.

      He didn't stop running; he leaped over the smoldering body parts and down the stone steps into the cavern. He tossed a revealing spell against the mossy stone, and all of Merion's spells lit up like fairy lights. The triskelion was sucking power from the ley line deep beneath them.

      "Fucking prick," Taranis hissed. He took a small ax from one of the dead mages and hit it hard against the symbol. It sparked against the stone, but Taranis put his strength into it, shattering chunks of rock and moss until the sigil went dead. The power fueling the hidden door gave way, and the stone slid back.

      Taranis lifted his sword and stepped into the darkness, ready to kill anything that got between him and his mate.

      Taranis could smell blood and prayed to Dagda that it wasn't Quinn's. The tunnels were a maze, but he kept his steps quiet and his breathing even as he searched.

      "Are you sure no one can get to us in here? Shouldn't we be running?" Quinn's voice echoed down the tunnels. Loud as ever. Clever girl.

      "I will run no longer! I don't care if I have to sacrifice every single one of my allies as long as Taranis dies!" Merion snarled.

      "Then you should have stopped monologuing and killed me when you had the chance, apprentice," Taranis said, stepping into the cavern.

      "Taran…" Quinn whispered, her eyes shining with love and relief.

      Merion had tables of alchemy gear around him, and Taranis quickly cast a shield to protect himself and Quinn from any poisonous gas. Merion was nothing if not a sneaky fucker.

      "I should have known your fucking brothers would find you," Merion snarled and hurled a killing spell at Taranis. He groaned as he caught it with one of his own, disabling it and leaving his palm burning.

      "Ohh, that was a good one," he mocked before straightening. He lowered his sword and stepped closer. "I never meant to leave you behind on that battlefield, Meri. I thought you were dead, and I'm sorry."

      "Don't you dare call me that!" Merion hissed, his mask slipping to reveal the scarred and burned face underneath it.

      "I'm sorry that you felt like you could never find your way home. If you had somehow used your power to let me know you lived, I would have brought an army to rescue you. You were family," Taranis replied, keeping his voice steady. "We could have worked this out, Meri. I would have heard your story and forgiven anything you had to do in order to survive."

      Merion gripped his staff, gathering his power around him like a cloak of darkness. "And now you don't want to talk, Master? Don't you want to try and save me?" he mocked.

      "You lost your chance to be saved when you took my mate," Taranis snarled, his spell shooting low as Merion shielded high. It cut through Merion's ankles, making him scream in pain and fury as he fell to his knees. Thick, black blood pooled across the sand, the glamor melting to reveal the ravaged, unrecognizable face of his old pupil.

      "If I'm going to die, I'm going to take you both with me," Merion laughed. He screamed the cursed language of the Fomorians and used his blood to charge the spell.

      Taranis didn't think; he launched himself at Quinn, threw her over his shoulder, and tried to run. There was no counteracting what Merion had done. The rock and earth shook around them, and Taranis knew they weren't going to make it. He dropped Quinn and covered her body with his as the world collapsed on top of them.
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      Quinn couldn't breathe. Hot blood was trickling over her, but she knew it didn't belong to her.

      "Taranis? Taranis!" she croaked, her mouth filled with dust. They were buried alive, and he wasn't responding to her. Quinn tried to move but earth was pinning her down from all sides.

      "Think, Quinn, think," she told herself as panic threatened to choke her. The dragon knights were in the forest, and she knew they had a connection to Taranis. Would they be able to feel his pain?

      She remembered something Elise had said about mates sharing abilities. She had been trying to warn her about what would happen if she did accept Taranis.

      Quinn freed one hand and searched for Taranis's face about her. She found him above her, his whole body curled around hers.

      "Taran, Taran wake up!" she whispered. She searched for his jaw and found the faintest of pulses. Tears sprang into her eyes. He was alive. "This wasn't how I wanted to do this, but I need your magic, my love. I don't know the right words, but… Taranis of the Tuatha Dé Danann, King of Mag Argatnél, I accept you as my mate." Quinn wriggled in the rubble so she could touch her lips to his. "I accept you as my mate, so don't you dare fucking die on me."

      Red light filled the tight space between them, Quinn's body glowing with runes. Hot magic flowed over her like she had been dropped into lava. It lit up her mind like a thousand connections, all reaching out to the magic in the earth around her. A drained ley line under them pulsed weakly, and Quinn struggled to keep her sanity.

      Dragons! Help us! Avallach! Vidar! We are buried!  She cried out with as much telepathic force as she could.

      Quinn! Hold on! Avallach's voice reached her, and she sobbed.

      Taran's unconscious. He's bleeding. Quinn reached through the soil and found his hand. "Stay…stay with me, Taranis."

      Quinn's lungs hurt as her air started to run out. She had tried. She had got the message out.

      Quinn was starting to lose consciousness when the earth rumbled above her. She gasped as cold, fresh air hit her lungs.

      "We are here!" she cried out. She shut her eyes tight as the last of the rubble was moved from her. "Help, Taran!"

      "It's okay, Quinn. I got him," Oberon said, and Taranis's limp body was lifted from on top of her.

      "Are you hurt?" Avallach asked, his silvery hair blurry in front of her. "Dear gods, you are lit up with runes. No wonder I heard you screaming." Strong hands pulled her from the dirt, and Avallach lifted her up into his arms.

      "T-Taran…" she sobbed.

      "He's going to be okay. Bayn! I need help!" Avallach called. Quinn was transferred into Bayn's arms. The smoldering forest that smelled of blood and death fell away, and Quinn began to cry.
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      When Quinn regained consciousness, she was lying on a table in the laboratory. Charlotte’s face had flecks of blood and dirt on it as she hovered over her.

      "Welcome back, Quinn. Please don't move," she said.

      "What's happened?"

      "Your arm was cut up, but the rest of you seems to be fine. I'm going to finish cleaning all the crap out of your wounds, and we'll be able to get some healing patches on you," Charlotte replied. She passed her a vial. "Drink this and don't complain about the taste. I'm going to have a long night patching up the wounded, and I don't need any sass."

      If Quinn had the energy to laugh, she would have. Instead, she popped the cork out of the vial and drained it. It tasted like detergent and cough syrup, but she didn't complain. Warmth bloomed in her chest and traveled down her arms and legs.

      "Where's Taranis?" she asked. His blood was soaking her clothes, and she couldn't feel him in their bond.

      "He's alive," Charlotte replied and pushed her glasses up her nose. "Valentine and Lena are working dragon healing magic on him. He was crushed, but they believe he's going to be fine. Look at me, Quinn. He's going to be fine."

