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Jingle Bells and Dragon Spells

Christmas at The Lonely Tavern

Book Two

Varn has endured one of the worst fates for a shifter - having his mate whisked away before he could even meet her. But now, fate seems to have granted him the second chance he never thought he'd have.

During the festive season in Wishing Moon Bay, he senses that she is near, a feeling he never thought he'd experience again.

After a long journey across the seas, Carys has arrived in town. And when they finally meet, it's everything Varn ever dreamed it would be. He's smitten with her. She's smitten with him. Everything's perfect. But then, just like that, it's as if they've never met.

As in, literally, never met.

Is a dark force from his past keeping them apart? Each fleeting encounter leaves Varn with fragments of memories and heartache for a love he can't quite place.

But they can't keep falling in love for the first time forever. If they can't find a way to break this curse in time, they may never remember the time they've spent together once she disappears back over the horizon.

Thankfully they're not alone, and the patrons of The Lonely Tavern will do whatever they can to help these two fated mates find their Happy Ever After.




Chapter One – Carys

The wind whipping at her hair and the sea spraying up from the bow of the boat might be behind them now, but the thrill in Carys’s body had only intensified as The Wind Raider gently floated in toward the harbor.

Although she had not seen this place for far too long, Wishing Moon Bay looked just as she remembered it. From the first glimpse of the brick walls of the various warehouses that lined the harbor, to the hodgepodge array of houses and stores that stretched out behind them, all nestled in the arms of the majestic mountains that made up the bay. Though today it looked as though the snowy mountains extended all the way down, almost to the shoreline, as the buildings were coated in thick white, which sparkled under the bright, late morning sun.

“It really is as beautiful as you made it out to be.”

Carys turned to look at Orimorn, his tall, slender figure draped in simple robes, who shuddered a little, not used to the cold conditions. “I told you I wasn’t exaggerating.”

“And I shall never doubt you again. I can tell even from here that this is a good place, full of good people and intentions.” Orimorn’s face took on a faraway stare.

Carys smiled wryly. “You’re right. But so is Mythia. Maybe without being as cozy as Wishing Moon Bay, but there’s plenty of good there. It’s just going through a tough time at the moment, but with people like you looking out for it, the kingdom will be okay.”

Orimorn nodded, trying to force a smile. “I just can’t stop thinking about how things would have been so very different. If we had managed to get all the leaders to agree to that peace meeting all those years ago.”

“We did all we could,” Carys reminded him gently. They had been thwarted at the last moment as they tried to broker a peace deal that would have seen neighboring countries united. But their plans had been scuppered by other, more powerful forces. Forces who had seen the united countries as a threat.

Orimorn shook his head. “If only the dragons from Cairnnor hadn’t decided to intervene, things would not have...”

“It does no good dwelling on the past. We can’t do anything to change what has happened. All we can do is strive for a better future. And now that the old dragon lord is defeated, we can move forward toward peace once again.” Carys took a deep breath. “As soon as the holidays are over, we will sail there and start our mission anew.”

Orimorn seemed calmer as he turned to Carys. “I know you risked a lot when you traveled to Cairnnor with me back then. I hope you know how grateful I am, and always will be, that you accompanied me to try to persuade the dragons to stop interfering with the Mythia meeting.”

Carys shrugged, the gesture hiding the resentment she felt inside for the old regime on the dragon isle. “At least the only reprimand we got was being ejected. You never know, we might even be able to visit again now that there is a new government in charge.” She took a deep breath. “But for now, enjoy the festivities here. It will do you good. And before you know it, we’ll be back under sail, headed straight for Mythia, and we’ll set things right.”

Orimorn smiled again, genuinely this time. “You’re right. I’ve got so much planned to see and do here that I don’t even think I’ll have time to worry about this new deal.”

Carys nodded. “That’s the spirit!”

She turned her eyes back to the fast-approaching dock to see two people at the edge of the jetty waving at her.

“Carys!” Aunt Elsbeth’s voice boomed across the harbor as the crew of The Wind Raider expertly moored the ship in the docks of Wishing Moon Bay. She often wondered if Captain Ronan used a touch of magic to aid his crew.

Carys leaned against the ship’s railing and waved. “Aunt Elsbeth! Marilla!” Carys hadn’t been back here for a couple of years or more, and until she saw her cousin and aunt, it hadn’t quite hit her how much time had passed.

And more than that, she only just realized how much she had missed Marilla, and her aunt…well, second aunt, since Elsbeth was Carys’s mom’s cousin. But Elsbeth had always insisted Carys call her Aunt Elsbeth.

And no one argued with Elsbeth.

“I can’t believe you are finally here!” Marilla shouted over the cacophony of loud voices and clanging metal that made up the soundscape of the docks.

“Me neither!” Carys turned to Orimorn, who watched her with an amused expression. “Well, I suppose this is farewell for now.”

“Indeed.” He gave a shallow bow. “But not for long. Enjoy your Christmas, Carys.”

“You, too.” Carys then clutched her luggage, one carpet bag and a trunk. She had learned long ago to travel light—something she was once again grateful for as she made her way toward the gangplank. “Thank you, Captain Ronan.”

“You’re welcome, Carys,” said the captain, humbly bowing his head as he gracefully lowered himself. “I’ll see you in a few days.”

Carys’s mood waned for a moment. “I’ll be here.” Her stay in Wishing Moon Bay was to be so very brief, but she would make the most of it. This was the first Christmas she would spend with family for three years. Her job paid no heed to traditions and holidays.

But she was here now, she reminded herself. And she planned to have the best time.

“Look at you!” Elsbeth threw her arms around Carys as soon as her feet touched dry land. “You look...” Elsbeth sighed. “So like your mother.”

“It’s good to see you, too, Aunt Elsbeth.” Carys closed her eyes as she hugged her aunt.

When her aunt finally loosened her grip, Carys opened her eyes and stepped back.

“Carys.” Marilla was quieter than her mother. Calmer might be a better word. She embraced Carys gently, her touch warm and comforting. “Welcome home.”

Carys felt a lump form in her throat. Home. It had been so long since she’d thought of anywhere as home, but if she had one, this place…these people, were it. “Thanks, Marilla. It’s good to be here.”

“Well, you must be starving after your voyage,” Aunt Elsbeth said, eying the ship warily. “And exhausted to boot.”

Carys looked over her shoulder at The Wind Raider. “The journey wasn’t too bad, actually. Captain Ronan runs a tight ship, and they’re used to having travelers on board, so it was all very civilized.”

“Well, that may be, but I’ll never understand how you can spend so much time on the ocean. It’s not natural,” Aunt Elsbeth huffed.

Carys smiled ruefully. “I have little choice,” she said. “It’s part of the job.”

“Well, let’s not talk about work right now,” Marilla interjected, sensing the tension as she took one of the bags Carys was carrying. “Let me.”

“Yes. No business talk, not when it will claim you from us again far too quickly,” Elsbeth complained.

“Come on.” Marilla linked her arm through Carys’s, and Elsbeth mirrored the movement as they strolled away from the dock. “We’ve prepared a feast to welcome you home. And there’s to be a gathering of the coven this evening. We’re celebrating both your return to us, and Liselle’s child’s first Yuletide celebration.”

Marilla sighed contentedly. “A tea party and plenty of food and good company. What a wonderful way to spend the evening. But first, Mum has cooked all your favorites for lunch.”

“If there is one thing I have missed, it’s your home cooking, Aunt Elsbeth,” Carys said.

“Now you are just flattering me,” Aunt Elsbeth said, but her cheeks flushed pink at the compliment. “Though I must say, I’ve outdone myself this time. I’ve made all your festive favorites—roasted goose with chestnut stuffing, candied yams, and, of course, my famous plum pudding.”

“My stomach thanks you.” Carys squeezed her aunt’s arm. “Although my waistline might not.”

“Nonsense, you look as if you need feeding up,” Elsbeth snorted. “All that foreign cuisine and long, hard journeys.”

Carys caught Marilla’s eye, and they both smothered a smile. Elsbeth had nothing against foreign cuisine. She simply did not like her niece spending so much time in faraway lands where she was unable to visit for such long periods of time.

But Carys knew how important her work was, even if her family didn’t fully understand it. As they walked through the cobblestone streets of Wishing Moon Bay, the scent of pine and cinnamon wafting from the festively decorated shops, Carys felt a pang of guilt.

She knew her visits were too infrequent, her absences too long. But the work she did as a diplomatic envoy was crucial, especially in these tumultuous times. Still, seeing the twinkling lights strung between the lampposts and the wreaths adorning every door, Carys couldn’t help but feel a wave of nostalgia wash over her. The familiar sights and sounds of Wishing Moon Bay during the holiday season stirred up memories of her childhood, of simpler times before her duties had taken her so far from home.

A time when she’d been a part of something small. Instead of something big.

But lately, her heart yearned for those smaller somethings. For those more intimate connections.

“Oh, look!” Marilla’s excited exclamation drew Carys from her reverie. She followed her cousin’s gaze to see a group of carolers dressed in colorful gowns and cloaks gathered in the town square, their voices rising in harmony as they sang traditional Yuletide songs. The sight brought a smile to Carys’s face.

“They’re out earlier and earlier every year,” Elsbeth grumbled, but when Carys glanced at her aunt, she had an excited, almost childlike smile on her lips.

“Perhaps you can try caroling this year,” Marilla suggested to Carys. “Especially if you know any exotic yuletide or Christmas songs.”

Carys laughed. “I’m afraid my singing voice hasn’t improved much since I left. I wouldn’t want to scare away all the holiday cheer.”

“Nonsense,” Elsbeth chimed in. “Your voice is lovely. You just need more practice, that’s all.”

Carys shook her head. “I am no match for you, that’s for sure, Aunt Elsbeth. But I have learned a few interesting holiday tunes from my travels. There’s this one Midwinter song from the Frostlands that’s sung entirely in whispers—they say it’s to keep from waking the sleeping frost spirits.”

“Oh, how fascinating!” Marilla exclaimed. “You must teach us later. I do envy you. All the places you see, the people you meet.”

“And I envy you, dearest Marilla,” Carys whispered to her cousin.

“Carys.” Marilla locked eyes with Carys for a moment. However, Carys broke away, her eyes captured by the old apothecary, where her mother used to buy her herbs to make her potions when Carys was just a girl. The large bay windows were frosted with delicate snowflake patterns that danced as though alive, just as she remembered it from all those years ago.

“I mean it,” Carys continued, more to herself than anyone else. “You have roots here, a place to call home, and people who love you. That’s something precious.”

Marilla squeezed her arm as they walked on through the streets of Wishing Moon Bay. As they turned the corner onto Moonstone Lane, Carys sensed a sudden tingle of magic in the air. The street was alive with enchantment, snowflakes suspended mid-fall, twinkling like tiny stars. A wreath on a nearby door burst into song as they passed, its pine needles swaying in time to a jaunty carol, and children played in the street, chasing each other around, causing the suspended snowflakes to swirl around as they passed by.

“Oh my,” Carys breathed, her eyes wide with wonder. It was as if she had been transported back in time, as if she were seeing the town through the eyes of the young girl she once was. “I’d almost forgotten how beautiful it is here during the holidays.”

Elsbeth chuckled, a warm, rich sound, reminding Carys of cozy evenings by the fireside, making spiced cider and telling ghost stories. “That’s the magic of Wishing Moon Bay, dear. It never truly leaves you, no matter how far you roam.”

“And the town always puts on its best show for the winter solstice.” Marilla sighed happily. “I’m so happy you are here to share it with us this year.”

“Me, too,” Carys replied.

They walked on, leaving the stores behind as they headed down quiet roads until they turned down a lane leading away from the town, bordered by snow-covered fields, where cows lowed, their breath visible in the crisp winter air. At the end of the lane stood Aunt Elsbeth’s cottage, a charming two-story stone building with a thatched roof and smoke curling from the chimney.

As they approached, Carys noticed recent additions to the garden—a collection of enchanted gnomes that waved cheerfully as they passed, and an archway of twinkling fairy lights that seemed to dance to an unheard melody.

“You’ve been busy,” Carys remarked, admiring the festive decorations.

Aunt Elsbeth beamed with pride. “Well, I had to make sure everything was perfect for your visit. It’s not every year we get to welcome you home.”

“Just wait until you see inside,” Marilla said with a roll of her eyes.

“Aunty,” Carys chided. “You didn’t have to make a big fuss.”

“If it makes you feel any better,” Elsbeth began, “it’s not just for you.”

“It’s for Koralyn, too,” Marilla explained.

“Liselle’s baby. Koralyn is just the sweetest name.” Carys nodded knowingly. It was one of the reasons she had made the effort to return home this Christmas.

“I know, I know,” Elsbeth replied. “He’s only a month old, and he won’t remember it at all…”

“But Liselle and Flint will,” Carys said gently.

“Exactly,” Elsbeth said.

As they stepped through the front door, Carys was enveloped in warmth and the mingled scents of cinnamon, nutmeg, and freshly baked plum pudding. The entryway was adorned with garlands of holly and mistletoe, and a massive wreath hung on the inside of the door, its berries glowing like tiny embers.

“Oh, Aunt Elsbeth,” Carys breathed, taking in the cozy, festive atmosphere. “It’s absolutely magical.”

The living room beyond was a winter wonderland. A towering evergreen stood in the corner, adorned with twinkling lights and shimmering ornaments, some of which were floating around the tree instead of hanging from its boughs. Garlands of pine and holly wound their way around the room. The smell of the leaves and the way they occasionally rustled, as if caught by a breeze, created an atmosphere of being beneath snow covered pine trees in the forests around Wishing Moon Bay.

“Come, come,” Aunt Elsbeth urged, ushering them farther inside. “Let’s get you settled and fed. You must be famished after your journey.”

As they entered the kitchen, Carys was hit with yet another wave of nostalgia. The room was exactly as she remembered—warm, inviting, and filled with the mouthwatering aromas of Aunt Elsbeth’s cooking. A large pot bubbled on the stove, and trays of cookies and pies lined every available surface—no doubt lying in wait for the guests of the gathering later.

“This is all…” Carys covered her mouth with her hand as tears pricked her eyes.

“Oh, dear.” Elsbeth shrugged off her coat and wiggled her fingers. The coat floated away to the coat stand that stood sentry by the front door while Elsbeth threw her arms around her niece. “Is everything all right?”

“Everything is just perfect.” Carys took a deep breath, inhaling the comforting scents of home. “I just didn’t realize how much I missed all of this, all of you, until now.”

Marilla squeezed her cousin’s hand. “We’ve missed you, too, Carys. So much.”

Aunt Elsbeth let her niece go and bustled around the kitchen, as she put the finishing touches to their meal. “Well, now that you’re here, we’re going to make the most of every moment. Sit down, Carys. Lunch’s almost ready. And take that coat off. It’ll be plenty warm enough in here.”

“No, I want to help,” Carys insisted.

“There’s no need…” But then Elsbeth pressed her lips together as she nodded. “All right. You know where everything is.”

Carys unbuttoned her coat and hung it in the hall, where she’d dropped her luggage as they entered the cottage. But before she could return to the kitchen, a shadow darkened the frosted window of the front door.

Her body tensed, an automatic reflex to unexpected guests, and she had to stop herself from shouting for security, or a bodyguard, which in this case would have been Elsbeth.

The doorknob turned, and Carys hugged the wall of the corridor, wondering whether she should duck into one of the side rooms, just in case someone dangerous had followed her to Wishing Moon Bay.

“Merry meet!” rang out as the door opened.

“And merry met,” Elsbeth rushed out of the kitchen, her face aglow with joy. “We weren’t expecting you so early, Liselle!”

Carys stepped back and pushed the tension from her body. She was home, not in the charged political climates of far-off lands. There was no danger here. Just family.

“Carys!” Liselle stepped inside. She was practically glowing. Maybe it was the smile on her face, framed by her silver-streaked hair, or just the twinkle in her eye, but Carys’ cousin looked radiant compared to when she had last seen her—she really had found a new lease of life since moving to Wishing Moon Bay.

And surely the little bundled up baby in her arms had something to do with it all.

Liselle handed the baby over to Elsbeth, as if she had a choice not to do so. “It’s been so long.”

“Liselle.” Carys hugged her cousin. She had missed this particular ray of sunshine and was looking forward to hearing from her directly how she had found a mate, a new home and a new business all in the span of last Christmas.

And hope bloomed in Carys’s heart. Hope that it was never too late to find a happy ending.




Chapter Two – Varn

“Varn!” Stan nudged Harry. “Look, it’s Varn.”

“Why, hello there, Varn.” Harry nudged Burt and nearly spilled Burt’s bread beer.

“Harry! Erm, I mean, Varn!” Burt wiped his mouth on his sleeve and then waved. “You’re back.”

“As you can see,” Morwenna gestured to the three older gentlemen. “The intelligence of my patrons has not improved since you left. Which is surprising, considering how much time they spend in my company.”

Varn cracked a slight smile at Morwenna’s dry remark. The familiarity of it all—the dim, cozy tavern, the friendly, if simple-minded regulars, even the ever-present sarcastic edge to the witch’s voice—was comforting.

It’s good to be back, his dragon said and puffed out a plume of smoke.