      Quinn nodded and burst into tears. Too much had happened in the last twenty-four hours. They were alive, but she had seen too much death that day that she didn't think she would get over it.

      "Did they find Merion?" she asked, sniffling hard.

      "Vidar did. He was a crushed mess and very dead. The creatures that were still alive also…dismantled…once the magic animating them was gone."

      "Okay, don't tell me any more. I'm going to have enough nightmares," Quinn said. She was relieved Merion was dead. That was a win.

      "Is she awake?" Reeve asked, coming into the lab.

      "Hey," Quinn replied and gave him a thumbs up. "Still alive."

      "Good, you need to shower and get to Taranis," he said and put down a bundle of her clothes. "Use the lab bathroom."

      "What's happened?"

      "You are his mate, and according to Lena, he will heal quicker if you are with him." Reeve helped Charlotte infuse the bandages now covering her arm with magic, and then he helped Quinn sit up.

      "You don't have a concussion, but please be careful," Charlotte said as Quinn stood.

      "I've got it. Shower is this way, right?" Quinn hurried to the bathroom and stripped off her bloody, dirt-caked clothes. She didn't even recognize herself in the mirror.

      Taranis needs you, she reminded herself.

      Quinn showered all the grime from her hair and body, every part of her already beginning to ache despite all the healing magic coursing through her. The dirt that came out her nose alone was enough to put her off visiting a cave ever again.

      With shaking hands Quinn dressed in the pajama pants and her sleep shirt. It had a picture of Balthromaw the dragon from Rick and Morty on it, with SLUT DRAGON written in big words. Quinn choked down a laugh. She had her own slutty dragon to find.

      Charlotte was already busy working on Lachie by the time Quinn got out of the shower. He had an arrow in his shoulder and was covered in blood.

      "Are you okay? I didn't even know you were there," Quinn said, rushing to his side.

      "It's just an arrow. Go to Taranis," Lachie replied through gritted teeth.

      Reeve grinned at Quinn's T-shirt and put an arm around her shoulders.

      "Come with me, my queen," he said, leading her out of the labs and up to Taranis's tower.

      The dragons, except for Avallach and Vidar, were all camped on the steps outside of Taranis's door. They stood as soon as they saw Quinn.

      "I'm glad to see you alive, my queen," Emyr said and hugged Quinn.

      "Is he…"

      "He's okay, I think. Unconscious but healing. Go on in," Owain replied and opened the door for her.

      Lena, Valentine, and Apollo were all hovering over Taranis's bed. There were bloody, dirty clothes everywhere, and all three looked exhausted.

      "Finally, get over here, Quinn," Apollo said and hugged her. "Don't you ever scare me like that again."

      "I'll try," she mumbled, a sob choking her.

      "Drink this," he said, pushing a red potion into her hand.

      "Charlotte already gave me a vial."

      "This one is special. It will help you sleep," Apollo reassured her. Quinn downed it, too exhausted to ask any further questions.

      Golden light was looped around Lena and Valentine's hands as they hovered them over Taranis's body. His whole chest and arms were covered in bandages.

      "What are they doing?" Quinn asked.

      "Mending his insides. I don't know. It was too complicated to follow. They know what they are doing," Apollo said and looked over at them. "This is the first time they have actually worked together. Maybe she'll stop thinking he's going to go dark side now."

      Lena didn't break her concentration as she gestured at Quinn. "Get into bed beside him. It will help speed up the healing. I didn't know you two had decided to mate before a battle. Reckless."

      "It was during actually," Quinn said and lay down on her side next to her battered and beautiful dragon. With drowsy whispers, she told them what she'd done to reach Avallach.

      "Fucking hell, so he has no idea you've done it?" Valentine asked.

      "The bond wouldn't have worked if he hadn't already accepted it," Lena pointed out primly. Valentine pulled a face but said nothing.

      "Are you sure you're not hurting anywhere, pet?" Apollo asked her softly.

      "I'm fine. Go fuss over, Lachie. He's the one who's bleeding everywhere," she replied.

      Apollo's eyes flashed with anger and dragon. "He's what? He wasn't supposed to go with the fae!"

      "Well, he did. Charlotte's looking after him."

      Apollo stormed out with another word and Valentine let out a long dramatic sigh. "You might come to regret telling him that, Quinn."

      "Tomorrow's problem," she said.

      Quinn placed her hand over Taranis's bandaged heart and tried to match her breathing to his.

      Come back to me, love, she whispered to him. Don't leave me all alone.
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      Taranis woke the following day to gentle hands unwrapping bandages around his chest. He opened scratchy eyes and found Quinn and Charlotte leaning over him.

      "What happened?" he murmured. Quinn's eyes immediately filled with tears. "Who has upset you? You tell me, Quinn, and I will—" She crashed into him, hugging him tight.

      "Not too hard, Quinn. You don't want to fracture his ribs all over again," Charlotte said. She smiled down at him. She looked utterly exhausted with dark smudges under her eyes. "I'm glad you are awake, Uncle Taran. Quinn can look after you from here." She winked at him and left him confused and disorientated.

      "You could've died! How dare you put me through that?" Quinn snapped at him. She leaned off him and scrubbed the tears from her face. "And you made me ugly cry."

      "You've never looked more beautiful," he said, and she leveled him with a glare that made his bollocks shrivel. "My memory is a bit hazy, sweetness. What are you angry at me for?"

      Quinn took his hand and held it to her damp cheek. "Look for yourself."

      Taranis reached for the bond between them and found something terrifyingly powerful had happened to it while he had been sleeping. He touched her mind and was flooded with images. Him fighting Merion, Merion collapsing the caves, her suffocating and…

      "You mated with me?" he croaked.

      "I had to. I needed to be able to telepathically call to the dragons." Quinn crossed her arms. "I'm sure there is a way we can undo it and do it again later, but I won't say sorry about it because it saved the both of us."

      Taranis stared in wonder at her. His mate. His brave, stubborn, clever mate. He cupped her face with his hands. "I'm sorry, there's no taking it back, Quinn. You're just going to have to live with the consequences of your actions."

      Quinn laughed brightly. "You need to have a shower and heal before you're going to be up for any consequences, darling."

      "Then help me up and come wash my back for me," Taranis said.

      "This is what I get for marrying an elderly person, I suppose," she teased, making him growl. "Oh, so frightening."

      "I'm going to have to fuck some manners into you if it's the last thing I do," he said as she helped him stand.