It is, Varn replied, although he had hoped when he returned to Wishing Moon Bay he would do so with his mate on his arm. Alas, that was not the case.

She eludes us still, his dragon said with a heavy sigh.

He nodded at the three men, their faces ruddy and jovial in the warm glow of the tavern’s hearth. It appeared they were under the influence of more than Christmas cheer. “Stan, Harry, Burt.” He turned to Morwenna. “I see you’re still putting up with this lot.”

Morwenna snorted, the delicate silver charms adorning her black dress clinking as she wiped down the bar with a rag. “Someone has to keep them in line. They’d be causing mischief all over town if not for my keeping them here. It’s a civil service, really.” She arched a gray eyebrow at Varn. “And what about you? Did you find what you were looking for out there?”

Varn’s smile faded, and he shook his head, a familiar ache settling in his chest. “No. No sign of her, even after a year of searching every corner of the realm.” He slid onto a barstool, the old wood creaking beneath his weight. “I’m starting to wonder if...”

“What you need is drink to cheer you up,” Morwenna interrupted, already reaching for a tankard, while the rag continued to wipe the bar by itself. She filled the tankard with a pungent smelling brew and slid it across the bar to him. “On the house. Welcome back.”

“On the house?” Stan arched a questioning eyebrow at Morwenna.

“If you would do us the courtesy of going off to a distant land for a year, I would give you a drink on the house, too.” Morwenna shot him a look as if challenging Stan to do just that.

“Thank you, Morwenna.” Varn chuckled as he accepted the mug of tart beer. “I have missed this place.”

“But not the beer, I’m sure,” Burt murmured under his breath as he eyed Varn’s free drink.

Harry waited for Varn to set his mug back down on the bar, then asked, “So, tell us all about it.”

“There’s little to tell,” Varn replied.

“You’ve been gone for nearly a year,” Harry reminded him.

As if we could forget, Varn’s dragon snorted.

Varn took another swig of the sour beer, the taste barely registering as his mind drifted back over the long, fruitless months of his search. The endless miles of flying and walking, the countless inns and taverns… All for naught.

“I searched. I pushed my senses to their limit, flew over thousands of miles of territories from the tallest mountains across the widest seas,” he said at last, his voice heavy with weariness and disappointment. “But nothing.” He shook his head. “Maybe it was just a dream all that time ago…when I thought I sensed her.”

It was not a dream, his dragon said sharply. She was not a dream. Curse ours and Flint’s father for imprisoning us, for whisking her away to who knows where.

Flint once offered to help us find her…maybe it is time we ask him to fulfill that promise.

“Have you ever considered…” Morwenna began, and all eyes turned to her. “That your trip was all an enormous waste of time?”

There was a moment of silence.

“A waste of time?” Harry’s voice rose in disbelief, his brows furrowing. “How can you say that, Morwenna? The man’s been searching for his mate!”

Morwenna shrugged, her charms tinkling with the movement. “All I’m saying is, sometimes fate has other plans. Maybe it’s time to stop chasing a ghost…”

Varn’s grip tightened on his mug, the dragon within him bristling at the witch’s words. “She’s not a ghost. She’s real. I sensed her.”

Morwenna’s piercing gaze met Varn’s. “And yet she remains elusive, like a wisp of smoke on the wind.” She waved her hand in an arc, moving her fingers. Then her voice softened slightly. “Don’t look so dejected, Varn. It’s against the rules to mope in here. Besides, I’m not saying give up hope. I’m just saying that you may have to let fate take its course. Let her find you. Something that’s hard to do when you are flying so damn fast all the time on a wild turkey chase.”

“You mean goose—”

“‘Turkey’ is more festive, Stan.” Morwenna folded her arms. “And it is the festive season, after all.”

The Regulars turned their eyes to the undecorated tavern.

“Look, my very festive dragon shifter bartender has been busy with his newborn baby,” Morwenna said. “If you want to decorate, you’re more than welcome to.”

Varn’s shoulders slumped, the fight draining out of him as quickly as it had risen. Deep down, he knew Morwenna was right. He couldn’t keep wandering aimlessly forever, chasing a dream that seemed to slip further away with each passing day.

But accepting that truth didn’t make it any easier to swallow. He’d spent so long clinging to the hope, the certainty, that his mate was out there somewhere, waiting for him to find her. Letting go of that felt like losing a part of himself.

Varn sighed heavily and took another swig of the tart beer, letting the burn of the alcohol sear away some of the ache in his chest. “Perhaps you’re right, Morwenna. I can’t spend the rest of my days as a nomad, forever searching.”

“That’s the spirit,” Morwenna said as she reached for the still cleaning rag again and began to polish a glass before placing it on the shelf above the bar. “And if you’re in need of a different one, Liselle’s just whipped up a new batch of festive themed spirits! How wonderful does that sound, hm?”

“Morwenna,” Harry said sternly. “You can’t possibly be asking Varn to give up on searching for his mate.”

“Can’t I?” Morwenna fixed Harry with a stare that would make most men quake in their boots.

“This is true love we’re talking about,” Stan reminded her.

“Varn deserves to find her,” Burt added.

“But as Varn has so obviously discovered, searching for a mate is fruitless.” Morwenna looked up as the tavern door opened. “Fate has a funny way of working…”

Varn did not need to turn around to know it was Flint who had walked through the tavern door. He got up from his seat at the bar and went to meet his friend.

A friend who had once been his sworn enemy.

A friend who had given him hope that happy endings were possible.

“Flint.” Varn clasped the other man’s hand in a firm shake, a genuine smile spreading across his face despite the heaviness in his heart. Flint’s presence always seemed to have that effect on him, lifting his spirits no matter how low they had sunk.

“Varn, you old dragon,” Flint said with a grin, his eyes crinkling at the corners as the huge man looked down at him. “You made it.”

Varn held out his arms. “As you can see.”

“Liselle will be thrilled. We weren’t sure you would get our message,” Flint said.

“It landed right on my lap, literally,” Varn said. “I was drinking tea in a small teahouse in the Sharpeak Isles when the pigeon flew in and dropped the scroll onto my lap, nearly causing me to spill my drink.”

Flint chuckled, shaking his head. “You can blame Elsbeth for that. She concocted a spell that used a location map and one of your shoes.”

Your shoes! Varn’s dragon rolled his eyes.

“I don’t know about blaming her,” Varn said. “I’d like to thank her for tracking me down.”

“You’ll get the opportunity later. She’s hosting a tea party tonight. Oh! And Ash said you were welcome to stay in his spare apartment for a few days.”

“That’s great, really, thank you.” Varn smiled. “And I can’t tell you how happy I was to hear that you and Liselle had a child.”

“Koralyn.” Flint’s smile softened at the mention of his daughter, a look of pure love and pride settling over his features. “She’s perfect, Varn. I never knew it was possible to love someone so completely, so instantly.”

Varn felt a pang in his chest, a bittersweet mix of joy for his friend and longing for what he himself had yet to find. “I’m happy for you, truly. You and Liselle deserve all the happiness in the world.”

“And you will find yours, too, my friend,” Flint said, clasping Varn’s shoulder. “I know it.”

Varn managed a small smile, but it didn’t quite reach his eyes. Maybe Morwenna was right. “I’m starting to wonder if it’s time to stop searching and just...let fate take its course. If it’s meant to be, it will be, right?”

Flint studied him for a long moment, his expression thoughtful. “Fate works in mysterious ways, Varn. Sometimes the things we seek are closer than we realize. Don’t lose heart just yet.”

“And you are in the right place,” Burt said, wiping a tear from under his eye.

“You are,” Flint agreed with a nod.

“Wishing Moon Bay?” Varn asked.

“No, The Lonely Tavern, of course,” Morwenna said as she handed Flint a mug of bread beer.

“Is that on the house, too?” Stan asked.

“You’ll be wearing it on your head if you don’t mind your own business,” Morwenna told him sharply.

“Morwenna is right,” Flint told Varn. “It might not look like much…”

Flint paused as the Regulars took a collective breath, their eyes on Morwenna, as if waiting for a sharp retort from the witch. But Morwenna merely snorted and waved a hand for Flint to continue, an amused expression on her face.

Flint grinned and took a swig of his beer, wincing at the sour taste before turning back to Varn. “As I was saying, it might not look like much, but there’s a certain magic to this place. It has a way of bringing people together, of making things happen when you least expect it.”

“Matchmaker Central, we like to call it,” Harry agreed.

“Matchmaker Central,” Varn repeated as he glanced around the cozy tavern, taking in the cluttered shelves lining the rafters, the rustic furniture, the constant warm lighting.

“It happened for me here,” Flint reminded Varn. “You remember?”

How can we forget when we tried to break Flint and Liselle apart? His dragon shook his head in shame.

That was the old us, Varn reminded his dragon. The us who was stuck in the past, who was out for revenge.

Varn knew what truly bothered his dragon. It was the idea that had started like a dark shadow in the back of his mind, but had grown, spreading its tendrils of doubt with each passing day of their fruitless search. The thought that maybe, just maybe, his behavior toward others, toward Flint, was the root of the reason he could not find his mate.

That fate had turned its back on him.

But as he looked around at the faces of the Regulars, at Flint who had shown him forgiveness and understanding, Varn felt a flicker of hope reignite within him. Perhaps fate hadn’t abandoned him after all. Perhaps, as Flint said, the things he sought were closer than he realized.

Varn felt his dragon stir, a tentative optimism threading through their bond. Maybe, just maybe, they were exactly where they needed to be.

That the invitation that had fallen into his lap, after being carried for thousands of miles, might have brought him back here for a reason.

“Thank you for the beer.” Flint downed the last of his bread beer and shook his head, his face screwed up as if he had been sucking on a lemon.

“Going so soon?” Morwenna asked.

“Is there something you need, Morwenna?” Flint placed his mug on the bar and arched a questioning eyebrow at the witch.

“You are my bartender,” Morwenna said.

“Your bartender who is on paternity leave and was going to take his far traveled friend out for lunch,” Flint countered.

“Err…” She looked around, and then her eyes widened, and she nodded. “Yes! Yes, there is in fact something that I need.” She bustled around the bar. “Something that will need two dragon shifters, and take approximately fifteen to, err, thirty minutes…”

“So the beer wasn’t on the house,” Stan said with some satisfaction.

“I have some very heavy barrels that need moving,” Morwenna finished, shooting Stan a sharp look. “If you two strapping young men wouldn’t mind lending a hand?”

Varn and Flint exchanged a glance. They both knew Morwenna well enough to recognize when she had an ulterior motive.

But we also know better than to question the witch directly, Varn’s dragon said.

And I am curious to know what her ulterior motive is, Varn replied.

Yes, because a witch as powerful as Morwenna could move heavy barrels with a flick of her hand, his dragon added.

Perhaps there’s something living in her storage room.

“Of course,” Varn said, setting his tankard down on the bar. “Lead the way.”

“Good, good, follow me.” Morwenna nodded and tilted her head to look past the two men toward the tavern door, before she beckoned to them to follow her.

She is expecting someone, Varn’s dragon said.

I believe you are right, Varn agreed, and that small glimmer of hope, that tiny flicker of possibility, burned a little brighter in Varn’s chest as he followed Morwenna through the tavern and down a narrow hallway through a door he realized he had never noticed before.

But he quickly extinguished it. For that same small glimmer of hope, that same tiny flicker of possibility had tortured him in all the long months he’d been away.

Whatever Morwenna’s motives, he was fooling himself if he allowed himself to believe that she was expecting his mate to walk through the tavern door.

Morwenna led them to a small storage room at the back of the tavern, its shelves lined with dusty bottles and casks. She gestured to a stack of barrels in the corner. “Those need to be moved to the cellar.”

“We have a cellar?” Flint asked.

Varn and Flint exchanged another glance before rolling up their sleeves and getting to work. As they hefted the heavy barrels, the muscles in their arms straining, Varn couldn’t shake the feeling that Morwenna had something up her voluminous black sleeves.

“That’s it, as quick as you like,” Morwenna said with a clap of her hands as she got the door for them.

“You do know this is my morning off, and after lunch I am expected at Elsbeth’s house with Varn. Her niece arrived on The Wind Raider this morning and we’re having a small celebration. Not to mention this is the first time she’s visited in three years,” Flint grumbled as he carried the barrel out of the room and into the corridor. “What’s this really about, Morwenna?”

The witch looked affronted, as if she had been accused of a crime she was innocent of. “Why, I don’t have the faintest idea what you mean, Flint. Can’t an old woman ask for a bit of help from time to time?”

Flint craned his neck to look at her, his brow furrowed. “An old woman, perhaps. But a powerful witch like yourself? I think not.”

Morwenna rolled her eyes and puffed out her cheeks. “Well, that’s gratitude for you, after I gave you a job when you were desperate. Don’t you think if I wanted to use magic for every little thing, I would need to pay a bar keep? Hum?” She leaned forward, her eyes boring into Flint.

Things have changed in the time we were away. Varn’s dragon chuckled. I would never have expected Flint to be so blunt with Morwenna.

“Yes, but you can’t boss your magic around, can you?” Flint retorted, but there was no malice in his voice. “Nor can you send your magic to serve people in the bar while you hide out in the back room when there is someone in the bar you want to avoid.”

“Now…there’s never ‘someone’ at the bar I want to avoid. I want to avoid everyone.” Morwenna wagged her finger at him. “Besides, I can’t help it if important things, needing my urgent attention, pop up from time to time.”

Flint shook his head, his eyes carrying a mischievous twinkle as he said, “Very convenient timing these things have.”

“Oh!” She stuck her finger up as if to silence him, her eyes out of focus for a second. “We’re done. Back to the bar.”

And just like that, she had them drop the barrels and shooed them out of the room and back toward the bar area.

“She seems crazier than she was before I left,” Varn muttered to Flint under his breath.

“Oh, she might seem crazy,” Flint replied. “But Morwenna is the wiliest person I know. She has all her faculties and then some.”

So what is going on? Varn’s dragon asked.

I have no idea…

“Liselle is here,” Flint said in surprise as he strode forward. “I thought we were meeting later, at Elsbeth’s.”

Varn frowned. What machinations did the witch have?

However, as they emerged back into the main tavern area, Varn’s gaze was immediately drawn to a woman with long, dark auburn hair tumbling down her back in soft waves. Something about the line of her shoulders, the tilt of her head, seemed achingly familiar...

Varn’s heart stuttered in his chest, his dragon stirring with a sudden, fierce intensity. Could it be...?

The woman turned then, as if sensing his presence, and Varn found himself at last, allowing in that small glimmer of hope, that tiny flicker of possibility…




Chapter Three – Carys

“Liselle. Is everything all right?” A tall, broad-shouldered man appeared from behind the bar and strode toward Liselle.

“Yes, Flint.” Liselle’s brow furrowed. “Why shouldn’t it be?”

“Because you’re here,” Flint replied. His eyes flicked over to Carys, but it seemed to take an enormous amount of effort to drag them away from Liselle. “I thought we were meeting at Elsbeth’s house.”

“Everything’s fine, darling, don’t worry.” Liselle laughed lightly. “We were just… Are you all right?”

“I’m…” Flint paused and rubbed the back of his neck as he looked at Carys with an odd expression on his face.

Charming. There was nothing like being stared at…

Talking of staring… Carys’s eyes were drawn to the person standing behind Flint, as if frozen to the spot, his gaze fixed on her.

There was something about him.

She swallowed hard as their eyes locked, and there was an instant attraction. No, it was more than that. It was an instant connection.

It was as if all her dreams had come true. As if all the wish stones she had thrown into the ocean here in Wishing Moon Bay had finally materialized, and somehow had taken the shape of a man. A tall man with sharp features and clothes to match, that hugged his lithe and muscled form. A man who she didn’t know she wanted, but had the creeping realization that she could not live without.

Carys found herself unable to look away from the man’s commanding gaze, which seemed to hold a depth of emotion that she couldn’t quite decipher. His dark hair fell in tousled waves, as if he had just stepped in from a windswept clifftop.

Like a brooding hero from one of her aunt’s romance novels she had secretly read on late nights when she couldn’t sleep on past visits.

But this man before her was not fictional. He was made of flesh and blood, and the way he looked at her made Carys feel more alive than she had in years. No, more alive than she ever had.

As if he had awoken a part of her that had been dormant, waiting for this moment. For this meeting.

As if in a trance, Carys found herself moving toward him, drawn by an invisible force that she couldn’t resist. The chatter and bustle of the bar faded into the background, and all she could focus on was the man before her.

Until she became aware that everyone in the tavern was staring at them.

“Oh, my goodness!” Liselle was the first to react. “Is what I think is happening, actually happening?”

A blush rose in Carys’s cheeks as she realized the entire tavern had fallen silent, all eyes fixed on her and the mysterious stranger. She swallowed again, her mouth dry, suddenly self-conscious under the weight of their collective gaze.

The man took a step toward her, his eyes never leaving hers. “I’m Varn,” he said, his voice deep and rich, sending a shiver down her spine. “And you are...?”

“Carys,” she managed to whisper, unusually shy under his gaze. “I’m Carys.”

Varn smiled then, a smile filled with intense relief. “I found you at last.”