      "Yeah, yeah, threaten me later." Quinn helped him to the bathroom and turned the shower on. She stripped them off and helped him under the spray. She was covered in so many bruises, with a fresh jagged scar down her forearm.

      "You're hurt," he said, voice cracking.

      "I'll live. It was you I was worried about." Quinn soaped up a cloth and began to gently wash his back. If he didn't already love her to distraction, it would have sealed it.

      Taranis touched magic and felt it answer him more vibrant and alive than it had been for centuries. He staggered, bracing a hand against the wall.

      "We won," he gasped. "It worked."

      "Yes, we won. All the fae are whispering about the magic. Hedera's hair is blooming to her butt, and all of them are acting like they are high," Quinn replied.

      Taranis laughed and then began to sob. "I didn't think we would ever fix it." Quinn hugged him tightly, and he buried his face in her shoulder. There was still a lot of work to do in order to make sure the worlds were synchronized again, but they were already healing themselves.

      "More magic. You know what that means?" Taranis said, pulling back from her.

      "What? Why are you smiling?"

      "Healing power for days." Taranis’s ruby magic rolled out over them, healing all the remaining bruises and damage done from the battle.

      Quinn's body lit up with his mating runes in glowing ruby knot patterns. He kissed her hard, his hands sliding down her warm, wet body. She wrapped a leg around his hips, and he pressed her up against the shower wall.

      "I lied before. This is you at your most beautiful, shining with my mating marks," Taranis said, his hand moving to cup her pussy. "All mine. Finally."

      Quinn bit his lip, making him hiss. "I think you mean you are mine." She wrapped a hand around his cock and squeezed. "This is mine too, and you better be feeling healed enough to fuck me with it. I've had a traumatic forty-eight hours."

      Taranis grabbed her by her hips, lifting her up off the tiles and bringing her down on his aching dick. Quinn gripped his shoulders, a breathless laugh escaping her.

      "Fuck, I'm never going to get tired of this feeling," she said, her legs locking tight around his waist. "Never worry me like that again."

      "Never use yourself as bait again," Taranis countered. He took her wrists and pinned them over her head. He lowered his mouth to suck water from her luscious breasts. Quinn cried out, a delicious sound that had him driving into her even harder.

      "You took me as your mate while I was unconscious, Quinn. It wasn't how I planned to do things," he growled and scraped his teeth down her neck.

      "I saved your life. You should be grateful."

      "I'm grateful, but I'm still going to claim you the way I need to. You thought I had made you into my slut before?" Taranis laughed, dark and dirty. "You have no idea, mo fhíorghrá. I'm never going to let you go. You're going to be mine forever."

      "You're not the boss of me," she panted.

      "Oh yes, I am and I can prove it," he said. He licked the curve of her ear. "Come on my cock, Quinn."

      Quinn let out a strangled cry, her pussy gripping him tight as her orgasm shook her. "I…hate that you can do that."

      "No, you don't," he said. He put her back on her feet before bending her over the marble bench, fucking her until they both came again. Would he ever get tired of those sounds? Of having her scream his name in pleasure? He doubted it.

      Taranis dried a dreamy looking Quinn with soft towels before kissing her swollen lips. "I've decided that I'd like to keep doing this for the next month."

      Quinn pressed a kiss to the center of his chest. "Honeymoon is going to have to wait, big boy."

      "Why now? We fixed magic! The worlds are safe. We deserve it," Taranis argued.

      "Because we have a big, bossy family that is demanding a party tonight. Now that you are healed, there is no excuse not to have it," Quinn replied.

      "I was wrong… I'm feeling poorly. I need to stay in bed to recover. With you on my dick. For medicinal reasons."

      Quinn laughed loudly. "Sorry, honey, but I've already agreed to sing, and the fae have given me a dress."

      "It better be low cut," he muttered.

      Quinn waggled her eyebrows. "You'll have to wait and see. I'm only going to tell you that it's in your colors, so you better be dressed to match."

      "Fine. We'll go. But we are leaving early," Taranis grumbled, pulling her close. "I really don't like you getting your way all the time."

      Quinn pinched his cheek. "You'll get used to it."
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      Quinn had never been to a fae party before, and Chrissy had tried to warn her how loud and fun they were. She stroked the velvet skirt of her black dress and hoped that she wasn't the only one living her best Ren Faire life. Her dress had a wine red underskirt and shone through the low cut, laced up bodice. Her hair had been curled and pinned up in an elegant style, and she had done her usual stage make up. She looked banging hot if she did say so herself.

      "Taran is going to die when he sees you," Chrissy said, coming into her chambers. She was dressed in a deep green velvet, with golden leaves stitched on her bodice.

      "Okay, good. I'm not the only one looking like she's in dress up," Quinn sighed in relief.

      "Babes, this is the fae. They are always dressed up and will use the slightest excuse to have a party. Let's go. Von and the band are already set up, and if I don't introduce you to Layla in the next ten minutes, she's going to hunt us down."

      Layla was waiting for them at the bottom of the tower stairs. She squealed when she saw Quinn. "Oh my god, it really is you! I cannot believe you're Taran's mate!"

      "Quinn, this is Layla. She's perhaps the only person in the family that's a bigger nerd than you," Chrissy introduced her.

      "Guilty, and I absolutely give zero fucks. I can't wait to hear you sing," Layla said, looping her arm around hers.

      "Layla is forgetting to mention she's a princess of the elves," Chrissy chimed in.

      It was Quinn's turn to squeal. "The actual elves! Shut up!"

      Quinn had imagined she was going to like being in the family, but now she knew that she was going to love it.

      They chatted all the way down to the hall. It was full of fae, Ironwoods, dragons, elves, and wolf shifters.

      "Oh my god, this is better than I could have ever dreamed of," Quinn said, her eyes popping in utter awe. She wanted to paint everything.

      "I know. Isn't it the best?" Layla replied with a happy laugh. "Oh, look out, dragon alert."

      Quinn caught Taranis's gaze through the crowd, and he headed right for her, ruby eyes shining. He looked so good that Quinn wanted to find the nearest storage cupboard and do bad things to him.

      "My mate," he said and bowed low. He took her hand and kissed it. "You look utterly breathtaking."

      "Thanks," she stammered, her heart doing double skips. She really was the biggest sap. She stood up on tiptoes and kissed him. "Do you like the dress?"

      "I'm going to love tearing it off you with my teeth later," he replied, his arm circling her waist.

      "So kinky," she said fondly.

      His smile was filth itself. "You have no idea."