“Erm…” Morwenna cleared her throat. “You found her?”

Varn blinked, tearing his gaze away from Carys as if the spell between them had been dampened for a moment. “What do you mean? Of course, I have. That’s her, I know it.”

“Yes, I know that’s her,” Morwenna rolled her eyes. “I’m just saying, remember what we just talked about?”

“It was…fate.”

“It was The Lonely Tavern!” Burt said as he raised his mug of beer to his lips. “It strikes again.”

“The Lonely Tavern?” Carys tilted her head, still slightly dazed by the sudden and intense connection she felt with Varn. “The Lonely Tavern strikes again? What do you mean?”

Burt chuckled as he set his mug down on the bar. “This place has a way of bringing people together. It has its way, working its magic on unsuspecting souls.”

“Varn wasn’t unsuspecting,” Stan reminded his friend. “We told him this would happen.”

Carys shook her head almost imperceptibly as she attempted to process Burt’s words. The Lonely Tavern, bringing people together? Working its magic?

Is this what the rumors she had heard about his place were talking about? Could a building be responsible for true love blossoming between two people?

True love. Was that what this was?

Of course it was. Varn was a dragon shifter. She could taste the metallic tang on her tongue.

“Wait. You told him this would happen?” Carys asked. She looked around at Liselle and Flint, and the other people in the tavern. “And I am the only one who is surprised by that?”

They both looked at each other and shrugged with innocent smiles.

“Apparently, the tavern has a reputation.” Varn ventured to step closer, cautiously, as if she might run if he moved too fast.

Her breath caught in her throat as Varn drew nearer. His presence was altogether unsettling.

In a good way.

She found herself leaning toward him, as if pulled by an invisible thread.

This must be the mating bond she had heard about between shifters and their fated mate.

“A reputation?” she managed to ask, her voice barely above a whisper.

“Yes,” Stan said excitedly. “For bringing together those who are meant to find each other.”

Harry nodded eagerly. “As if guided by the hands of fate itself.”

“And you all believe this?” Carys asked as she looked up at Varn.

“It’s hard to deny what you feel in your heart.” Varn placed his hand over his own heart. “And I know you feel it, too.”

As if some unseen force was controlling her, Carys raised her hand and covered her heart, mirroring his action. “I do.”

“Well, I think this calls for drinks…on the house, don’t you, Morwenna?” Stan asked hopefully.

Morwenna snorted, arching an eyebrow at Stan. “Don’t push your luck.”

“Come on, Morwenna,” Flint urged.

“Yes, where is your Christmas spirit?” Harry asked.

“In the fridge with the Yeti. Frozen and untouched, just like my new festive tray bake. Eggnog with pickle frosting,” Morwenna replied, but she was already reaching for tankards.

“Oh no,” Liselle wrinkled her nose. “Why don’t we break open a bottle of the new Yuletide gin I brought over yesterday?”

Burt’s eyes lit up at Liselle’s suggestion. “Now there’s an idea. The perfect way to toast our newly found lovebirds.”

“A special occasion calls for a special drink,” Flint agreed. “And you could look at it as not a drink on the house, but a way to test Liselle’s new brew on your most regular clientele.”

“I suppose there should be some taste testing,” Morwenna conceded as she reached under the bar and pulled out the bottle of Yuletide gin. Its label shimmered like frost in the morning light, and the liquid within swirled like a blizzard.

As the witch busied herself pouring generous measures of the fragrant, spiced spirit into glasses, Carys found her gaze drawn back to Varn. He met her eyes, a soft smile playing at the corners of his mouth, and she felt that tug again, that inexplicable pull toward Varn that she couldn’t resist even if she wanted to.

And she didn’t want to.

Every fiber of her being yearned to be closer to him, to explore this profound connection that had ignited between them the moment their eyes met.

As Morwenna passed around glasses of the shimmering Yuletide gin, Varn reached out and took two, handing one to Carys. Their fingers brushed, sending a jolt of electricity through her veins. She shivered, not from the cold, but from the sheer intensity of Varn’s fiery touch. His fingers lingered on hers for a moment longer than necessary before he released her hand, leaving her skin tingling.

“To Varn and Carys!” Flint raised his glass, a broad grin spreading across his face. “And to the magic of The Lonely Tavern, bringing together those who are meant to find each other.”

“To Varn and Carys!” the others echoed, clinking their glasses together.

Carys sipped the Yuletide gin, the warm spices, and subtle sweetness dancing on her tongue as she savored the flavor.

As the other people in the bar sipped their drinks, they subtly moved away from the newly mated couple, giving them space.

“You have no idea how long I’ve been searching for you,” Varn confessed, his voice low and filled with emotion.

“Searching?” she asked.

“All shifters search for their mates when they reach a certain age,” Flint said, casting a glance at Varn.

Carys had the feeling there was more to Varn’s searching than simply looking out for their mate, but she didn’t want to press for details now. There would be time for opening up, for discussing their pasts…and their futures.

What did this mean for her future?

Carys had always lived by her own rules and followed her own compass. Might this dragon shifter have other ideas?

“Certain age,” Carys arched her eyebrow. “That makes me feel old.”

Varn shook his head and raised his hand, flexing his fingers. “You are not old. You are perfect.” For a moment, Carys thought he was going to caress her cheek, and she leaned into him, aching for his touch. But then he dropped his hand to his side and took a sip of his drink.

He was…embarrassed? The flush in his cheeks certainly said he was.

This was not a man used to giving compliments, it seemed.

“So, do you live in Wishing Moon Bay?” Carys was good at making small talk. It was part of her job. But making small talk with Varn seemed so trivial, since they meant so much to each other.

Surely, they should be discussing where they were going to live, how many children they would have… The big stuff.

Is that what you did when you found your fated mate? Is that what Liselle and Flint talked about when they first met?

Surely not.

All relationships started with the small stuff.

“I’ve just arrived back here from overseas,” Varn replied.

“Overseas.” She nodded and sipped her drink. There, she had found common ground. “So have I. I arrived on The Wind Raider this morning.”

“You did.” His brow furrowed.

“Is there something wrong?” Carys asked.

“I don’t…” He pressed his lips together.

“Go on,” she urged. “You don’t…?”

“I flew in this morning, too,” Varn said, an edge to his voice. “In fact, I saw The Wind Raider. I sensed Captain Ronan and his crew.”

“But…you didn’t sense me?” she asked, with a raised eyebrow.

“No.”

“I get that a lot.” She waved her hand around in a large circle. “It’s like I have an invisibility cloak on where shifters are concerned.”

“You do?” Varn stared at her. Or maybe he was trying to focus on her with his shifter senses.

“Yes.” She nodded. “But you can sense we are mates?”

Goodness, what if the poor dragon shifter had made a mistake?

It would certainly make life easier.

Though she admitted it would be disappointing. Incredibly so, she realized.

“Yes,” Varn said firmly, his gaze locked on hers with an intensity that made her heart race. “I can sense it with every fiber of my being. You are my mate, Carys. There’s no doubt in my mind.” He paused. “And you?”

Relief came swiftly. She couldn’t deny the powerful attraction between them, the way her body and soul seemed to recognize him on a primal level.

“Me?” she asked.

“You can feel it, can’t you?” he asked, his gaze never leaving her face.

She hesitated, looking deep down inside herself. Was what she felt real? Or was she willing to believe in a fairytale ending, a happily ever after, because she wanted what Liselle had?

She wanted a man, a family, to set down roots.

But she also wanted to do what she loved. What she was good at. Her job.

She enjoyed diffusing situations; she enjoyed mediating conflicts and finding common ground between parties. It was her calling.

But Varn now called to her as well.

Carys took a deep breath, meeting Varn’s intense gaze. “I feel it,” she admitted softly. “This connection we share.”

“So can I,” Varn said with a tenderness that belied his passionate gaze. “I just don’t understand why I couldn’t sense you before.” Varn’s brow furrowed in confusion. “To think that we were so close to one another, and I had no idea. It’s as if something was shielding you from my senses.”

“I don’t have any answers for you,” she said. “But I’m here now.” Carys reached out and threaded her fingers through his, reveling in the spark of recognition. The rightness of their hands joined together. Varn’s grip tightened, his thumb brushing over her knuckles in a gentle caress that sent shivers down her spine.

“You’re here now,” he agreed, his voice low and filled with wonder. “And I’m not letting you go.”

The fierceness in his eyes, the possessiveness in his words, should have frightened her. But instead, Carys felt a thrill of excitement, of anticipation.

How could things not work out when fate had brought them together?




Chapter Four – Varn

Why can’t we sense her? Varn’s dragon closed his eyes and strained his senses to their limit once more. Nothing! No wonder we could not find her!

It was an alien feeling being able to see someone, and their mate at that, right in front of them and not being able to sense them.

Stay calm, Varn warned him. There has to be an explanation.

And what if that explanation has something to do with Flint’s father? Of that day back on Cairnnor when we were imprisoned for nothing, his dragon puffed out a plume of hot smoke. Of why we sensed our mate for only a moment in time.

A moment in time that had shaped their lives ever since.

Even now that he is long gone, he is still affecting our lives.

Varn grunted, audibly, and all eyes turned to him.

When he met Flint’s eyes, he knew the dragon shifter was thinking the same thing, too. That moment in time had been the reason he’d tried to destroy Flint’s relationship with Liselle.

The question he didn’t want to ask, didn’t even want to acknowledge, was would that moment, whatever his and Flint’s father had done all that time ago, destroy his relationship with his mate even now?

Not if we don’t let it, his dragon said fiercely.

But Varn knew there were things beyond their control.

“What the...” Varn stumbled forward, and Carys held out her arms to catch him.

“Oh, my!” Carys giggled as she held onto Varn while looking at whatever had bumped into Varn’s calves and sent him into her arms. Which he was not complaining about. The feel of her hands on his arms sent thrills through his body.

“Oh, this is Brushworth!” Stan bounced off his bar stool and came to join them. “He’s like one of the family.”

“He’s a sweeping brush,” Varn said bluntly.

That would make him part of the furniture, not part of the family, Varn’s dragon said, his mood lightening.

A part of the furniture with a spell cast on it. Varn’s gaze drifted to the strange witch behind the bar. He suspected she was behind everything that went on in the tavern.

Which means she is responsible for us meeting our mate, his dragon reminded him. She did stall us with the sudden need to move heavy barrels.

True, Varn agreed. But how did she know?

“Brushworth is more than a sweeping brush,” Stan retorted, as if Varn had insulted the brush in the worst way possible.

Brushworth seemed to think the same as it turned on the spot and swished away from them.

“He is?” Carys let go of Varn and crouched down, staring at the brush, which was now the center of the attention, and swayed a little from side to side.

Bashfully?

Could a brush be bashful?

Varn feared he was beginning to lose touch with reality.

But as long as this new reality contained his mate, he was okay with it. In fact, as long as his mate was in his life, he was okay with everything.

Everything? his dragon asked with a chuckle.

Yes. Varn sighed deeply.

“I think Brushworth was giving you a hint,” Flint murmured to his friend.

“A hint?” Varn half turned to look at Flint.

“You have just met your mate. She is standing in front of you.” Flint nodded toward the door. “Why don’t you take her out somewhere? I won’t mind if you’d prefer to spend time with her rather than go for lunch with me.” Flint gave him a wink.

“Out somewhere?” Varn eyed the tavern door with some trepidation. He had dreamed of this moment for so long. Of meeting his mate, of holding her in his arms, knowing she was real, that he had found her at last.

But after that? He’d always thought he’d have to rescue her from some creature, some brigand, who had kidnapped her from Cairnnor and spirited her away. He’d always imagined that he’d impress her with his fighting skills, that she would fall into his arms and then they would live happily ever after, just like the tales of old.

He’d never planned a date.

“You look a little pale, old chap.” Harry was by his side, guiding him toward a bar stool, as Liselle linked arms with Carys, and the two women talked quietly.

“He needs some advice,” Burt whispered conspiratorially.

“Advice.” Stan left Brushworth to his own devices and came to join them. “Well, sir, you have come to the right place.”

“We are experts,” Harry said. “In many fields, but especially dates.”

Behind the bar, Morwenna, who had been silently watching the proceedings while polishing the same glass as earlier, huffed. “Now, you are in trouble.”

“Don’t listen to Morwenna,” Stan said. “She’s teasing you. We have a lot of experience in dating.”

“Because you’re old?” Varn asked, and Morwenna snorted loudly.

“No,” Burt replied, not the least bit offended. “Because this is not our first rodeo.”

“Rodeo?” Varn asked.

He’s not expecting a rodeo to be our first date with our mate, is he? Varn’s dragon asked.

“You and Carys are not the first couple that have needed a little help along the way...” Stan gave a knowing nod.

“I’ve lost count of how many times we have set a romantic scene.” Harry waved his hand across the room. “Candle-lit dinners... Trials... Trips to distant kingdoms... And even some Christmas festivities. Hey, Flint.”

The Regulars all gave Flint a knowing look.

“It’s a good thing all of those couples were fated mates,” Morwenna began.

“Oh, come now, Morwenna,” Harry retorted. “You’ve enjoyed every minute of it all. Besides, it’s good for business.”

“I would not say every minute,” Morwenna countered. “Perhaps one in five.”

“Morwenna is an old romantic at heart,” Flint added. “And these guys are right. They are as much a part of bringing couples together as The Lonely Tavern itself.”

“Now, that might be going too far,” Burt said, but his chest puffed out with pride.

“So, tell us, oh wise ones, what should this new couple do on their first date?” Morwenna asked.

“Hm.” The Regulars all looked at each other.

“You like traveling, right?” Burt called to Carys.

Carys tilted her head from side to side. “Well…I travel a lot for work.”

“By water mostly, so we’ve heard.” Stan nodded.

Carys watched them warily. “That is how people tend to travel across the ocean.”

“And Varn, you lived on an island,” Harry ventured.

Varn mirrored Carys’s expression. “The dragon isles…”

“So you must like water, too!” Stan grinned. “So, how about a romantic picnic, taking a little boat out onto Lake Winnow.”

“I don’t…” Carys began.

“Oh, it’ll be perfect,” Stan said. “Cozy, forced proximity—”

“But you’ve also got something to do together, so it takes the pressure off you both a little,” Burt continued

“And the setting.” Burt puffed out his cheek. “Surrounded by the mountains, the reflection of the sunset on the water.”

“I’m not so—” Varn tried to cut in.

“We could even cater for you.” Stan’s eyes lit up. “We’re very proficient with a grill.”

Morwenna scowled. “They’re not going to want a barbecue for their first picnic.”

“Perhaps Nyara can prepare you something more fitting,” Liselle offered. “With her new catering company, it wouldn’t take her long.”

“I suppose.” The Regulars looked a little crestfallen at not being able to cater.

“And I’m sure there’ll be some to spare if anyone else wanted any. You know Nyara always bakes orc-sized pies. I hear her plum and almond cake is to die for.” Flint looked at the Regulars, who perked up at the idea. “And you could give them a bottle of that new spiced mead you’ve been working on.”

Liselle nodded. “That would be just perfect for this.”

Varn held up his hands. This was getting out of hand. “I—we appreciate all this effort, but it really isn’t necessary. I was thinking we would just go to a nice restaurant, perhaps.”

“Nonsense.” Stan waved him off. “It’s no trouble at all. Who could resist an orc-sized plum and almond cake… And spiced mead… If that doesn’t say Christmas, then I don’t know what does.”

Carys stepped forward. “I think Varn meant more…”

“I’ve got a good friend who rents out boats on the lakes around here. He’ll get you in even though it’s last minute.” Harry already had his phone to his ear.

Varn’s dragon grumbled. Once again, others are making decisions for us and our mate.

It appears so. But at least these folks seem to have our best interests at heart, Varn replied.

That’s what our father said, his dragon growled.

Varn glanced sideways at Carys, only to catch her looking at him before glancing away and smothering a smile.

I think I’m of the opinion that I don’t care what we do, as long as we do it with her, Varn said. If they insist on a picnic by boat, then so be it.

“I suppose if the experts in the field say that, this is a good idea.” Carys looked back at him. “Especially if they’re organizing everything for us.”

Carys seems to think the same, Varn noted.

Of course, she does. We are one, his dragon said dreamily as they watched her.

“It does seem an offer too good to refuse.” Varn nodded. He was simply not used to people doing things for him.

Without an ulterior motive, his dragon added.

But the only ulterior motive here seemed to be the promise of cake!

Morwenna chuckled and shook her head. “You three should start your own date-planning, match-making business. I don’t know how anyone goes along with your ideas.”

“Perhaps one day it will be us behind that bar.” Burt’s laugh was cut short by the most unamused expression Varn had ever seen anyone produce.

Morwenna is rather possessive over The Lonely Tavern, Varn’s dragon mused.

“How about another round of drinks to celebrate?” Flint asked, to defuse the situation.

“On the house, perhaps?” Stan looked expectantly at Morwenna.

The witch gave them a shrewd look. “It can be on the house, if by that you mean I take it out of Flint’s end-of-year bonus.”

Flint laughed and pulled Liselle in close. “How about as a gift to keep good relations with your best drinks supplier?”