      Quinn was introduced to the rest of the family, Layla bouncing lightly on the balls of her feet as she introduced her to her mate, Arne Steelsinger.

      "Is there a rule somewhere in this family that we all have to be hot? Because seriously, what the hell?" Quinn asked when Tor rose to his feet to say hello.

      Layla tossed her golden head back and laughed. "I don't know, but it doesn't hurt."

      Quinn moved through the crowd, a horn of ale in her hands. She wanted to thank Avallach for pulling her out of the ground. She moved around two large fae in time to see Avallach bend down to say hello to a girl carrying a crossbow on her back.

      "That's a cute toy bow you have there," he said, sweetly. "Wouldn't you rather be playing with a dolly, little girl?"

      The girl moved so quickly, Quinn couldn't follow it. The bow shifted in her hands, and she fired a bolt, hitting Avallach in the shoulder.

      "What the fuck? You're not a girl! You're a goblin!" he hissed, picking her up and holding her upside down by the ankles.

      "I'm neither! I am an Ironwood! And you will put me down before I shoot your bollocks off and feed them to my dog," she said and pressed her crossbow into his crotch.

      "Moira! What the hell?" Killian cried out, pushing past Quinn. He took the girl from Avallach and set her up the right way. Her face was flushed, the bow still trained on the confused and bleeding dragon knight. "What is the meaning of this?"

      "He insulted me! Cora said that I have to meet any insult to my honor by fae law," she stated, her glare vicious.

      "Shit. Avallach? What did you say to her?" Killian asked, turning on him.

      "I only asked her if she wanted a dolly instead of a bow? How did I know that thing was real?" Avallach argued.

      "And he called me a 'little girl' and then a 'goblin'! I had a right to shoot him," Moira replied, lifting her chin defiantly.

      "You are a goblin!" Avallach snapped.

      Moira raised her bow, and Killian quickly stepped in front of it. Moira's cheeks turned red. "Out of the way, Uncle Kill. I'll handle this."

      "No. Stop it, the both of you! This is Taranis and Quinn's mating party! We just fixed the magic between the worlds. It's not the place for petty arguments," Killian said, turning on them both. "Avallach, go to Lena and get fixed up. Moira, stop shooting people, or I'll take your bow for the rest of the night."

      Quinn laughed loudly, making them all turn to her. "Please don't stop on my behalf. This is great entertainment."

      "Happy mating, Aunty Quinn," Moira said, the angry girl becoming sweetness itself before she turned back to Avallach and giving him a hard stare. "You're lucky you're so big. When I am grown, we will fight, and I will win." She strode away with her German Shepherd at her heels.

      "What in the Dagda was that?" Avallach said, his hand gripped tight around his bleeding wound.

      Killian laughed. "That was an Ironwood. Maybe steer clear of her for the rest of the night. She's at that age."

      Quinn was still laughing when Von caught her eye and tapped his watch. She had twenty minutes before she was due to sing. Taranis's warm hands encircled her waist, and he kissed her neck.

      "Come with me. I have a present for you," he whispered into her ear. Quinn followed him through the crush of people and into the meeting room at the back of the hall. He locked the door behind them.

      "What are you up to?" Quinn asked, rising her brows.

      Ruby magic encircled Taranis’s palms and a crown appeared in his hands. It was made of delicately carved obsidian and was inlaid with rubies.

      "My queen needs a crown," he said and placed it on her head.

      Quinn's eyes shone with love and mischief. "What did I tell you about calling me that? On your knees."

      "As my queen commands." Taranis lifted her up onto the table, pushing her skirts up to her waist. He pulled off her black panties before lowering himself to his knees before her.

      Quinn gasped at the first brush of his mouth on her pussy, her hands gripping his hair. He fucked her mercilessly with his tongue until her orgasm burned through her and made lights dance in front of her eyes.

      Taranis kissed the inside of her thighs before putting her panties back on and arranging her skirts. "That crown really does suit you," he said before giving her a filthy kiss.

      A heavy knock on the door had Quinn jumping in his arms.

      "Quinn! Stop fucking Taranis in there and get your ass on stage!" Von shouted angrily.

      "Oops, I'm late." Quinn hopped down off the table. "Quick, fix my makeup so I don't look like a hussy."

      Taranis's magic danced over her skin. "I prefer you with your makeup running from tears of pleasure."

      "Later, love, later," she said and hurried out the door.

      Von tutted at her. "So unprofessional."

      "It's my mating party! I can take as long as I want," Quinn replied.

      "That crown has already gone to your head," Von teased. He picked up his microphone. "Okay, everyone, shut up! Quinn is going to sing for us."

      Quinn lowered the microphone stand and pushed down all her nerves.

      These were her family and her friends, and it was her night. Nothing was going to bring her down. Queen shit.

      She found Taranis's face in the crowd. Love burned through their bond, and when her heart was so full, she couldn’t take it any longer, Quinn finally began to sing.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            EPILOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      Long, long ago before curses split the worlds, the human world and Otherworld of Faerie were as close as breath and heartbeat.

      Now, they had finally begun to heal again. Forests sprang with new life; the oceans became clean once more, and magic began to flow.

      A dragon and a woman walked along the high mountains of the Peak District. The damage to the ley lines was still hurting, and only together could they repair it.

      With bound hearts and moving as one, they placed their hands onto the earth. They became a healing conduit and sang to the magic binding the worlds together.

      After a long time, the magic began to sing back, and neither world was going to be the same again.
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      Thank you for reading ‘The Lost Fae Kings’! If you are wondering what adventure I’m going on next in the Fae Universe, it will be with our loveable Greatdrakes boys in 2024.
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      THE FAE & THEIR MATES

      KIAN - the Blood Prince, mate to ELISE. Rules in England and is technically in charge of all the fae residing in the United Kingdom. See ‘Kiss of the Blood Prince’ for his full story.

      ELISE - Kian’s mate, librarian extraordinare and cousin to FREYA.

      BAYN- the Winter Prince, mate to FREYA. Lives in a castle in Scotland. See ‘Heart of the Winter Prince’ for his full story.

      FREYA- Bayn’s mate, owner of antiquities businesses, viking badass.

      KILLIAN - the Night Prince, mate to BRON. Lives in Dublin and gets up to shenanigans with the IRONWOODS. See ‘Wings of the Night Prince’ for his full story.

      BRON IRONWOOD - Killian’s mate, eldest Ironwood sister, possessor of a god killing sword.