Liselle gave a charming smile as Morwenna turned her basilisk gaze onto her. “Fine, but only because your wonderful wife’s drinks are the patrons’ favorite.”

Ducking behind the bar, Morwenna seemed to disappear entirely, except for her distinctive mop of gray curls still visible.

“I can’t tell if I should be excited or scared of what she’s searching for.” Carys laughed nervously as she stepped closer to Varn.

Varn stiffened.

Relax. She’s not going to disappear if you don’t keep focusing. His dragon chuckled.

I’m still not convinced, Varn replied, but he took a breath and let some of the tension go. He watched Carys from the corner of his eye, scared that if he watched her too closely, she might evaporate like a hazy dream.

“With The Lonely Tavern, you can never be too sure,” Varn said. “This place is quite…infamous.”

“So I’ve heard,” Carys said. “I’ve heard a surprising amount about this place. And not just from family and friends.”

“Really?” Varn finally allowed himself to turn to face Carys and bask in her beauty. “I heard you traveled a lot.”

“From Stan just now?” Carys raised an eyebrow and the corners of her mouth. “Then you’d have also heard from me that it’s almost entirely for work. There seems to be very little time for sightseeing. When I am not sailing the ocean to a port town or traveling with a caravan over land toward some distant city, I am shut away with various guilds or councils.”

“Have you ever flown?” Varn asked.

“Once or twice.” Carys looked up at him. “Though I’ll never say no when I get the opportunity to do so again.”

“Then perhaps an opportunity will soon arise.” Varn grinned. “What is it you do that means you must travel so much?”

“I’m a diplomatic envoy…but I’m sort of freelance for now,” Carys said. “I travel from place-to-place negotiating trade deals, brokering truces between kingdoms, carrying messages. Things of that nature.”

“Now I see why you have such a natural charisma about you,” Varn said, feeling suddenly bashful in the presence of his mate.

And perhaps a little unworthy.

Carys smiled bashfully and looked away. “And what is it you do, since you don’t seem at all bothered by my occupation?”

Varn tried not to let his expression turn too serious. “For now, I don’t really do anything. Professionally, I mean. But when I lived in Cairnnor, I spent my life as a…well, my father was a well-respected nobleman under the old dragon lord. So, I mostly did his bidding. Not always by choice. It’s my biggest regret, really.”

“You don’t say.” Carys looked back up at him, this time with more curiosity. “I have been to the dragon isles once or twice before… I had some…trouble. But surely, we would have moved in some of the same circles. I’m surprised we never met.”

She really doesn’t know how close we were, or what happened that day, his dragon said.

Varn took a deep breath. “I may be able to offer some explanation as to why…”

“All right then!” Harry clapped his hands together. “I’ve managed to get you the perfect boat for tonight just before sunset. It’ll be moored on the south shore of Lake Winnow, which isn’t that far from here.”

“That gives us enough time to get everything ready,” Burt said.

“Aha!” Morwenna reappeared from the bar, a small bucket in one hand, and a large bottle, covered in gold leaf in the other.

“What on earth is that?” Harry asked.

“Is it one of your brews?” Stan looked toward Liselle, who shook her head.

“Definitely not. My style is a little bit…understated, in comparison to that.”

“No, this is a little something I’ve been saving for this exact occasion.” Morwenna placed the bottle in the bucket, from which poured a white vapor as if filled with liquid nitrogen.

“This occasion?” Flint asked.

“Varn and Carys meeting each other, of course.” Morwenna clicked her tongue as if it were obvious.

“You mean to say you saved that for when Varn found his mate?” Burt asked.

“Oop!” Morwenna froze for a second. “Why, yes, of course, that’s what I meant. Even if he had found her in some faraway land, this would have been here waiting for him.”

“You really are full of mystery, Morwenna,” Liselle giggled.

“Of course I am. Someone’s got to keep things interesting around here.” Morwenna flicked her finger at the bottle top and the cork popped out with a loud sound, sending gold sparkling particles up into the air, eliciting ooh’s and ahh’s from everyone gathered in the tavern as they slowly floated down.

Varn looked down from the display at his mate, the soft glow from the sprites making her sun-kissed skin look like it was glowing.

He never thought this moment would ever come, but now that it was here, he didn’t ever want it to end.




Chapter Five – Carys

“I don’t think the boat is going to float on that,” Carys said as they finally reached Lake Winnow.

“Pity.” Varn nodded as they stared at the enormous expanse of water. That was frozen solid.

“But is it?” Carys grinned at him, and he grinned right back. “You didn’t seem that onboard with the idea of rowboats.”

Varn chuckled as they stepped closer to the small boats, all frozen in place next to the bank. “You didn’t seem fond of the idea, either. I don’t think I’ve ever been on such a small boat.”

They certainly seemed to be on the same wavelength. Which was a good start.

Shame the same could not be said for their first date.

“I’m not saying a boat ride was the worst idea,” Varn began.

“Oh, no, there are plenty of worse ideas,” Carys agreed.

“Like trying to have a picnic on the beach in the middle of a hurricane,” Varn said with a chuckle.

“Or going ice skating in the desert.” Carys liked the sound of his laugh. It was deep and rumbling, like the low growl of some noble beast.

“Precisely.” Varn grinned, his eyes crinkling at the corners in a way that made Carys’s heart skip a beat. Since they left the tavern, he’d become less guarded and more relaxed. Although she still suspected there was something he was not telling her. “But I have to admit, I was hoping for a more successful first date. Something perhaps more traditional, or even…simple.”

“Well, the day’s not over yet,” Carys said, her voice filled with a playful optimism. “I’m sure we can come up with something else to do.”

Varn raised an eyebrow, a questioning glint in his eye. “Oh? And what did you have in mind?”

Carys tapped her chin thoughtfully, looking around at the winter wonderland that surrounded them. The frozen lake stretched out before them, the ice gleaming in the pale evening sunlight that filtered through the clouds. Snow-laden trees lined the shore, their branches bowed under the weight of the fresh powder.

“Well, it seems a shame to let a good frozen lake go to waste.” She stepped away from him and summoned her magic, her fingers tingling with warmth despite the frigid air. She reached down and touched the ice before slowly pulling her hand back. Thin slivers of ice followed her fingertips up, forming ice skate blades.

Varn’s eyes widened in surprise, but his expression fell, and he looked unsure. “Ice skating? I can’t say I’ve ever tried it before.”

“Never?” Carys asked. “Then it’s about time you learned. And trust me, ice skating on ice is a much more common date than in a desert.”

“I don’t know. Dragons are born of fire. Not ice.” Varn looked around with only mild disdain. “Perhaps that desert isn’t sounding too bad to me right about now.”

Carys picked up the two pairs of blades and pointed one toward Varn’s feet. “Come on, it’ll be fun! I promise I won’t let you fall.”

“I’m not worried about falling. I’m more concerned about making a fool of myself in front of you,” Varn admitted.

“Nonsense,” Carys said, squeezing his hand reassuringly before she perched on the edge of a wall bordering the lake and, with a quick spell, attached the ice blades to the soles of her boots. “Everyone has to start somewhere.”

However, Varn still didn’t look convinced as he ran his thumb along the side of the blade. “It just seems too unnatural.”

“Do you know I find a man who’s willing to try new things incredibly attractive?” she asked, standing up and wobbling slightly on the blades.

“Oh, you are good,” Varn said, cracking a wide smile before edging toward the lake and sitting down on the wall.

“I am,” she admitted as he lifted his feet, and Carys repeated the spell to bind the blades of ice to the bottom of his shoes before she pushed herself up. “Come on, I’ll help you.” She skated toward him and held out her hand.

Varn hesitated for a moment before taking her outstretched hand and allowing her to help him to his feet and guide him onto the ice. His legs wobbled as soon as his skates touched the ice and he struggled to find his balance, gripping Carys’s hand tightly.

It was kind of adorable. Not a word she’d ever thought she would use to describe a tall, broad-shouldered dragon shifter.

“Steady now,” she said, encouraging him to glide forward. “Just take it slow, one foot at a time.”

Varn nodded, his brow furrowed in concentration as he took a tentative step forward. His foot slid out from under him, and he lurched sideways, nearly pulling Carys down with him. But she held fast, using a touch of magic to keep them both upright.

“I’ve got you,” she reassured him, a hint of laughter in her voice.

“I feel ridiculous,” Varn grumbled, but there was a fierce determination in his eyes as he righted himself and tried again. This time, he managed a few gliding steps before his balance wavered.

“You’re doing great,” Carys encouraged. “Just let me guide you for now until you get your balance.” Carys skated backward slowly, holding both his hands in hers as she pulled him across the ice. “That’s it. Keep your knees a little bent and your feet facing forward. Don’t worry about stepping for now.”

Varn nodded and began to stop tensing so much as he got used to the sensation of skating.

“Okay, now for the hard part.” Carys grinned as Varn shot her a dubious look.

“I guess this was all easy up until this point.”

Carys nodded. “Yep, but luckily you’ve got an outstanding teacher.”

“Then I’ll surely be a master by the end of this date.” Varn chuckled again. “What are my next instructions?”

“Well, if you ever want to ice skate without me towing you along, you’ll have to learn to propel yourself forward.” Carys brought them to a gentle stop and stepped away from him. She felt his reluctance to let her go, but he didn’t hold her back. “Let me show you. You want to keep one foot straight, and with the other, you turn it out a bit like a penguin. That lets you grip the ice. Then, just push off.” Carys glided forward, before spinning around to come toward him.

“And after that, just repeat?” Varn asked.

“You’re a natural at this.” Carys beamed up at him as she took his hand in hers again. “Now, let’s skate.”

It took Varn a couple of attempts to propel them forward, but before Carys knew it, they were slowly making their way around the lake, only having to help him balance now and again.

“You’ve got it!” Carys squeezed his hand. “Now, let’s start picking up the pace.”

Varn nodded, his grip on her hands loosening slightly as he gained confidence. Together, they made a slow circuit around the frozen lake, the crisp winter air turning their cheeks rosy and their breath into puffs of fog.

As they skated, Carys marveled at the way Varn’s large hand engulfed her own, at the strength she could feel in his grip even as he relied on her for balance. There was something incredibly endearing about this powerful dragon shifter allowing himself to be vulnerable with her, to put his trust in her.

“I think I’m getting the hang of it,” Varn said as he loosened his grip on her hand. But he didn’t let her go, and Carys wasn’t sure if it was because he was still scared he might fall, or because he liked the sense of connection that holding hands gave them.

“You know, for someone who’s never skated before, you’re a quick learner,” she said, smiling up at Varn as they glided farther out onto the lake.

“Remember, I have an excellent teacher,” he replied, not taking his eyes off the frozen expanse before him.

As they skated farther out, the ice beneath their feet seemed to sparkle and shimmer, as if imbued with a touch of magic. Carys felt a thrill of exhilaration as they glided together, hand in hand, the icy wind whipping through her hair and bringing a flush to her cheeks.

Varn’s initial trepidation had melted away, replaced by growing confidence as he matched her stride for stride. His eyes shone with a boyish delight that made Carys’s heart happy.

“So, a good first date?” Carys asked. “So far, at least?”

“Yes. I never imagined I’d enjoy this so much,” Varn admitted, his deep voice carrying a note of wonder.

“And I’m warming to the idea of a boat ride,” Carys said. “The lake is beautiful. Maybe we could come back in the summer and drift lazily along while enjoying that picnic.”

Varn lurched forward, and she tightened her hold on him. When he finally steadied himself, he let out a long breath that fogged in the crisp air. “A summer picnic on the lake sounds perfect,” he said, his eyes locked with hers. “I look forward to making many more memories with you, Carys.”

“You look as if you are afraid this is all a dream, that I am a figment of your imagination,” she said, suddenly somber.

“Part of me is afraid that this is a dream. My dragon has pinched me more than once to check that I am awake,” he admitted.

“Is it so hard to believe you have found your mate?” They made their way around the outside of the lake, the blades of their skates carving delicate patterns into the ice.

Varn was quiet for a moment, his expression unreadable. “I suppose a part of me had started to doubt that I would ever find you. And now that I have, I’m scared that you might disappear…again.”

“Again?” Carys stopped dead, sending a flurry of ice into the air.

“Yes.” Varn came to a wobbly stop and turned to face her. “Years ago. I sensed you on Cairnnor.”

“You sensed me? I thought you said you couldn’t sense me unless we are close, just like every other shifter I’ve met.” Carys shook her head as confusion reigned.

“I can’t sense you now. But back then…I’m certain of it. We were so very close.”

“Really?” Cary asked. Sure, she had visited Cairnnor a few times during her career, but she would surely have remembered if a dragon shifter had told her she was his mate. And if Varn had known that they were so close to each other... “I don’t understand. If we are mates, then why didn’t you come to me?”

“I was...detained.”

“Detained.” Carys puffed a plume of vapor into the air. “By something more important than your mate?”

She was overreacting; she knew she was. And yet she seemed unable to stop the sense of betrayal building in her chest. Wasn’t a shifter’s mate supposed to be the most important thing in their lives?

Yet something had kept Varn from seeking her out.

“I was imprisoned.” He hung his head, as if in shame, and her mood softened, her anger dissipating as she reached out and touched his arm. When he meant detained, he really meant it. He wasn’t just caught up in something else. Until fairly recently, Cairnnor had been ruled by a harsh, ruthless leader. There were any number of reasons Varn could have been thrown in prison. “But I could sense you through the stone walls. Then you disappeared. I thought… I figured you got on a ship and sailed away because when I was finally released, you were not on Cairnnor, and I could no longer feel you, no matter how hard I tried.”

His expression clouded, and he stared at her, his eyes out of focus.

“What is it?” Carys asked, feeling self-conscious, as if she had done something wrong.

“It’s like you are cloaked from me,” Varn finally said, his brow deep furrows. “And there are some…regrets I have from my past.”

“If you are worried I might have been on the dragon isle all along while you searched, then I can set your mind at rest.”

Set his mind at rest. Who was she kidding? She’d had enough dealings with shifters to know that there would be no rest for him after he’d sensed her.

“Tell me,” Varn demanded.

“I have only visited Cairnnor a couple of times and never for more than two or three days at a time, and this was some time ago. I was actually expelled from the isle due to some…political disagreements some years ago. So, when you searched for me, I was more than likely hundreds of miles away across the ocean. So don’t worry that I might have been right under your nose this whole time.” She slipped her hand down his arm and threaded her fingers through his. “Why don’t we go get something to eat?”

Varn nodded. “Yes.”

He seemed numb as she held his hand, and they skated back across the ice to where they had left the picnic basket Liselle had prepared for them. A picnic always lifted people’s spirits. At least in Carys’s experience. But she hadn’t had too many dealings with dragon shifters. Since, under the reign of the old dragon lord, the dragon shifters had been banned from leaving Cairnnor. She had not encountered many on her travels.

But Varn was also a man, and she had plenty of experience with them. Not in that kind of way... But a splendid feast, and excellent wine, had often changed the course of one of her diplomatic missions.

“I’m sorry,” Varn mumbled as they reached the edge of the lake and they both sat down on the low wall to remove their skates.

“For what?” Carys asked. “I have had the best time. I don’t recall the last time I had so much fun.”

“For spoiling the mood,” Varn replied.

Carys placed her ice skates down on the packed snow and half-turned to face him. “Our lives together are not going to be smooth. The road we travel will have bumps and hairpin corners, and we will have to make bridges over troubled waters. And through all of that, we will be there for each other. We will hold each other’s hands, we will support each other every step. Isn’t that what mates do?”

“It is,” he answered solemnly.

“And the way we do that is by being honest with each other.” She cupped her hand to his face, and he closed his eyes and leaned into her touch. “Don’t hide from me, Varn. I want to know the real you.”

He smiled and nodded. And then his stomach grumbled so loudly, it was as if his dragon had roared in agreement.

And maybe he had.




Chapter Six – Varn

The people in Varn’s past had been cruel. His father, Flint’s father, the dragon lord and his cronies... They had brought Varn and his mate almost together. They could have let them meet and be together. But bureaucracy and politics had gotten in the way.

Somehow, he and Carys had torn them apart before they even had a chance to make a connection.

Yet Fate, it seemed, had given them a second chance. It had brought them together for a second time.

And this time, nothing was going to tear them apart.

His dragon roared in agreement, eager to meet their mate, to feel her hands on his scales, to know for himself that she was real.

She is, Varn assured his dragon. Not only was she real, but she understood him. She understood what he’d lost all those years ago when their paths so nearly intersected. She was straight to the point and unafraid to hear the bad along with the good.

“So, Liselle is your cousin?” Varn asked, trying to make small talk, to learn more about his mate, while steering clear of anything too serious. Today was about celebration, not raking over the past.

There would be time for that later.

You’re right, his dragon agreed. This is our first date, and a first date should be memorable for the right reasons.

And that was a challenge Varn was willing to accept. With that, he picked up the picnic basket, and by the weight of it in his hands, he suspected Liselle had packed plenty of food.

She does have a dragon shifter for a mate, too, Varn’s dragon said. She’s aware of our appetite.

“Yes,” Carys said in answer to his question about her family. “At least she is a second cousin. Liselle’s mom, Katerina, and Elsbeth are my mom’s cousins. But Elsbeth made it very clear that she would never be a grand-aunt or a great-aunt. No matter what. And so I call them both aunt.”