      

      THE LOST UNCLES

      OBERON - the King of Forests, eldest of the Tuatha Dé Danann. Mate to CHRISSY.

      MANANAN - the King of Seas, wielder of the magic sword Fragarach.  Mate to ELLA.

      TARANIS - King of Storms and Magic, the youngest of the brothers and only dragon shapeshifter.

      KYNAN - Deceased father to the Fae Princes and youngest of the Tuatha Dé Danann, married to RHIANNON.

      

      THE IRONWOODS (in age order)

      KENNA - The Matriarch of the family.

      DAVID - The Patriarch of the family.

      IMOGEN - Second eldest in the Ironwood family, consort of ARAWAN.

      CHARLOTTE - Third eldest in the Ironwood family, and the only magician, mated to REEVE.

      LAYLA -  Fourth eldest in the Ironwood Family, mated to ARNE.

      MOIRA - The youngest in the family.

      EXTENDED IRONWOODS

      CIARA - Cousin of the Ironwoods, sister to Lachlan, mated to TOR.

      LACHLAN- Cousin of the Ironwoods, brother to Ciara.

      

      THE GREATDRAKES (in age order)

      COSIMO - The Patriarch of the family, like Valentine, he can use many forms of magic but specialises in glamor and persuasion.

      VALENTINE - Oldest of the Greatdrakes, considered a prodigy, he specialises in many forms of magic.

      APOLLO - Second oldest of the Greatdrakes, he specialises in alchemy.

      BASSET- Third oldest of the Greatdrakes, he specialises in telepathy and psychometry.

      REEVE - The youngest of the Greatdrakes, he specialises in transmutation magic, usually in the form of ‘trash’ every day objects that he can turn into whatever he wants. Mated to CHARLOTTE.

      

      RE- OCCURING CHARATERS

      ARNE - An elf from Norway, friends to BAYN and TORSTEN. Prince of the Light Elves and son of VILI. Mated to LAYLA.

      TOR - an Úlfhéðnar wolf shifter from Norway. Friends to BAYN and ARNE. Brother to LINNEA. Mated to CIARA.

      LINNEA - Sister of TOR.

      ARAWAN - Welsh God of the Dead, ruler of the underworld of Annwn, IMOGEN’s consort.

      MORRIGAN - Celtic goddess of War. She attacked Dublin but was defeated by BRON. See ‘Wings of the Night Prince.’

      ALRUNA - Queen of the Light Elves in Midgard, mother to ARNE, mated to VILI.

      VILI - Morrigan’s third general, HAVI’s (Odin) brother, father to ARNE, mate to ALRUNA.

      HAVI - the All Father aka Odin, brother to VILI.

      LOKI - Trickster god, blood brother to HAVI, Father of FENRIS.

      FENRIS - Son to LOKI, wolf god, and first shifter.

      GUDRUN - Volvä (shaman) of Ulfheim.

      CHRISSY - Best friend to ELISE, mate of OBERON

      ELLA - Mate to Mananan
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      I believe that all monsters and villains deserve their happy endings. I prefer my clothes black, eyeliner winged, and books full of hot romance.

      Come say hi to me on Instagram, or keep track of all of the gossip early by subscribing to my blog newsletter at:

      https://alessathornauthor.com/alessa-news/

      Or, alternatively Follow Me on Amazon to get all the Newest Releases directly to your inbox.

      

      Thank you for reading  ROAR OF THE STORM KING! If you loved it please consider leaving me a short review or a rating on Amazon as it helps other readers find my books.

      Need more kick ass ladies and the men that love them? Keep reading for a sample of ASTERION, the first book in my bestselling ‘Court of the Underworld’ series.
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      Sing, O’ Muse, of the seasons of the world and how all that was lost was found again.

      Sing, of how gods and mythical creatures once roamed the lands of Greece, and of how Man became powerful, and the gods were forced into hiding.

      Sing, of when Greece’s economy collapsed and the land was on fire with the turmoil man’s governance had wrought.

      Sing, of how the gods returned to build a new world from the ashes.

      Sing, O’ Muse, of the new city of Styx, and the monsters that govern its underworld.

      Sing to me a new song, of a Minotaur, a Labyrinth, and a Woman…
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      Ariadne's hands were aching by the time the man's final breath came out in a wheeze of feta, onions, and sour wine.

      "Gross," she muttered, as she unwound the braid of golden threads from around his fat, sweaty neck. She snapped off one of the threads from the braid before she twisted it back around her wrist, turning it into a harmless bracelet once more.

      Using the broken golden thread, she tied the dead man's hands together in an elaborate cat's cradle. It was her modus operandi, a special way of letting his associates know just who was responsible for this kill. The cradle formed the symbol for 'abuser' in a language only Ariadne and her dead sister knew, her way of honoring Lia's restless shade in the afterlife.

      Even gentle Lia would have approved of this death.

      Ariadne scattered photos of Botsaris's beaten and raped wife around his body. Botsaris had been a pig of a man, and he'd squealed like one as he died. He'd given names, deals, offered her money, but she had held on until he stopped thrashing.

      Ariadne shoved the little black dress she'd been wearing into her oversized designer tote, before pulling out a bundle containing her tights and a singlet top and putting them on. Without looking at the bloated Botsaris, Ariadne slipped out the back door of the house overlooking Korinthos beach.

      Botsaris had been a cheating, abusive bastard, so no one would look twice at the blonde as she walked off the property and into the still busy nighttime streets.

      Ariadne dumped the tote bag, and the blonde wig into a bin at the train station and cursed under breath when she saw the red lines across her calloused palms. Botsaris had fought harder than she expected, and even with her callouses, she would end up with some bruising. She had no time to worry about it as she ran to catch her train.

      Wedged between a group of teens and two arguing old women, Ariadne settled back into her comfortable anonymity and watched the lights of the city of Styx grow closer.

      Almost twenty years beforehand, the ancient city of Corinth had been burned to the ground in the civil war. The collapse of Greece's economy, and the riots and military action that followed, had left many of the major cities in ruined war zones.

      Corinth had been one of the worst affected. That was when Hades, the Lord of the Underworld, arrived and claimed the rubble that had been left. In less than twenty years, the city had been rebuilt and was turning a profit again.

      Hades wasn't the only Old God that had come out of hiding, but the new city of Styx recovered the fastest, and Greece's new currency, the Nea Drachmae, had come pouring in.

      Ariadne had her doubts as to whether the god of the dead thing was true, but she did know they had to be something other. Hades had been prominent in the news since the Great Collapse, and whenever the cameras managed the rare shot of him, he still looked like a sleek forty-something businessman.

      Whatever Hades was, his media queen Medusa was made of the same stuff. CEO of Serpentine Industries, her skyscraper sat only a few floors lower than Hades's own pillar of black stone and steel. She ran a constant PR campaign worldwide to encourage trade and tourism to Styx, and it worked. Her blood-red hair and green eyes were famous the world over.

      As for the rumor that she had snakes in her hair, Ariadne had never seen them in any of Medusa's news programs. She was a recluse, but with the internet at her feet, Medusa didn't ever have to leave Serpentine Tower again.

      Like most kids in the Hellas District, Ariadne had grown up in the shadow of those two monstrous towers and with the rumors about the members of the Court of Styx.

      There was a running joke internationally that Hades had come back to make the New York City of Greece and had ended up with Gotham instead. The people who lived in Styx didn't find this joke amusing because they knew that Hades Acheron would eat the toughest of Gotham for breakfast before picking his teeth with Batman's bones.

      Only the tough survived on the streets of Styx, but despite its dark underbelly, Ariadne still loved the chaotic, violent, and often beautiful sprawl of it.

      Ariadne made it back to her apartment just as the sun was rising. It was a tiny one-bedroom in a slightly less dodgy neighborhood than the one she was born in.

      It was the one place in the world that felt like home. She had filled it with pieces of furniture and art from thrift shops and even managed to keep a house plant alive. It wasn't much. It certainly wasn't the opulent luxury she'd be living in if she had stayed at the Temple, but at least she didn't feel like every moment she was there, her debt was rising.

      Ariadne had a long shower and climbed into bed, knowing she had precious few hours before Minos decided to summon her to the Temple for a full debriefing of the Botsaris job.

      "One day soon, you'll never have to answer that bastard's call again," she said to herself like she did every day.

      I'll kill him, Lia, I promise.

      Curling into a ball under the blanket, Ariadne closed her eyes and let the nightmares take her.

      

      Ariadne managed to get five hours of sleep before she was in a taxi, heading into the city center. The Diogenes District consisted of six blocks in the very heart of Styx, and it had more money than the rest of the city combined. It housed not only the Acheron and Serpentine towers but also five banks, two courthouses, and more overpriced jewelry and luxury item stores than one city needed.

      It never ceased to surprise Ariadne that the city she knew disappeared as soon as the taxi entered the 'Dio Bubble' and everything was clean, shiny, and expensive looking.

      The taxi stopped in front of the Temple, and she paid the man a handful of drachmae before climbing out of the car.

      The Temple had earned its name thanks to the row of shining marble columns that stretched out along the façade of the mansion. Minos had grasped firmly to the nickname, even going as far as to have bronze lettering bolted into the marble to announce it to the world. What he didn't want the world to know was that the Temple was the training ground for Greece's deadliest assassins.

      Those that were rich enough or connected enough knew what the Temple really was behind its pretty architecture. Everyone else thought it was a finishing school for underprivileged girls, run by the philanthropist Minos Karros.

      Minos had his grubby hands in a lot of Greece's pies, from the stock market and real estate to oil refinery and shipping, not to mention that all the little priestesses that were raised at the Temple owed Minos a hefty debt. Ariadne felt like she would be a hundred by the time she paid him off.

      Schooling her face to pleasant neutrality, Ariadne walked through the polished black and silver doors and into the cold darkness of the mansion.

      Girls walked together in huddled groups, all wearing the pleated white chitons with thick black belts that were the Temple uniform. Lynx, one of the teachers in weaponry, gave Ariadne a nod in greeting.

      "The master is in the training rooms, Spindle," she said in greeting.

      "Thank you, Lynx," Ariadne replied politely, ignoring the watching students' wide eyes.

      Once they graduated, they would be able to refer to the other assassins by their chosen names, but until then, they were restricted to titles only. Minos said it was a sign of respect to be referred to by their titles, but Ariadne saw it as just another way to prevent the girls in his charge from developing any personal attachments. If he could've found a viable excuse to give them all a number, Ariadne was sure he would have.

      The training room was a rectangle pit of sand in a sunken floor. Minos was still physically fit enough to take on even his best students and liked to oversee certain aspects of their training himself.

      Ariadne paused by a wooden pillar to watch him hold a girl's arm in a lock behind her back. She was about ten years old, and her small face was red with anger and embarrassment.

      "Think, girl, how do you get out of this without a broken arm?" Minos demanded, sidestepping the kick the girl aimed at his knee.

      Ariadne's right arm ached, and she fought the urge to rub the place where he'd broken hers around the same age. Minos still hadn't seen her, but the girl's pain-filled eyes rested on hers, and Ariadne made a small movement with her left hand.

      The girl's left hand tightened into a fist and swung it back in a powerful strike aimed between Minos's legs. The strike cracked hard against the cup he was wearing, and he let her go with a jerk of surprise.

      The girl rolled and was up on her feet in seconds, the folds of her training chiton smeared with dirt and sweat. Ariadne clapped her hands loudly, and Minos's furious attention turned to her.

      "Well done, girl. I've found nothing slows down a handsy man like a good strike in the balls," said Ariadne.

      "That's a compliment coming from the High Priestess herself," Minos replied as he straightened out of his fighting stance.

      The girl turned to Ariadne and rapped her small chest twice with her fist. "Spindle."

      "Go on, you have javelin training with Lynx," Minos said to the girl, and she bowed before hurrying away. Minos watched her go before turning back to his visitor. "If she can keep her temper, she will be good priestess one day."

      "A bit of fire is a good thing."

      "Only if I can control it," Minos said as he joined her at the top step. "How did the Botsaris contract go?"

      "Easy. The man's wandering eye made him a gullible target."

      "It was in the news this morning. Your cat's cradle has all of Botsaris's associates shitting their pants and thinking they are next. I can't say I ever approved of you doing it, but it's become a symbol to fear, and that I can appreciate."  

      Ariadne laughed, just as he expected her to. Laugh at his jokes, make him think she loved and respected him, and keep pretending that she didn't want to crush his eyes between her fingers.

      “His associates should've taken the photos as evidence that he was killed because he was an abusive fuck, not for his illegal business dealings."

      "They are thinking about their own fat hides. I'll let them squirm a bit before I make them pay me for the evidence I have against them."

      That was the price Botsaris's own wife had to pay for the Temple's services. Enough evidence for Minos to blackmail his partners and take a nice cut of their future earnings. The man was diabolical sometimes, but Ariadne couldn't deny he knew how to squeeze out every drachmae he was owed. She followed him to his plush office and waited patiently until he told her to sit down.