Varn chuckled. “Elsbeth is a formidable woman. And a formidable witch.”

“She is,” Carys agreed, looking around. “Shall we go and sit on the boat and pretend we are having a picnic on the lake? I’d hate to have to tell the Regulars that we never ate it after all their efforts.”

“Sure.” Varn didn’t care where they ate as long as he was with his mate. “So, you are a Norwood witch? If you’re related to Liselle’s family,” he asked as they walked around the side of the lake toward the small rowboat, which sat on the frosty shore where a jetty was probably buried beneath the snow.

At least this is one boat you cannot rock, his dragon told him.

Funny, Varn replied dryly.

“Yes, I am,” Carys said with some pride. “It’s funny. That means a lot here in Wishing Moon Bay. My family name goes back generations to when the protection spell was first cast. But the farther I get from Wishing Moon Bay, the less it means.”

“You are judged for who you are and what you do. Not who your family is.” Varn stopped by the side of their boat. It was little more than a dinghy, with only room for the two of them, but it seemed good enough. Not that he had any knowledge of what made a boat good or bad. He had never been one for ocean voyages. There was little point in being stuck on a ship bobbing on the waves when you could fly over them much faster, and without depositing the contents of your stomach over the side of the railings.

“Yes.” Carys leaned down and inspected the boat before straightening up and pointing to another one a few meters up the shore named Little Minnow. “I think that one will do just fine.”

“Isn’t this the one that Harry reserved for us, though?” Varn peered at the name painted onto the hull. “The Lily Pad?”

Carys smiled endearingly at him. “It is, but I don’t think anyone else is going to be using any boats today. So I think we can take our pick.”

Varn looked at the two boats, comparing them, trying to see what his mate could see. But to him, a boat was just a boat. As long as there were no holes and two oars...

The lake is frozen, his dragon reminded him. Oars are inconsequential.

“Don’t tell me you have never been on a rowboat either?” Carys asked, resting her hand on his shoulder.

“Of course I have,” Varn blustered.

Thirty years ago, his dragon murmured.

It’s a good thing she can’t hear you, Varn told his dragon bluntly.

“Do you need a hand to get in?” He held out his hand before she answered. It was the chivalrous thing to do, but Carys was a woman of the world. Would he offend her with his offer of help?

“Why, thank you,” Carys said with a small smile. “Boats, especially small ones, can sometimes be unsteady. Perhaps not so when they are on dry land, but it’s good practice for next time.”

She placed her hand in his and he closed his fingers, resisting the urge to pull her into his arms then and there. Her touch sent sparks through his body, awakening a part of him that had lain dormant for far too long.

Varn helped Carys step carefully into the boat, steadying her as she found her footing. Once she was seated, he handed her the picnic basket before climbing in himself, the boat rolling gently under his weight.

As he settled onto the wooden bench across from Carys, their knees brushing in the small space, Varn held his breath, staring at her as he marveled at the sudden turn his life had taken. After years of searching, of longing, here he was, sitting in a boat on a frozen lake with his mate.

His dragon hummed contentedly, basking in her nearness.

Carys opened the basket and began unpacking an array of delectable treats—crusty bread, fragrant cheeses, plump grapes. “Liselle truly outdid herself,” she remarked, handing Varn a Thermos of soup, which was pleasantly warm in the cool evening air.

He twisted the lid and inhaled the aroma of rich tomatoes and basil, which brought with it the scent of summer. As he carefully poured the soup into the two bowls Carys set out on the wooden bench, he looked out across the lake.

And a sudden idea occurred to him.

The lake was ice. And he was fire.

The two do not mix, his dragon reminded him.

That is the point, he replied. Besides, do you want an excuse to meet our mate or not?

“What are you thinking, dragon shifter?” Carys picked up a bowl and cupped it in her hand, blowing on it to cool the rich red liquid.

“How do you know I am not thinking how beautiful my mate is, and how fortunate I am to be here, on this lake with her?” Varn asked.

Carys put her hand to her mouth and coughed as if his words had made her choke on her soup. “Flattering words, to be sure. But that look on your face had nothing to do with my beauty. You were thinking about something.”

“Are you a mind reader?” Varn took a gulp of his soup. It was delicious. He would have to thank Liselle the next time he saw her.

“Some people think so.” Carys cupped her bowl in her hands. “But I don’t read minds. I read body language. We each make small micro-movements that give us away. And when you were thinking about something, just now, you were not looking at me.”

“And what am I giving away right now?” Varn asked, his eyes drawn to the curve of her lips as she drank her soup.

“Oh, no. I am not getting into that game,” she told him with a laugh and offered him some crusty bread.

He accepted the bread and dipped it in his soup before eating it. “Then I’ll tell you what I was thinking.”

“I’m listening,” she replied.

“I was thinking that boats are meant to sail on the water,” he said.

“Only this boat has no sail,” she observed, and then looked up at the trees. “And even if there was a sail, there is no wind, nor water.”

“And your magic can’t help with that?” Varn asked.

“It could.” Her eyes narrowed at him. “If the lake was not frozen.”

Varn drained his soup and then stood up. The boat rocked a little, where their movements had broken it free from the ice surrounding it. “That, I can solve.”

“Oh?” Carys leaned on the edge of the boat and watched him.

Varn stepped out of the boat and took a good handful of strides away farther onto the shore before he turned and faced her.

This is the moment we’ve been waiting for all our lives, Varn said as he let his dragon take control.

The air shimmered around him, glistening particles of snow being brushed up into the air to join the crackling energy as Varn disappeared from the world as man, and an instant later appeared as a dragon, materializing out of air and primal energy. He towered above the boat, his red scales gleaming like fire against the pale whites and blues of the wintry landscape.

Varn could feel his dragon’s heart race as they saw the look of awe on their mate’s face.

His dragon bowed his head, inching closer to her as she stood up in the boat, leaning forward and reaching out to touch him.

The moment was electric. As her hands smoothed over his scales, a deep rumble of contentment rose from within Varn’s chest. His dragon purred under Carys’s gentle touch, relishing the connection they shared.

Carys gazed up at him, her eyes wide with wonder. “Even in my line of work, it’s not often to see a dragon up close, let alone one so…magnificent, so regal,” she breathed, her voice barely above a whisper.

Varn’s dragon huffed out a puff of warm air, ruffling her auburn hair. He lowered his head farther, and she cupped his slender, serpentine face in her hands before resting her forehead on his. They stayed like this, sharing their connection, their bond, for the longest moment, and then the dragon stepped backward, ready to bring their plan to fruition, to make sure this was truly a first date Carys would never forget.

He sucked in a breath before releasing a small, steady stream of dragon fire. The deep red and orange tongues of flames spread across the white-blue ice, which turned a deep crimson as the glow of the fire reflected off it. It looked as though the sun was setting in the depths of the lake.

The ice quickly turned into a thick cloud of hissing steam, which was pleasantly warm on the dragon’s scales, and caught the bloom of fire, as if adding clouds to the sunset scene unfolding before them.

Carys watched in amazement as Varn transformed the winter landscape before her eyes, melting swathes of the lake back into water. The dragon’s power was awe-inspiring, yet he wielded it with such precision and grace. When he finished, Varn shifted back into his human form and strode down the bank toward her, his eyes glinting with satisfaction.

“Shall we set sail, my lady?” he asked with a flourish as he pushed the stern of the boat into the water and stepped aboard.

Carys bowed her head. “I believe we shall, good sir.”

Carys turned back to face forward and muttered a spell. The gently steaming surface of the surrounding water took on ripples, disturbed by an unfelt wind that gently pushed the boat away from the shore and toward the center of the lake.

The mist now hanging over the lake shrouded them from the shore. The gentle lapping of the surrounding water was all they could hear. They had been transported to their own private bubble, where nothing else mattered but each other.

Carys sat back down, a contented smile playing on her lips. “Not bad for a first date, wouldn’t you say?”

“Not bad at all,” Varn agreed.

But she was not finished yet.

Her hands weaved an effortless spell, and the small lights, like fireflies, began to twinkle in the mist-filled air around them, casting a warm glow over the boat. The lights danced and swirled, winking in and out of existence, reflecting off the water like stars.

Varn took one last look around him before setting his eyes on the centerpiece of the whole scene—Carys. He reached across the small space between them and took Carys’s hand in his. Not only had she brought to life the lake he had transformed with fire, but she had also brought to life his hopes and dreams of his future.

“You’re incredible,” he murmured, his thumb tracing circles on the back of her hand.

Carys ducked her head, a faint blush coloring her cheeks. “I just wanted to add a touch of magic to the moment. To make sure it’s special.”

“It is special. More than I could have ever imagined.” Varn’s voice was thick with emotion. After years of searching, of longing, he was finally here with the woman of his dreams.

Carys leaned back, her head resting on Varn’s shoulder as she admired her handiwork. “Happy first date.”

And he swore this would be the first of many.




Chapter Seven – Carys

“So, what now?” Carys slipped her hand into Varn’s and relished the sense of connection they shared as he helped her from the boat onto the shore.

“What do you want to do?” Varn turned his eyes toward the sky.

Carys followed his gaze. The sun was quickly sinking toward the distant horizon, and soon the temperature would dip even further. She shivered, and he instantly wrapped his arm around her shoulders, pulling her close, sharing his body temperature with her. Her chills vanished as she felt the intense heat radiating from his whole body. Carys leaned into him, enjoying being this close to Varn. She hadn’t been held for so long.

“This is just fine.” She snuggled closer to him, and he laughed, a deep rumble that emanated from his chest.

“You’ll get no arguments from me.” He held her tighter and leaned down, placing a soft kiss on the top of her head.

Carys sighed, enjoying the moment. But then she straightened up. “Though we might have to settle for a stroll through town to my aunt’s. She has a welcome home party planned. If only I’d had ‘meeting my fated mate’ in my schedule, I might have been able to have her plan it for a different day.”

“Oh.” He sounded crestfallen as he stepped away. “Then we should go.”

“Hey.” She reached for him as he leaned down to retrieve the picnic basket. Grasping his sleeve, she pulled him toward her and wrapped her arms around his neck, her fingers tangling in the hair at the nape of his neck. “You are coming to the party, too.”

“I don’t want to intrude,” he began.

“Intrude?” She snorted and then covered her face with her hand. As she fought not to blush, she said, “You have no idea how happy my family will be. They have been trying to marry me off for years.”

“You’re teasing me,” Varn murmured.

“Just a little,” she replied. “But not about how happy they will be.” She inched closer to him. “Especially if you have treasure.”

He chuckled and placed his hand on the small of her back, drawing her to him until there was no space between them. “You are the only treasure I will ever need.”

“That’s fine by me.” She licked her lips, and then he claimed her mouth in a searing kiss.

A first date and a first kiss. This was an unexpected turn of events.

As their kiss broke, he inched away from her. “I also have a large hoard of gold and jewels that I would love to show you. It’s…tradition.”

Her expression clouded, and she ducked her head and took his hand, leading him up the bank to the pathway that led around the lake. She was more than familiar with dragon hoards, and the connection a dragon shared with their treasure. “I would love to see your treasure.” Sometime, she finished in her head. Right now, she did not have the heart to tell him she had to leave in a few days. That people were depending on her and she could not drop everything. Not even for love.

Not even for her mate.

But that discussion could wait. For now, she just wanted to enjoy the time she had with Varn.

They trudged their way around the lake, taking the road that led back to town. Carys felt almost torn for the first time in her life. Torn between her responsibilities and her desires.

There had never really been a moment in her entire career when she didn’t know where she belonged, where she wanted to spend her time. She had always been mindful of her responsibilities, and that others relied on her—sometimes for extremely important things—a fact that was not lost on her.

But now, as a dusting of snow swirled around her and Varn in the evening sun, she didn’t want to return to any kind of responsibility. Whether that was the party being thrown in her honor, or the fact that she had an important meeting far across the sea to attend. All she really wanted to do was spend time with Varn, doing anything, as long as they were together.

She felt a pang of guilt. Her family had apparently been planning this coming home party for some time, and these negotiations she had to attend had been long in the making. How on earth could she now be seriously thinking whether Varn was more important than either?

The two of them would have to make compromises for her work.

But as she glanced up at him, and saw his deep, dark gaze on her, she knew that this feeling was now a part of her. Carys took a deep breath of the sharp, cold air. They would make it work. From what she now knew about Varn, he had not had a dissimilar life to her. He would understand. Perhaps they’d even be able to work together.

Now that would be something.

“What are you thinking about?” Varn asked in a low, curious tone.

“Just what our lives might look like together,” she said.

“And what does it look like?” Varn asked.

Carys looked down for a moment. “Do you have many responsibilities, Varn? Ties to people or places? Things that have to be addressed, no matter what?”

Varn blew out a breath, which fogged up in a cloud in front of his face. “I used to. There was a time when I felt like I didn’t belong to myself, that I had no time for anything other than work, and for my betters.”

“How did you find it?”

Varn frowned. “I used to think I liked it. Well, I did not like it, but I was proud of the fact that I was important, I suppose. That people relied on me.”

“And now?” Carys looked up at him.

“Now I have none of those things. Since the fall of the old dragon regime, everything I thought was important is gone. I was lost, directionless, and bitter for a long time. But now?” He met her eye. “I think I prefer it now.”

Carys smiled at him, but as she looked away, it turned into more of a grimace. She was not looking forward to telling him that she was much like the person Varn was glad he no longer was.

Her doubts were forgotten when she looked up to see several warm, glowing lights in the distance. At first, she thought it was the lights of town, but they hadn’t been walking for very long, and as she squinted into the falling snow, she realized that some of them were moving.

“Do you smell that?” Varn asked.

Carys inhaled, and the scent of chestnuts, wood smoke, and spices washed over her, chasing away any thoughts of having to talk with Varn away.

“It’s a Christmas market, all the way out here?” Carys asked.

“It would seem so.”

“Should we go and check it out?” Carys asked.

Varn paused. “Didn’t you need to be back for that party?”

Carys nodded. He was right. But she wasn’t ready for this first date to finish yet. “I’m sure they’ll be more than understanding if we’re a little late, considering the circumstances.”

Varn broke into a smile. “I’m sure they will be.”

Carys once again took his hand in hers and together they stepped off the path and waded through the ankle-deep snow, holding onto each other any time they tripped up in the deep snow with a laugh.

They were soon amongst pitched canvas tents, which sparkled like frost in the lantern lights. Small crowds of people wrapped up in cloaks and scarves meandered between them, full of smiles and ‘merry meets’ as they perused the various offerings.

In the center of the market was a large fire with log benches around where people sat and chatted and drank and ate, as sparks drifted up into the night air, occasionally forming the shape of reindeer or polar bears or any number of festive creatures.

As Carys walked through the gathering, they peered into a few of the tents to see things on offer, from carved wooden toys and sparkling ornaments to traditional teas and yuletide spell ingredients.

“Hey, look at that.” Carys pointed into a tent filled with snow globes.

“Huh.” Varn saw the snow globe of a dragon in flight, floating impossibly in the small glass panorama, over a wintry beach scene. Occasionally, a small stream of blue fire came from its open mouth, causing the snowflakes within to swirl up dramatically.

“We should get it.” Carys reached into her purse.

“I’ve never been one for collectibles.”

“Not for us, silly.” Carys laughed. “For Koralyn. We’re celebrating her first winter solstice, after all.”

“That’s something we all have in common then,” Varn chuckled as he caught the stall owner’s attention. “Perhaps we should buy two.” Varn glanced at her.

“For who?”

“Well…one day…perhaps we’ll be celebrating our child’s first yuletide.”

Carys blinked at him. Perhaps she hadn’t been the only one thinking about what their future together might look like.

“If that’s what you want, of course.” Varn finished quickly.

“Perhaps one day I will, but we’ve got some time until we need to decide,” Carys laughed, a little more nervously than she had hoped.

If Varn was already dreaming of them being settled down enough for children, she really wasn’t sure if he was ready to hear that she wasn’t nearly finished with work and traveling.

After buying the snow globe, and a cup of warming mulled cider each, they made their way out of the little market, and continued toward the outskirts of Wishing Moon Bay, staying on the quieter roads away from the festivities as they made their way to her aunt’s.

She had spent more time than most in places where safety was not always guaranteed in her line of duty. But she could not recall the last time she was this nervous as she and Varn rounded the street corner and headed toward Aunt Elsbeth’s house.

They would welcome him with open arms. She knew that for certain. Sure, there might be some remarks—particularly about their tardiness, which was unheard of from her—but they would be good-natured and playful. Certainly, there would be no malice toward her dragon-shifter mate.

So why did her stomach churn with apprehension? Perhaps it was the significance of this moment—introducing Varn to her family, in her hometown, for the first time. It felt like a momentous step, one that would irrevocably intertwine their lives and futures.

Or perhaps it was because this afternoon had been so perfect. A dream. But once she walked into her aunt’s house, they would be back in the real world.

As they approached the cheerfully lit house, Carys could hear the muffled sounds of music and laughter drifting out to greet them. The scent of her aunt’s famous spiced cider perfumed the crisp evening air. Carys paused at the bottom of the porch steps and turned to face Varn.

“Ready?” She searched his eyes, which glowed with unmasked desire in the deepening twilight, making her shiver.

“With you by my side, I’m ready for anything.” Varn’s deep voice was steady and sure. He squeezed her hand reassuringly.

He sure said the cheesiest things. But she liked it. Varn was so steady. Like a rock, solid and unwavering.

“You might think twice when you meet my aunt’s coven. She looked up at him, and then together, they climbed the porch steps and stood before the front door.

Should she knock or go straight inside?

Carys felt kind of stupid as she stood there, her hand clenched at her side. She hadn’t ever knocked on her aunt’s door. They were family.

But after meeting Varn, after spending the afternoon with him…she felt different.

But before she had to solve the dilemma, the door swung open, revealing Aunt Elsbeth’s beaming face. “Carys, you’re home! And Varn. Welcome!” She engulfed Carys in a warm hug before taking her and pulling her inside the house. “Everyone is so excited. A dragon shifter in the family. We have never had one of those before. Well, apart from Flint, of course.”

Carys glanced up at her mate and he flashed her a smile that made her stomach flip. But then they were inside the house. The door closed on the world outside, and she only hoped that she could hold on to the magic spell that had been cast over them since they left the tavern.

For tonight, and for the rest of their lives.




Chapter Eight – Varn

Varn had never been part of a big family. In some ways, he felt as if he had never been part of a family at all, any time spent with his father felt more akin to a strategy meeting than anything else.

So being thrust into the midst of Carys’s warm, and in some ways overpowering family, held the same dread as being thrown into a pit of vipers.

At least, it might have, if her family and her aunt’s coven were not quite so welcoming.

In a somewhat intimidating way, nonetheless, his dragon said, as one of the coven members, Wilhelmina, thrust a plate filled with delicious cream cakes under his nose.

“Try the lemon meringue,” Wilhelmina urged with a warm smile and the plate of cakes in her hands. “It’s an old family recipe, passed down through generations of witches in my lineage. It’s to die for.”

And you might die if you don’t try them, his dragon said dryly at what had sounded like a command. Witches had never truly been their thing.

Varn hesitantly accepted the meringue, careful not to crush the delicate confection in his thick fingers as he added it to his plate, which already contained bite-sized sandwiches that would sustain a man for five minutes at most, and a slab of chocolate cake, with thick velvety frosting.

“What do you think?” Wilhelmina arched a questioning…

Or threatening, his dragon interjected.

It’s definitely a questioning eyebrow, Varn insisted as he took a small bite. The tartness of the lemon filling balanced perfectly with the delicate, fluffy meringue. It was like a burst of sunshine on his tongue.

“It’s delicious,” he managed to say, his mouth still half-full. Wilhelmina beamed at the compliment.

Well played, his dragon said with more than a hint of amusement.

Varn spotted Carys watching the exchange from across the room, a small smile on her lips as Wilhelmina slapped him on the back before drifting away.

Why can’t we sense her? his dragon asked, not for the first time since they had met their mate.

When they had been together by the lake, she’d been so close, he’d forgotten that she was hidden from him somehow.

But here, in a room filled with people, it was as if his senses slipped right over her. Something he had never experienced before. It was the strangest feeling, having to look for her, not knowing instinctively where she was at all times.

“How are you doing?” Flint asked as he took Wilhelmina’s place by his side.

“Good.” Varn had been so preoccupied with his mate that he hadn’t sensed Flint’s approach.

Perhaps our senses are simply failing us, his dragon bemoaned.

“They can seem a little…much…when you first meet them like this.” Flint picked up a brownie from his plate and took a bite. “Especially for guys like us, not being used to all this…friendliness.”

A little much! Varn’s dragon puffed out a plume of smoke. If this is what they are like when they are drinking tea, I shudder to think what they might be like on anything stronger!

I kind of like them. Varn glanced around the room, taking in the lively chatter and laughter that filled the air. The coven members seemed to be enjoying themselves, their faces alight with joy as they shared gossip while teasing each other relentlessly. It was a far cry from the somber, serious gatherings he was used to attending back on Cairnnor.

“It’s certainly not what I imagined a tea party to be like,” Varn admitted, his lips twitching into a small smile. “I always thought them to be a bit more formal.”

“Just wait until they break out the elderberry wine,” Flint said with a chuckle. “That’s when things really get interesting.”

Varn glanced at Flint and nodded. “You have changed so much in this last year.”

Flint licked his fingers as he finished his brownie. “I am much changed.”

“Yes, I don’t hear you grumbling about happy holidays and festivities anymore.” Varn picked up one of the tiny sandwiches and popped it in his mouth.

The flavor of the cucumber and dill exploded on his tongue, a refreshing contrast to the sweetness of the meringue. Varn chewed thoughtfully, his eyes scanning the room until they landed on Carys once more. She was deep in conversation with one of her cousins, her auburn hair gleaming under the soft light of the chandelier.

“I suppose I’ve learned that happiness can be found in the most unexpected places,” Flint said, following Varn’s gaze. “And with the most unexpected people.”

“Most unexpected.” Varn nodded. He had spent so long searching for his mate, driven by a sense of incompleteness that had haunted him for years. And now, here she was, just a few feet away, yet still somehow out of reach, of perhaps more than just his senses.

As if sensing his thoughts, Carys glanced up, her hazel eyes meeting his across the crowded room. A small smile played on her lips, and she tilted her head slightly, as if beckoning him to join her. Varn’s heart skipped a beat, and he took a step forward, only to be intercepted by another member of the coven.

“Macaron,” she offered, her voice warm and inviting, her gaze cool and calculating. “I’m Neave.”

“Varn,” he replied as he helped himself to a macaron.

“Oh, I know who you are,” Neave told him.

“Neave knows everyone and everything about everyone,” Flint said easily.

“Not quite true.” Neave held up a finger. “Your employer outfoxes me at every turn.” Neave tapped her chin thoughtfully. “But I’m working on it.”

Varn raised an eyebrow. “Morwenna?”

“Yes, Morwenna,” Neave said with a sly grin. “She’s a tough nut to crack, but I do love a challenge.”

Flint laughed. “Good luck with that. Morwenna guards her secrets like a dragon guards its hoard. Perhaps even more fiercely than that.”

“Speaking of dragons...” Neave turned her piercing gaze back to Varn.

Why do I feel like telling her my every secret? Varn asked his dragon. I fear what would happen if we didn’t.

I don’t know, maybe she is related to one of the grand inquisitors of Brisewater. His dragon curled his lip in distaste.

Varn shifted uncomfortably under her scrutiny. No, I don’t think that’s it.

Maybe it’s something she put in that macaron, his dragon suggested.

“Neave,” Flint’s voice held a hint of a warning and a large dollop of humor. “You don’t want to scare Varn off, do you?”

“Scare off a dragon shifter?” Neave laughed. “Little old me?” Her eyes widened as she feigned innocence.

“Yes, little old you,” Flint said.

“Well, I take my role very seriously, as you know,” Neave replied.

“And what is your role?” Varn ventured to ask.

“Neave is the town gossip and the chairman of the nosey neighbor committee,” Liselle explained as she joined Flint’s side.

There’s a committee for that? Varn’s dragon asked.

I think she is joking, Varn replied, although he wasn’t too sure.

Neave snorted. “Someone has to keep tabs on all the goings-on in Wishing Moon Bay. And I feel it is my duty to pass on any recent information to those who need to know.”

“Like I said, town gossip.” Liselle slipped her arm around Neave and hugged her. “Neave is also very good at dishing out advice. She’s the town’s defect agony aunt.”

“I don’t understand,” Varn replied.

“Oh dear, I always thought dragons were a little dim.” Neave cast a look at Flint before focusing on Varn. “People. Tell me. Their problems…”

“Oh, I know what an agony aunt is,” Varn said. “But what I don’t understand is why people would tell you their problems and ask for advice if you are going to spread it all over town.”

“Oh, no.” Neave shook her head adamantly. “What people tell me in confidence is never repeated.”

“Neave is very discreet,” Liselle said with a serious nod. “She may seem like a blabbermouth, but when it comes to truly personal matters, she’s as tight-lipped as a clam.”

Varn nodded slowly, still not entirely convinced. The concept of a town gossip who was also a trusted confidant seemed like a contradiction in terms. But then again, much about Wishing Moon Bay defied his expectations and understanding.

“I see,” he said, taking another bite of the macaron. The delicate almond flavor melted on his tongue, and he couldn’t help but close his eyes for a moment, savoring the taste.

“So, tell me,” Neave said, drawing his attention back to her, “what are your intentions toward our dear Carys?”

Varn’s eyes snapped open, and he nearly choked on the macaron. “My intentions?”

“Yes. I gather from what Flint has told us that you have been traveling for the past year,” Neave said. “Searching for yourself.”

“No, Neave,” Flint said. “Varn has been searching for his mate.”

“Well, she’s right over there, so lucky you the search is over,” Neave said, pointing at Carys. “But that does not answer my questions.”

“My intentions are true,” Varn replied with his hand on his heart.

Neave tugged her brows together. “But what does that actually mean? It’s all well and good spouting words, but I’m more interested in your actions.”

“Neave.” Liselle slipped her arm through Neave’s arm and guided her away. “Let’s not overwhelm Varn with questions just yet. He and Carys still need time to get acquainted.”

Varn shot Liselle a grateful look as she led Neave toward the dessert table, engaging her in a discussion about the merits of raspberry versus blackberry jam. He took a deep breath, trying to calm his racing heart. Neave had gotten under his skin, making him question his own intentions and motives.

“Don’t mind Neave,” Flint said, clapping Varn on the shoulder. “She means well, even if her methods are a bit...unorthodox.”

“I can see that,” Varn replied, his eyes drifting back to Carys. “I’m relieved Carys has people who love her looking out for her.”

“It’s strange, isn’t it?” Flint murmured.

“What is?” Varn asked.

“All this?” His gaze swept the room, taking in the people gathered in Elsbeth’s house chatting and laughing together. “A year ago, I never would have imagined myself in a place like this, surrounded by so much warmth and love. Hell, I didn’t think families like this even existed outside of fairy tales.”

Varn nodded, understanding the sentiment all too well. “It’s a far cry from our families.”

“Indeed,” Flint agreed, a wistful note in his voice. “But I’ve come to realize that there’s a certain beauty in allowing oneself to be part of a community, to form deep connections with others no matter who they are and where they come from. We can go it alone, but it’s much nicer not to, trust me.”

Varn’s gaze drifted back to Carys, who was now sampling a plate of petit fours that Wilhelmina had shoved under her nose. “I’m beginning to see that,” he murmured, a soft smile playing on his lips.

“Do you want my advice?” Flint asked.

A year ago, Varn would have said a resounding no. In fact, he’d have probably swung at Flint for his insolence. But they had both changed. Varn’s trip abroad to find his mate might have been unsuccessful, but he had learned much about himself.

It helped to see Flint’s transformation from the hardened outcast to…well, attending tea parties, and working as a bartender. A year ago Varn had seen red, and then green, as envy consumed him whenever he saw Flint happy. But now he looked at his fellow dragon shifter with respect.

And yes, if he had to admit it, affection.

Flint was a trail blazer and Varn hoped to follow his path.

And in many ways, he already had. He was softer and more empathetic toward others. He’d slowly let go of the chip on his shoulder and learned that most people had wounds of their own. Either internal or external, no one got through life without being bruised and battered in one way or another.

And with that realization, he’d allowed himself to open up more, to be more vulnerable.

You mean we no longer hide behind our bitterness. His dragon puffed out a lazy plume of smoke.

“Yes,” Varn said, turning to face Flint fully. “I would appreciate your advice.”

Flint inclined his head toward Carys. “Don’t overthink it. Just be yourself and let things unfold naturally with Carys. Believe in fate and don’t fight it.”

Varn nodded. “I want to do right by her, to be the mate she deserves.”

“You will be,” Flint assured him. “But that doesn’t mean you have to be the mate you think she deserves.”

“That’s rather cryptic,” Varn grumbled. “You have spent far too much time around these witches.”

Flint chuckled. “I don’t mean to be cryptic. I suppose what I really mean is that fate brought you together because you are perfect for each other. And together you will grow and change. But remember that you, the you who you are now, is the you Carys needs.”

“You’re telling me not to force it.” Varn nodded.

“I’m saying that you have to be true to yourself. Be your true self.” Flint arched an eyebrow.

“I suppose one of the most un-festive people in the whole world has managed to find happiness with a very festive woman.” Varn glanced over to Liselle as she wrapped tinsel around her shoulders like a sparkling scarf, much to the amusement of her older children, Hazel and Casper. “Or perhaps your true self really did like happy holidays all along?” Varn asked lightly.

“Oh, yes.” His expression lit up like a festive Christmas tree as Katerina approached holding Flint’s baby daughter. “Do I love happy holidays!”




Chapter Nine – Carys

“At least Varn seems to be surviving the party,” Elsbeth sidled up to Carys and linked arms with her. “He is quite the catch from what Neave said. Quite a person of note back on Cairnnor, supposedly.”

Carys had been watching ‘the catch’ from across the room as he and Flint cooed over baby Koralyn, who Katerina held tenderly in her arms. Flint looked like a man who had discovered the greatest secret in all the world, while Varn acted like most shifters around children. It was as if it was written in their DNA to protect and nurture the young, regardless of species. Even from across the room, Carys could feel the warmth and tenderness radiating from Varn as he gently stroked the baby’s cheek with a calloused finger.

She couldn’t tear her gaze away from the sight of the big, powerful shifter being so gentle and attentive to the tiny infant. It tugged at something deep inside her, a yearning she had long tried to bury.

“Neave has heard of Varn?” Carys asked absently. Then she tore her gaze from the scene before her and held up her hand to her aunt. “You know what? I don’t want to know. I want to get to know Varn for who he is, not what the gossip mongers think he is.”

“Are you sure?” Elsbeth raised a questioning eyebrow.

“I have learned that talking to people face to face, learning their story and their reasons for what they did gives a greater insight into them as a person…” She paused. “Sorry, that was the diplomat in me forcing her way to the surface.”

“You’re right,” Elsbeth said. “But you will not learn about him face to face from the opposite side of the room, will you?”

“No, I will not.” Carys slipped her arm around her aunt’s shoulders and gave her a squeeze. “I keep thinking I’m going to wake up and this has all been a dream.”

“No worries there,” Elsbeth said. “Varn is very real. You know he had a run-in with Liselle and Flint last year…”

“No, I do not.” Carys drained her cup of Earl Grey and placed the empty cup and saucer down on the table, which was practically groaning under the weight of the sandwiches and cakes Elsbeth’s coven had made for the occasion. All of which were delicious and would not be out of place at the finest of courts and palaces Carys had visited.

But there was also something special about them. Something that reminded her of simpler times with every bite she took, that she could not find in even the finest of cuisine.

“Point taken,” Elsbeth said a little sheepishly.

“I didn’t mean to be rude,” Carys told her aunt. “I just…”

“I know you are not a child. You don’t need your aunt clucking over you like an old mother hen.” Elsbeth leaned on her niece’s shoulder. “It’s just that sometimes…”

“Sometimes?” Carys asked. It was unlike her aunt to hold back and not speak her mind, whether her views were wanted or not.

“You are like a second daughter to me,” Elsbeth finished.

“And you are like a second mother to me.” Carys turned and hugged her aunt tightly as she forced down the lump of emotion that welled in her throat.

It was true, Carys’s mother had been away so much when she was growing up that Elsbeth was like a second mother.

The door is always open to you, Elsbeth would say. And Carys loved it here.

There was always some kind of drama. Not of the scale Carys’s mother had to deal with. No, there were no wars to prevent… Unless it was baking wars. The ladies of her aunt’s coven were very competitive when it came to their culinary creations. But the dramas here in Wishing Moon Bay were of a more personal nature—a lost love, a found love, a secret revealed, a dream realized. The stuff of everyday life, yet no less meaningful than the tension between nations.

As Carys pulled back from her aunt’s embrace, her gaze drifted across the room to Varn, who was now deep in conversation with Flint. The two men had an easy rapport, despite their run-in last year that Elsbeth had mentioned.

Carys could only guess that it was something minor and that whatever differences they had then had since been put aside, and that said more about the men’s characters than any town gossip.

“Go,” Elsbeth whispered in her ear and as she let her niece go, she gave her a small nudge in Varn’s direction.

It was time. Carys had been avoiding Varn since they had arrived at her aunt’s house. It had been subconscious, a reflexive response born from years of keeping her feelings guarded when in company.

A wrong look, a misread expression, or a misunderstood word could change the course of a dispute in an instant.

But this was home. This was Varn.

This was her future. Her mate.

One fate had chosen especially for her.

Taking a deep breath, she smoothed down the skirt of the emerald green dress she had changed into when they had come back here after their picnic and made her way across the room. As she approached, Varn and Flint’s conversation halted, and two pairs of eyes turned to meet her—one twinkling with mirth, the other smoldering with an intensity that made Carys’s heart skip a beat.

“Carys,” Flint greeted her warmly. “We were just talking about you.”