      "I do wish you'd come back to the safety of the Temple, little Spindle," Minos said as he sat down behind an oak desk.

      "You know me. I like my privacy and the quiet after living in the dorms with argumentative girls for so long."

      "You know I wouldn't expect you to sleep in the dorms! You'd have a lovely space, bigger and much safer than that rat's nest you currently live in."

      Ariadne bit her tongue. At least the rat's nest was honest, and no one would try sneaking into her room in the middle of the night.

      Minos opened his laptop and put in his password. Ariadne and half of Greece would've loved to get their hands on Minos's laptop. Botsaris's associates weren't the only people he had dirt on, and if they all weren't scared of it getting leaked, or having a visit from one of his priestesses, Minos would've been a dead man years ago.

      "The Botsaris contract should prove to be the most lucrative one of the year. Your cut will make a nice little dent in what you owe me, and as always, a little bit extra in my Spindle's account so she can keep her freedoms," Minos mocked.

      "Thank you, Minos. You know your Spindle will always come when you call her." She gave him a sugary smile that made him sigh and nod.

      "I know, my darling, but a father worries when his favorite daughter is living unprotected in this dangerous city."

      Ariadne held out her hand to pat his gently, and he lifted it to inspect the braided gold bracelet looped around her wrist.

      "You are going to have to replenish the threads soon."

      "Well, someone has been keeping me busy the last few months," Ariadne replied. She slowly removed her hand from his and fought the urge to wipe it down her black pants.

      "That's because you are my best, Spindle. Styx is changing, and I'm old enough to feel when the city is restless. I tolerate your freedoms for the time being, but if I start to get worried, I will recall you back to the Temple permanently. Understand?"

      Ariadne felt the warning in his words settle like a cold weight in her gut. Was letting her have the apartment just another of his fucking tests? She wouldn't put it past the prick.  

      "Of course, pater. I will always do what you think is best," Ariadne said, ever the dutiful, devoted daughter.

      He smiled at her indulgently, and she imagined the day when she'd have her debt paid off, and she wouldn't have to suffer through any more of his bullshit.

      It was a favorite fantasy of hers, and it was right up there with the moment she'd wrap her golden braid around his neck and watch him squirm. She would get the revenge that she had spent the last fifteen years cultivating and enjoy every minute it took for him to die.

      "I have been working you hard. How about a week off? No summons, just regain your strength."

      "That sounds wonderful. Thank you. Is there anything else you need before I head out again?" Ariadne asked.

      "As a matter of fact, yes. I've got a gift for you," Minos said, opening the bottom drawer of his desk and pulling out a small black urn. Every thought in Ariadne's head shut down as he offered it to her.

      "Lia. I should've given you these a long time ago. I was waiting for the right moment when I knew that I could trust you explicitly."

      "I thought you would've disposed of these," Ariadne said, trying to keep the tremble from her voice.

      There was a long wall in the Temple gardens that his best assassins got put to rest. Like the majority of the acolytes, Lia hadn't even made it to graduation.

      "I was going to, but I knew how much she meant to you. Take them and honor her shade as you see fit."

      Ariadne took the cold jar and gripped it tightly. "Thank you, pater. Is there anything else you require of me?"

      Minos looked her over in a non-fatherly manner. "Maybe stop by the kitchens and eat something. I worry about what you're putting into your body out there."

      "That sounds like a great idea. I haven't eaten breakfast this morning."

      Ariadne had reached for the door when he cleared his throat. "One other thing, Spindle. If you interfere with my training again, like you did today, I'll break more than the girl's arm. Understand?"

      "Yes, pater. I'm sorry," Ariadne said and left his office before she climbed over the desk and shoved her fist down his throat.

       

      Ariadne was still fuming by the time she made it back to her apartment in the Hellas District.

      With the anger came the inevitable hopelessness that no matter how much money she saved or how hard she fought, Minos was never going to let her go.

      Giving her Lia's ashes was just another move in their silent game of wills.

      "Don't forget your mail, Aria," the ancient landlady demanded from her desk in the foyer.

      "Thanks, Mrs. Contos," Ariadne said politely. It was so rare for her to get any mail apart from the marketing flyers of the local shops that she had a habit of not looking in her box for weeks. She made a show of unlocking the box to appease the still watching Mrs. Contos, and she was surprised to find a yellow package inside of it.

      Ariadne stilled when she noticed it was addressed in her full birth name, knowledge she thought only she and Minos had.

      It would be impossible for anyone to identify her from fingerprints or DNA left at crime scenes. Minos paid good money to ensure that his priestesses didn't exist in any police or medical databases.

      Ariadne had burned her fingerprints off years ago, back when she believed all of Minos's bullshit and wanted to impress him with her devotion.

      Ariadne placed Lia's ashes on the mantel of the broken fireplace, turned on her coffee pot, and stared at the package on her kitchen counter. If someone knew who she was and what she had done, then the envelope could contain anthrax or any other number of nasties sent for revenge.

      "Don't be ridiculous," Ariadne huffed and tore open the package and tipped out its contents. Inside was a smartphone with a pin code written on a scrap of paper.

      "What the…" Ariadne tapped in the code just as the phone rang.

      "Hello?"

      "We are the Pithos, and we have a job for you, Spindle," a digital voice replied, and Ariadne's safe, anonymous world fell out from beneath her.
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      Ariadne took three deep breaths before she demanded, "If you know so much about me, you know I don't work freelance or take private contracts."

      "Minos Karros likes to keep a tight grip on his pretty assassins. Tell me, Spindle, how's that working out for you?"

      "I don't know what you are talking about," Ariadne said, even as her pulse raced.

      "We are offering you a contract. Your reward will be five million drachmae and a way to keep out from under Minos’s dirty thumb forever."

      "Why?" It sounded too good to be true, and Ariadne was too smart to bite that bait.

      "Pithos wants to get rid of scum like Minos that seek to corrupt Greece."

      Ariadne snorted. "Sounds too idealistic to be true."

      "I'm sure it does to a woman raised by a monster. We are monster hunters, Spindle. Destroy our monster, and we will destroy yours."

      "I'm not dumb enough to take you at your word. For all I know, you are Minos trying to fuck with me and test my loyalty."

      "There will be another package delivered to you within the hour. You have until sunrise tomorrow to give us your final answer. Consider what a life of freedom is worth to you."