“All good things, I hope,” she replied, her lips curving into a smile as she glanced at Varn. His dark eyes held hers, the depth of emotion in them stealing her breath away.

“The best things, of course,” Varn rumbled, his deep voice sending a shiver down her spine. He reached out and took her hand, his strong fingers enveloping hers. The simple touch ignited a spark that raced through her veins.

Flint looked between them, a knowing grin spreading across his face. “I think I’ll go see if Katerina needs any help with the baby.” He clapped Varn on the shoulder and nodded at Carys before striding off.

And then it was just the two of them, the sounds of the party fading into the background as Carys lost herself in Varn’s intense gaze.

“Hello, stranger.” He tugged her hand gently, pulling her closer until she was a mere breath away.

“Hello.” She pressed close to him. “Are you enjoying the party?”

“The cakes are delicious,” he murmured as he lifted his hand and stroked her cheek. “So sweet.”

“Do you have a favorite?” she murmured as he brushed his thumb across her lips. Goodness, she was lost.

“I think so.” He gazed deep into her eyes.

Perhaps this was why she had been avoiding him. When she was close to Varn, it was impossible to hide her true feelings. Her usual calm control evaporated.

It was as if he freed her from the confines of who she was. Or who she pretended to be.

“Do you want to walk me out?” Varn murmured, his breath warm on her skin.

“You’re leaving?” Carys jerked her head back, the spell he’d cast over her broken. Only it wasn’t a spell.

His hold on her was as natural as breathing.

“I am staying at Ash’s spare apartment. Flint arranged it for me, and I was supposed to pick up the keys, but well…” He gave her a shy smile.

“You met me…” She slipped her hand into his. “Come on. I don’t want you to be keeping Ash waiting.”

He glanced down at their entwined hands, and his grip tightened. He didn’t want to go. She didn’t need to hear him say the words to know.

And she did not want him to go either. She wanted him to stay right here, with her.

But that was too fast too soon.

“I’d like that,” he murmured gruffly, and then raised his eyes to meet her gaze. “Can I see you tomorrow?”

“Yes.” She tugged his hand and led him toward the door.

“I should say thank you to your aunt for inviting me.” Varn looked around the room, searching for Elsbeth.

“I think she headed into the kitchen with Wilhelmina. There was some debate going on about Lemon Drizzle cake.” She placed her hand on his chest. “Believe me, you do not want to get caught up in the middle of that, especially if you’re planning on leaving anytime soon.”

“I don’t want her to think that I’m not grateful for being welcomed into her home.” Varn lingered in the doorway. “I want her to like me.”

“She likes you.” Carys cupped his face in her hand. “And don’t worry, I’ll tell her. But right now, I want to go outside and kiss you under the stars.”

“You do?” It was cute how surprised he was at her words. Or maybe he was surprised that she was so forward and direct.

Well, he had a lot to learn about her. Carys had never been one to play coy or shy away from what she wanted. And right now, at this moment, she wanted nothing more than to be alone with Varn, to feel his lips on hers and lose herself in his arms.

Losing herself in his bed would be even better. But she could not go home with him tonight. It would not be fair to her aunt or the other party guests. Even though she was certain they would all understand, given the circumstances.

However, she had no intention of being the talk of the town. She had a reputation she needed to preserve if she wanted to continue to be taken seriously in her work.

She led him out into the crisp night air, the twinkling lights strung around the porch casting a warm glow. The distant sound of laughter and chatter from inside the house faded as they stepped farther into the shadows.

Varn’s hand tightened around hers, his thumb rubbing slow circles on her skin that sent tingles racing up her arm. When they reached the far end of the porch, Carys turned to face him, tilting her head back to meet his intense gaze.

In the soft light, the angles of his face were even more striking, the shadows accentuating the firm line of his jaw and the sensual curve of his lips. Carys’s breath caught in her throat as Varn lifted his free hand to cradle her cheek, his palm warm against her skin.

“Carys,” he murmured, her name a rough caress. “I’ve been wanting to do this all evening.”

He lowered his head, his mouth hovering a mere whisper from hers. Carys’s eyes fluttered closed in anticipation, her heart pounding a wild rhythm in her chest. And then his lips touched hers, gently at first, a soft brush that ignited a spark deep within her core.

The kiss quickly deepened, Varn’s hand sliding into her hair as he angled her head to slant his mouth more firmly over hers.

Carys melted into him, her fingers gripping the front of his shirt as she pressed closer, losing herself in the heady sensation of his kiss. Varn’s arm wrapped around her waist, her soft curves molded around the hard planes of his body. A low growl rumbled in his chest, the primal sound sending a shiver of desire coursing through her veins.

She clung to him, ready to give herself to him. Who cared about reputation when she could lie in his bed and make love all night?

His tongue traced her lower lip, and she parted for him eagerly, welcoming the bold invasion. He tasted of lemons, with an underlying hint of Earl Grey.

Carys clutched at his shoulders, her knees going weak as the kiss consumed her. She had been kissed before, but never like this. Never with such primal passion and intense need. It was as if Varn was pouring all the years of his pent-up longing into this one moment, branding her as his own.

When he finally lifted his head, they were both breathing hard, their chests heaving. Varn rested his forehead against hers, his eyes closed as he struggled to regain control. Carys ran her fingers through his hair. She could feel the tension thrumming through his body, the barely leashed power he held in check.

“I should go,” he ground out, as if leaving her was the hardest thing he’d ever have to do.

“Tomorrow,” she murmured. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

With a groan, like a wounded animal, he pulled away from her and strode out into the darkness, without turning back.

Carys stood staring after him, not wanting to go back inside. Not yet, not while her lips still tingled from his kiss.

“Carys.” Liselle slipped out of the house and joined her on the porch. “Is everything all right?”

“Everything is just perfect,” she replied with a sigh.

“When I met Varn last Christmas, I never imagined anyone would describe Varn as perfect.” Liselle leaned her hands on the porch railings. “But I can see he is perfect for you.”

“But I leave in a few days, Liselle. What am I supposed to do?” Carys asked.

“Follow your heart,” Liselle replied.

“That isn’t really an answer,” Carys told her.

“Listen, Varn spent this last year searching for you. He has no real ties to Cairnnor, or here. I would not be surprised if he would carry you around the world if you asked him to,” Liselle replied.

“That doesn’t seem fair,” Carys murmured.

“I don’t think Varn would agree with you. He’s yearned for you for so long. To him, fair would be never leaving your side again.” Liselle took hold of Carys’s hand. “Come on. Let’s get back inside.”

Carys stared into the distance, but Varn had gone. With a longing sigh, she followed Liselle into the house, counting down the minutes until she would see Varn again.

After all, tomorrow would soon come, and Varn was not going anywhere.




Chapter Ten – Varn

Walking away from his mate was the hardest thing he’d ever have to do.

Not turning around to take one last look at her was the second.

But Varn knew that if he did turn around, if he had one more glimpse of her standing on her aunt’s porch, his resolve would evaporate and he would run back to her, take her in his arms, and carry her away so they would never be apart.

And that would likely lead to trouble.

Not only with his mate, who had her own life and made her own decisions, but also with her family.

Kidnapping is not cool, his dragon agreed.

Although, part of him was sure that Carys would not protest too much. As they held hands and kissed beneath the stars, he was certain that she didn’t want him to leave.

Varn sighed, and his breath came out as a plume of silvery mist in the crisp evening air. The twinkling lights strung along the eaves of the quaint cottages lining the street, reminding him it was the season of good cheer. And he had plenty to be cheerful about.

All he had to do was get through the night and then tomorrow he would see her again.

His mate. The one he had been searching for.

It was hard to believe it was true.

But it was. He laughed out loud, not caring how stupid he might look. What did he care when he had found his mate at last? Now he was finally complete.

He stuffed his hands into the pockets of his shearling jacket and quickened his pace, boots crunching on the frosty cobblestones.

On his way home, he would buy her a gift. Or two.

Or maybe three, his dragon said happily.

Nothing too much.

No engagement ring? His dragon sounded disappointed.

No, I think we need to leave it a little longer, Varn said, his heart skipping a beat at the thought of marrying his mate. Of raising a family together.

Of building a home. One filled with love, just like Elsbeth’s cozy cottage.

But maybe without the witches, his dragon added. And perhaps with a more refined interior.

Varn chuckled. Don’t forget, our mate is a witch.

A beautiful, beguiling creature who had cast her spell on him the instant he sensed her.

As he rounded the corner onto Main Street, the scent of cinnamon and cloves wafted from a late-night bakery, mingling with the tang of salt blowing in from the bay. For once, Varn couldn’t help but appreciate the cozy charm of Wishing Moon Bay during the holidays. Garlands of evergreen boughs and ruby red ribbons adorned the lampposts, and snowflakes drifted down from the night sky, landing lightly on his clothes and hair.

Varn paused outside the window of Wishing Moon Gifts, his gaze drawn to a display of delicate glass ornaments. One in particular caught his eye—a pendant of a shimmering crescent moon cradling a tiny star. It reminded him of the way Carys fit so perfectly in his arms, like she was always meant to be there.

Without hesitation, he pushed open the door, a cheerful bell announcing his arrival. The shopkeeper, an elderly woman with searching eyes and silver hair piled in a bun, greeted him with a knowing smile.

“Looking for something special for your sweetheart?” she asked as if she knew exactly why he was here in the store. “Late nights are the perfect times to lose oneself with thoughts of those we love.”

Varn felt his cheeks flush, still marveling at the idea that he had a sweetheart—a mate—after all these years. “I am,” he replied gruffly. “That moon and star in the window. Can I see it, please?”

The shopkeeper carefully plucked the delicate ornament from the window display and held it out to him. “This one was made for you, dear. I can feel it. And I have a sense for these kinds of things.”

Varn accepted the ornament, cradling it gently in his palm. The glass felt cool against his hot skin, and as he peered closer, he swore he could see the star pulsing with a faint, magical light. “It’s perfect,” he murmured.

“She’ll love it,” the woman said with a conspiratorial wink. “Now, is there anything else you need? Perhaps a scarf to keep her warm on chilly nights such as this?”

Carys won’t need a scarf. Tell her we intend to keep her warm, his dragon said.

“Just this, please.” Varn handed the ornament back to the shopkeeper and pulled out his wallet. As she carefully wrapped the gift in tissue paper, his mind drifted away as he imagined the look on Carys’s face when he gave it to her.

The way her mouth would curl up at the corners as she smiled, the way she would lean in and kiss him on the cheek. His eyes dilated as he conjured up the scent of her…

He cleared his throat as the shop’s cash register pinged loudly.

After paying, Varn tucked the small package into his jacket pocket and stepped back out into the crisp night air. The full moon had risen higher now. He inhaled deeply, the mingled scents of the sea and holiday spices filling his lungs.

As he stood there in the middle of the street, the temptation to run back to Elsbeth’s house was almost too much.

Only a few measly hours, his dragon said impatiently. Then we can see her again.

I wish I could sense her, Varn said with a sigh. I wish I could lock onto her presence and hold on to it. To know she was still there. Perhaps that’s how shifters can normally bear to be away from their mates.

I’d like to know why we can’t sense her, his dragon said as Varn resisted temptation and headed through town toward the apartment block Ash owned.

He had only met Ash a handful of times, and he was grateful to Flint for arranging the accommodation. It had been a long time since he’d stayed in one place for more than a couple of nights; as he searched for his mate, he’d often holed up in places that he previously would never have dreamed of staying, such as caves or old deserted buildings, seeking solitude.

You mean brooding, his dragon said.

Yes, brooding, Varn replied.

But that was behind him.

However, brooding was now the last thing on his mind as he headed toward the steep hill, which would head along the high cobble road toward Ash’s apartment block.

He wanted to shout from the rooftops and roar from the highest mountain peak. I have a mate!

People will think you have been drinking too much of Morwenna’s bread bear, his dragon told him with a chuckle.

My mood has nothing to do with liquor, Varn said. Oh, wine!

He stopped and stared at a display of beautiful wine bottles. Their contents seemed to glow, their contents a rich ruby color that swirled like the ocean tides behind the wide glass window of the storefront.

Wine, chocolate, flowers, weren’t those the kind of romantic gifts a man gave his sweetheart?

Would that be a more appropriate gift?

The moon and star are perfect, his dragon told him.

But maybe they are too much, too soon, Varn said, doubting himself. Something a bit less personal might be more appropriate.

She’ll love them, his dragon assured him. But the wine and anything else certainly wouldn’t hurt.

Varn tensed his jaw then turned and strode back to the store door and pushed it open. There was no harm in covering all bases.

As Varn stepped inside and headed for the shelves filled with various wines, the shopkeeper bustled over. “Ah, I see you have an eye for the finer things! That there is a special vintage, infused with just a touch of magic.”

Varn raised an eyebrow. “Magic, you say?”

“Indeed! The grapes were grown in a witch’s vineyard, tended by gentle nature spirits. Or so the story goes,” the man said with a conspiratorial wink. “They say sharing a bottle with your true love will strengthen your bond.”

A slow smile spread across Varn’s face as he pictured himself and Carys curled up by the fire, sipping the enchanted wine. “I’ll take a bottle then. The best one you have.”

The shopkeeper beamed, seemingly happy with his late-night sale, as he carefully selected a bottle, wrapping it in shimmering gold tissue. “And chocolates?” He nodded toward another section of the store. “Made from the finest cocoa harvested under the light of the full moon. And infused with a love potion. Guaranteed to melt even the most stubborn of hearts.”

Varn chuckled, shaking his head. “I think I’ve got that part covered, but I’ll take a small box. Just in case.”

“Wise choice, my friend. One can never have too much ammunition in the game of love.” The man winked knowingly as he added an elegant box of truffles to Varn’s purchase.

After paying for his gifts, Varn stepped back out into the night, his arms now laden with beautifully wrapped packages. The weight of them felt good, tangible proof that this was real—he had found his mate, and tomorrow he would shower her with gifts.

His dragon shook his head. We are the only gift she needs.

I don’t know, Varn replied. Carys has traveled far and wide, she has dined in castles, slept in palaces…

But they were nothing compared to a lover’s arms, his dragon said firmly. She is our mate. Our perfect match. No castle or palace can compare to that. Though…anything to see her smile.

Varn smiled softly, knowing his dragon spoke the truth. Still, he wanted to spoil Carys, to show her how much she meant to him already.

Lost in thought, he barely noticed the short walk up the steep hill and along the clifftop road to the apartment building. It was only when he stood before the unassuming squat building that he paused, glancing up at the brick facade while the ocean breeze left salt on his lips.

Lips that had kissed his mate for the first time. Lips that would worship her body…

“Varn.” A dragon shifter stood in the open doorway. Varn had been so lost in thought he hadn’t sensed Ash approaching. “I hear congratulations are in order.”

Varn glanced down at the gifts he was holding in his arms. News sure traveled fast. “Thanks.”

“The Regulars were talking about how The Lonely Tavern strikes again!” Ash waved his hands about theatrically.

Varn tightened his hold on the gifts he’d bought for his mate. “I don’t know if it was The Lonely Tavern or not. But whatever it is that brought us back together at last, I’m grateful. More grateful than you could ever know.”

“Oh, I think I have an idea.” Ash stepped back and beckoned Varn inside. “Come on, let’s get you settled. Flint said you were only staying for a few days, but considering recent developments, if you want to stay longer, the apartment is yours for as long as you need it.”

“That’s rather kind of you, Ash.” Varn followed his fellow dragon shifter inside.

There must be something in the water in Wishing Moon Bay, his dragon said. The dragon shifters who live here are…mellower than those on Cairnnor.

Or maybe it’s because Ash and Flint have found their mates already, Varn replied. And that has profoundly changed them.

I cannot wait to be profoundly changed, Varn’s dragon said.

Me neither, Varn chuckled to himself.

“Ah, the look of a newly mated shifter,” Ash said with a glance over his shoulder as they descended the stairs deeper into the cliffside, the white walls of the complex giving an airy feel even in the darkness of night.

“Is it that obvious?” Varn asked, smoothing out his expression. He was never one to give anything away. But the smile on his face refused to fade.

“More obvious to one who has been where you are,” Ash replied as he led him along a corridor, past several doors, before he came to a stop. “This is you.”

Ash inserted a key into the door and swung it open, then handed the key to Varn.

“Thank you.” Varn bowed his head. “It’s been such a rush today after finally meeting her.”

“As long as you need,” Ash reiterated. “And when you are ready, we would love to have you both over for dinner.” Ash stepped back.

Dinner. His dragon puffed smoke out in a long plume. Suddenly, life seems so…different.

“Dinner would be…good.” Varn nodded awkwardly.

I don’t think we have ever been invited to dinner before, Varn agreed. Not in the casual sense, anyway. Dinner was normally a codeword for some formal meeting.

We might be visiting the wine and chocolate store again, his dragon said happily.

“Well, I’ll leave you to get settled. I’m sure you’ll find where everything is without me giving you the tour.” Ash eyed the door along the corridor.

He can’t wait to get back to his mate. Varn’s dragon chuckled.

And who could blame him? Varn stood in the doorway as Ash headed home.

The apartment was modern, open, and inviting, with a plush sofa, a generous kitchen and dining area, and large windows that overlooked Wishing Moon Bay. The moon was shining down on the ocean waves, making them shimmer like silver far below.