      Ariadne knew she should call Minos straight away, tell him that some jerk gang called Pithos was out to fuck with his business.

      Instead, she drained her coffee, stuck the phone into the back pocket of her jeans, and went out. If another package was going to turn up in the next hour, she was going to make sure she saw the face of the person doing the delivery.

      "By the saints, I thought you'd died, it's been so long since I've seen you," Dimmi said as Ariadne made it to the food van permanently parked across the road. Dimmi was probably the closest thing she had to a female friend, so Ariadne made a point of giving her business at least once a week. Their friendship was another weakness, like the apartment, but one that she was determined to keep.  

      "Dim, I was here three days ago. Stop drinking on the job," Ariadne said as she took the bottle of juice Dimmi gave her through the van's serving window.

      "My darling, I'm not drinking. I miss seeing your beautiful face. You want your usual?"

      "Sure," said Ariadne.

      Ten minutes later, Dimmi's curves appeared out the back door of the van, and she sauntered over to the plastic table Ariadne sat at. Dressed in a leopard print dress with her curling black hair pinned up in a perfect sex kitten look, Ariadne knew most of Dimmi's customers weren't interested in her cooking.

      "Here you go; veggie kebab with extra hot sauce. You look like you need it."

      "Thanks a lot," said Ariadne, with a roll of her eyes.

      "I'm serious. Do you ever sleep?" Dimmi lit a cigarette and eyed her critically.

      "Not well," Ariadne admitted before having a bite of her kebab. The Temple had only fed them strict vegan meals with no sugar or salt, and when she had finally got the chance to eat spice, Ariadne thought she'd die from sensory overload.

      "This lack of sleep better not be because of a fucking man. I would advise you to move to women, but they are just as crazy. My last girlfriend stole my good GHD hair straightener and sliced up my favorite dress before she left. Bitch. At least men wouldn't think to steal your hair styling products when you dump them," Dimmi said sourly.

      I wouldn't know.

      Ariadne had a few brief messy encounters until she found better results doing it on her own. She had occasionally slept with a target to get close enough to kill them, but a real, adult relationship was beyond her experience.

      "All sounds way too hard to me," Ariadne admitted. She didn't hear what Dimmi said in reply, as all her focus zeroed in on a bike messenger. She took out her new phone and took a shot of him as he came out of the building.

      "Stalker much? What's that poor kid done to earn that death glare from you?" Dimmi demanded.

      "Nothing. Some jerk keeps putting creepy messages in my mailbox, and I want to find out who."

      "Guys are the worst. At least he hasn't started sending you photos of his dick."

      "Not yet, anyway."

      "If he does, we'll make a wall of shame, right here." Dimmi pointed at the blank, pink side of the van. "If he's a local, it's bound to flush him out."

      Ariadne laughed loud enough for people to turn and stare. "Thanks, Dimmi. I'll keep it in mind."

       

      Ariadne finished off her meal and an espresso before heading back into her building. A box was waiting for her, and when she opened it, she found a thin silver laptop.

      "You guys love your tech, don't you," Ariadne said as she turned on the power button. She had to admit it was the smarter way to do it. If you had that much information on a hit, then you didn't want to carry about piles of paper. Handwriting could be tracked, so could the type of paper used if you were desperate. Digital files were traceable, but if Pithos had the stones to go up against Minos, then Ariadne doubted they'd give over anything that could be traced.

      There was a single folder on the desktop, and when she opened it, the first thing she clicked on was a photo of the sexiest guy she'd ever seen.

      Broad-shouldered and ridiculously tall, the guy had olive-brown skin, sun-streaked dark hair that fell past his shoulders in lazy waves and a short, clipped beard. Even dressed in an expensive suit, he seemed an unlikely candidate for a corporate manager or a banker.

      "Gods, aren't you the prettiest contract I've ever been offered," Ariadne told the photo as she clicked open more files.

      A full information form came up, including a name; Asterion Dys. Something scratched at her subconscious like she was sure she'd heard the name before but couldn't remember where.

      "Have you been a naughty boy, Asterion? Oh my…it looks like it."

      Ariadne read through each file carefully. She had to hand it to Pithos. They were thorough. They'd even noted down his weekly schedule and who his closest bodyguards and staff were.

      According to Pithos, Asterion Dys was the owner of a nightclub in the Diogenes, and some type of illegal, gladiatorial fighting pit underneath it. It was a place that people died to entertain the rich, and millions were laundered through it every year to the benefit of Styx's worst criminals.

      The cops couldn't touch Asterion because not only did he maintain relationships with some of Greece's most powerful people, but Hades fucking Acheron owned shares in the whole operation.

      That made Ariadne pause. She'd killed mob bosses, politician's and other high profile people before, but she'd have to be stupid to want to fuck with one of Hades's friends or members of his inner circle.  

      Besides, if Pithos had all of this on Asterion, why did they need her to kill him? Why not do the job themselves? Ariadne gnawed on her bottom lip as she thought about how she could do it.

      Asterion looked like a big fit guy, so he'd be a fighter. It would make him hard for her to take down without the help of a sedative that she'd have to get him to ingest. That is if she could get past his bodyguards first who all had the look of ex-military or organized crime about them.

      The only time someone like Asterion would be alone was in bed. Just the thought of it filled Ariadne with tense excitement. It would be a nice change to try to seduce someone who was that good looking.

      Easy girl, you'd still have to kill him, remember?

      Five million drachmae was a lot of money to pass up. She'd been through all the files, and she'd found nothing that would be useful against Minos. If she took the job and Pithos only had money to give, she'd use up that five million just trying to hide from Minos's wrath.

       

      Ariadne woke at dawn, as the cell phone started to ring. She'd fallen asleep at the table, still reading.

      "Spindle, what is your decision?" the voice demanded.

      "I don't see anything on this laptop about Minos, so this job isn't worth the risk to me," she replied, stifling her yawn.

      "Look again," said the voice. Ariadne moved the mouse, so the screen lit up, and sure enough, there was a new folder.

      "How are you doing this?" she demanded. The laptop wasn't connected to the internet. She wasn't sure this part of Hellas could even support the network.

      "How doesn't matter. That folder is only a small part of what we have hacked off Minos's laptop. You'll get the rest when the job is done."

      Ariadne opened the file, and her jaw dropped open. Client names, targets, successful hits, ongoing bribes. She already had enough to burn Minos, but not enough to destroy him.

      Feeling as if she could see the first glimpse of her freedom in years, Ariadne whispered, "I'll do it."
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      Need to find out what happens next? Click here!
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