Like all the wishes that had been made over the centuries were alive.

What a view, his dragon said.

I can’t wait to share this with Carys. Varn turned away from the view and carefully set his precious gifts on the coffee table before shrugging out of his jacket and draping it over a chair.

Was this his life now? Apartment buildings and dinner invitations? It was a far cry from the solitary existence he’d led for so long, always on the move, never putting down roots. And even before that, when it was filled with dignitaries and big formal events.

In some ways, it was everything he always wanted.

But a small voice inside him, one that did not belong to his dragon, disagreed. Was he truly cut out for a suburban life?

Moreover, was Carys?

But these were things they would talk about and discuss in the coming days. And really, whatever Carys wanted, he’d be happy with. As long as they were together. Forever.




Chapter Eleven – Carys

“Morning!” Carys breezed into the kitchen, the smell of her aunt’s specially blended coffee having summoned her from her bed.

The aroma of cinnamon and nutmeg wafted through the air, mingling with the rich scent of the dark roast, letting her know Elsbeth had broken out her Christmas blend. Carys inhaled deeply, savoring the familiar smell. There had been many mornings during her travels where she wished for nothing more than a cup of her aunt’s carefully prepared coffee.

“Good morning.” Aunt Elsbeth handed Carys a steaming mug, a sly smile on her face. “Did you sleep well?”

Carys eyed her for a moment. Was her aunt expecting her to be groggy after the party? They’d barely touched the elderberry wine, and she wasn’t expecting a hangover from the tea.

“Like a log.” Carys yawned before gratefully accepting the coffee. She took a sip, letting the velvety liquid roll over her tongue. A contented sigh escaped her lips as she leaned against the counter, looking out at the distant snowcapped mountains. “I forgot how much I missed this.”

“And we missed you.” Elsbeth cupped her coffee cup in her hand and studied her niece.

“You are staring, Aunt Elsbeth.” Carys turned to face her aunt.

“I was just wondering what your plans were for the day.” Elsbeth arched an eyebrow at her.

“I thought I would go and visit Liselle. I didn’t spend much time with her yesterday and I’d like to dote on that sweet little baby of hers.” Carys sipped her coffee as she tried to decipher her aunt’s confused expression.

“Oh,” Elsbeth said and tilted her head as she looked away. “I thought you would have other plans.”

“Oh?” Carys frowned. Had she forgotten something? That was most unlike her. She was known to recall every meticulous detail of a meeting, no matter how long and arduous.

She cast her mind back to the previous day, but nothing stuck out to her.

“Yes.” Elsbeth gave Carys a knowing look.

But whatever Carys was supposed to know, she didn’t.

She put her fingers to her forehead as she tried to remember. There might have been something that had slipped her mind in all the excitement of her return, and meeting everyone.

Perhaps she had partaken in more of the wine than she realized, or perhaps the Earl Grey had been another of her aunt’s ‘special blends.’

“Morning!” Marilla entered the kitchen and kissed her mom on the cheek. “And how are you this morning?” she asked Carys before pouring herself a cup of coffee, unable to keep a smirk off her face as she side-eyed Carys.

“I’m good, thanks.” Carys sipped her coffee as Marilla and Elsbeth exchanged looks. “What?”

“You’re…good?” Marilla asked.

“Yes.” The feeling that she was not on the same page as her aunt and cousin grew. “Or did something happen that means I should be feeling bad on this morning?”

“No.” Marilla shook her head and then her eyes narrowed. “Unless it…did.”

“Oh, did it?” Elsbeth asked with concern. “You seemed so happy last night. We thought everything went…well, more than good.”

“Oh yes, you were smiling so brightly I thought you might outshine the moon.” Marilla nodded, her gaze fixed on Carys.

Carys cocked her head. “That would be because I was happy. I’m always happy to be back here and visit everyone.” Carys tugged her brows closer together. She was happy to be back, but for her to be walking around with such a big grin? She couldn’t recall anything in particular. Perhaps the tea was spiked with wine after all.

“Don’t worry, we aren’t going to pry,” Elsbeth said with a wave of her hand. “Pancakes?” She went to the cupboard and took out a pan, setting it down on the stovetop.

“I thought you were going to serve us the leftovers from last night,” Marilla said.

“Hmm. Cake for breakfast.” Elsbeth paused and eyed the Tupperware containers stacked on the counter. “If I didn’t know better, I would think you are trying to lead me astray.”

“Oh, I have learned everything from you, Mom,” Marilla replied with a laugh.

“You two never change.” Carys watched the playful banter between her aunt and cousin, a twinge of longing tugging at her heart. She had missed these simple moments during her time away. “And I’m so glad.”

She went to Elsbeth and hugged her and then beckoned to Marilla to join in.

Marilla didn’t need asking twice, and the three women stood together, arms wrapped around each other for a long moment.

“It’s good to have you home,” Elsbeth pulled away, her voice thick with emotion.

“And maybe we might see more of you now.” Marilla went back to drinking her coffee as Elsbeth began whipping up a batch of pancakes, the sizzle of batter hitting the hot pan filling the air, and Carys found her thoughts drifting back to the previous night.

The cakes. The tea. The coven.

Had she said something to make the others think she was homesick? That she wanted to spend more time here?

Carys certainly got the feeling something had changed. That she had changed. Or that other people thought she had, at least. But she felt exactly the same as before.

Her job was important to her. In some ways, it defined her, and although she planned to be a more frequent visitor to Wishing Moon Bay, she certainly didn’t plan to leave her job and settle down here for good.

As Elsbeth flipped the pancakes, the aroma of vanilla and cinnamon wafted through the cozy kitchen. Carys leaned against the counter, her brow furrowed in concentration as she thought over the events of the previous night. It was as if there was something else, just out of reach, like a word on the tip of her tongue.

“So, what are you going to get up to today?” Marilla asked as she placed her coffee cup down on the counter and fetched the plates from the cupboard. “It’s a beautiful day for a walk on the beach, even if it is going to be covered in snow. Or perhaps a hike?”

“Carys plans to visit Liselle and the baby,” Elsbeth said without turning away from the stove.

“Really?” Marilla asked, taken aback.

“...Yeah.” Carys squinted her eyes at them. “I won’t be here long and by the time I come back here again, the baby will have grown so much…” she trailed off, her gaze drifting to the window where the snow-capped mountains loomed in the distance.

“Oh, I thought you might have had other plans,” Marilla said as she placed the utensils on the table, avoiding eye contact.

“No, no plans. At least not yet.” Carys cracked a smile. “But the day is young.”

“It certainly is.” Elsbeth slid a stack of golden pancakes onto a plate and handed it to Carys. “Guests first. You’ll need to keep your strength up if yesterday was anything to go by.”

“The voyage?” Carys asked as she sat down at the table, drizzled some maple syrup over the fluffy stack, and took a bite, savoring the warm, comforting flavors.

“And The Lonely Tavern,” Marilla prompted.

“Oh, the bar with the strange witch… What was her name, Morwenna.” She picked up her fork and dug into the pancakes. “Oh, these are the best pancakes I have ever tasted.”

“So you remember Morwenna?” Elsbeth poured more batter into the pan and watched Carys out of the corner of her eye as the pan sizzled.

“Of course. And the Regulars. And…Brushworth was it?” As she ate, Carys couldn’t shake the sense that something significant had happened last night, something that everyone else seemed to know about except her. It was disconcerting, like trying to remember a vivid dream that slips away upon waking.

“So you remember The Lonely Tavern. Morwenna and the Regulars,” Marilla asked as if she were the sheriff checking an alibi. “And Brushworth.”

“Yes. I went there with Liselle, and we met Flint there.” Carys paused, her fork hovering over the pancakes. “And then Morwenna and the Regulars.”

“No one else?” Elsbeth asked as she wriggled her fingers and muttered a spell, setting the pancakes to make themselves as she turned with her hands on her hips.

“No.” Carys wrinkled her brow. “Should there have been?”

“You tell me,” Elsbeth said, her eyes boring into Carys.

“Because we weren’t there,” Marilla said and gave her mother a sharp look.

“And there are always so many interesting people in The Lonely Tavern,” Elsbeth reached for the coffeepot, and it lifted itself up off the counter and slid into her hand. “More coffee?”

“Yes, please.” Carys still had the distinct impression that she was missing something important, but try as she might, the memories remained frustratingly out of reach. She accepted the refill of coffee from Elsbeth with an innocent smile and took a sip, hoping the rich brew would help clear the fog in her mind.

She really had forgotten something important, and it had got these two really riled up. Was there someone she was supposed to meet today? A baby shower, perhaps?

“Well, I’m sure it will come back to you,” Marilla said breezily as she helped herself to a stack of pancakes. “In the meantime, you should definitely visit Liselle and the baby. They’ll be thrilled to see you.”

Elsbeth nodded in agreement. “Perhaps by way of The Lonely Tavern.”

“Oh, I wasn’t…”

“Yes,” Marilla agreed quickly, with a wave of her fork. “Good thinking.”

“And we’ll come with you,” Elsbeth offered.

“I thought you were busy,” Carys said.

Elsbeth shook her head. “Nonsense. Nothing is more important than spending time with family. Besides, I could use a visit to The Lonely Tavern myself. You never know what interesting characters you might meet there.”

“So true,” Marilla agreed, as she twirled her fork thoughtfully.

“In fact, why don’t we get Flint and Liselle to meet us there,” Elsbeth said, warming to the idea. “Yes. It would be good if everyone was assembled there. It’s a lovely spot to meet.”

“You’re right. That is a fantastic idea.” Marilla’s eyes widened as she forked her pancakes into her mouth.

Carys couldn’t help but smile. Her aunt’s enthusiasm was infectious, even if it was a little odd. “All right then, it’s settled. We’ll all go together.”

They finished their breakfast, the conversation turning to talk of the weather, the Yuletide Festival and snippets of gossip Neave had passed on last night. None of it was too scandalous, but through it all, Marilla and Elsbeth kept casting strange looks toward Carys when they thought she wasn’t looking.

“I’ll send a message to Liselle and Flint.” Marilla got out her phone and tapped out a message. “Let them know to meet us at the tavern around noon.”

“Perfect,” Elsbeth nodded, waving her hand to set the dishes to wash themselves in the sink. “Let’s get ready. Wrap up warm. It’s a cold one out there.”

The three women bundled up in their coats and scarves, bracing themselves against the crisp winter air as they stepped outside. The streets of Wishing Moon Bay were already bustling with activity, the sound of laughter and cheerful greetings filling the air as neighbors went about their daily business.

Carys inhaled deeply, the scent of pine and wood smoke tickling her nose as they made their way down the cobbled streets toward the center of town. The shop windows were adorned with twinkling lights and festive decorations, a reminder of the upcoming Yuletide celebrations.

The snow crunched beneath their boots, and the sunlight sparkled off the ice crystals, casting a magical glow over the quaint town.

As they approached the tavern, Carys felt a strange sense of anticipation, as if something momentous was about to happen. She shook her head, trying to dispel the feeling. It was just a gathering with friends and family, nothing more.

But as the tavern door swung open, of its own accord, she got a tingle along her spine.

Déjà vu?




Chapter Twelve – Varn

Varn woke with a start. As he often did.

There it was.

Familiar fear bloomed in his chest. He’d never find his mate, no matter how wide and far he searched. She was gone.

Forever.

A part of himself that would always be missing.

No, his dragon said. One day, we will find her.

And today might be that day. It was the same thing they had said to each other over the last year as they searched for her.

It was what kept them going when morning after morning, they awoke alone.

We must keep positive, his dragon said as Varn swung his legs over the side of the bed and padded out of the bedroom, pausing to enjoy the early morning view of the ocean before he headed into the kitchen area.

Coffee. He’d feel more himself after a good cup of coffee.

Wine? He put his hands on his hips as he spotted the wine and chocolates on the otherwise empty kitchen counter.

Ash must have left them as a welcome-to-the-apartment gift.

Varn put his hand to his head and tried to shake off the muzzy feeling. Had he drunk too much last night?

He certainly recalled nothing stronger than tea, let alone enough alcohol to leave him feeling this disoriented. A tea party in celebration for Flint’s child’s first winter didn’t seem like the place to drink excessively.

Maybe he was coming down with something.

Varn skirted around the wine and chocolates and picked up the coffeepot. A couple of strong cups would soon clear his head.

As he put the coffee on, he stifled a yawn as he folded his arms across his chest. There, next to the wine and chocolates, was a small gift box.

Had Ash bought him a gift, too?

That does seem a little strange, his dragon said.

More than a little strange, Varn replied as he picked up the gift box and opened it.

A moon and stars pendant. Perfection captured in glass. Vern screwed up his face as he stared at the pendant.

Perhaps it’s a gift for Liselle and Flint’s baby, his dragon said.

Now, that made sense.

But what made little sense was why it was here. And why Varn had no recollection of seeing it before.

Varn picked up the pendant, turning it over in his hand. The smooth glass felt cool against his skin, the intricate details engraved onto the moon catching the light. It was beautiful, but he had no idea why it was here in his apartment.

He set the pendant back in the box and closed the lid, pushing it aside. After he’d had coffee and showered, he’d head over to Ash’s apartment and ask him.

The coffee maker beeped, summoning Ash, and he poured himself a large mug, inhaling the rich aroma. Yet the muzzy feeling in his head persisted.

Had something happened?

Something in that tavern, I suspect, his dragon grumbled.

Ah, yes, The Lonely Tavern. Varn nodded and sipped the hot liquid as he tried to piece together the events of the previous day. Surely that odd place had something to do with his confusion this morning.

He remembered arriving in Wishing Moon Bay, the familiar sights and sounds of the small town washing over him as his dragon landed by the docks.

After he’d shifted, he had gone to see Flint, catching up with his old friend over some of that awful bread beer Morwenna served in The Lonely Tavern. But after that, things got hazy.

Very hazy.

What exactly had he done for the whole day?

Tea. Cakes. A coven of witches.

Yes, he remembered those. And a boat ride.

A strange thing, a boat ride in such cold conditions.

Or had he dreamed it?

Varn wandered over to the window, looking out at the bay. The water sparkled in the early morning light, and the snow-covered mountains shimmered. He blinked, his eyes protesting against the bright sun. He squinted, trying to focus on the horizon, as if the answers to his questions might be found there. But the bay remained silent.

Varn sighed and turned away from the window, his gaze falling on the small gift box once more. He picked it up, running his thumb over the smooth surface, as if the action might somehow jog his memory.

Yes. He did buy it.

He’d gone into a store on the way home from Elsbeth’s house where the tea party had taken place.

Presumably for Liselle and Flint’s child. Yes, that must have been it. He’d had such a nice time at the party, and he wanted something to gift to Liselle and Flint as a thank you for everything they had done for him.

Perhaps he had something stronger than tea after all last night.

Varn drained his coffee cup and went back for a refill. As he waited for it to cool, he headed for the shower.

Half an hour later, he was feeling more like his normal self when someone knocked at the door.

He stiffened. Visitors often brought bad tidings.

This is not Cairnnor, he reminded himself as he strode to the door, his senses locking onto a woman on the other side.

“Hello!” Leah, Ash’s mate, waved as he cracked open the door, dressed in what looked like business attire. “Ash left early with the children, so he asked me to pop over and see if you wanted to come over for that dinner today.”

Varn blinked, trying to process the unexpected invitation. “Dinner?” he repeated, his brow furrowing slightly. “That’s very kind of you, but I wouldn’t want to impose...”

Leah waved a hand dismissively. “Nonsense! We’d love you both to come for dinner.”

Both? his dragon asked. I don’t think we have ever been both invited to dinner.

Maybe the children want to meet you, Varn told his dragon. You know, I think I do remember Ash mentioning dinner yesterday.

“Ash was so pleased for you when he came home last night that he wanted to have you over as soon as convenient. Tomorrow? But I understand if you have other plans,” Leah said.

“No, no other plans,” Varn replied.

“Great. Then we’ll see you both about seven?” Leah asked with a nod.

Varn nodded, still feeling slightly bewildered. “Seven it is. Thank you for the invitation.”

Leah beamed at him. “Wonderful! We’re looking forward to it.” With a final wave, she turned and headed back down the hallway, leaving Varn standing in the doorway, bemused.

Why was Ash so pleased for us? his dragon asked, echoing Varn’s own thoughts. I could understand if we’d arrived in town with our mate…

I don’t know, Varn replied, closing the door and leaning against it. Perhaps because we are done chasing the ghost of our mate. He rubbed his temples, trying to ease the lingering fogginess in his head.

That witch Morwenna had said something about it being time to stop chasing ghosts.

He wandered back over to the kitchen counter, his gaze falling on the wine and chocolates once more.

We never thanked Leah for the gifts, his dragon said.

I’ll head over there now, Varn said and strode toward the door. She went back to her apartment. I can sense her next door.

Varn grabbed the wine and chocolates from the counter and made his way down the hallway to Ash and Leah’s apartment. He knocked on the door, shifting his weight from one foot to the other as he waited.

After a moment, the door swung open, revealing Leah’s smiling face. “Varn! I wasn’t expecting to see you so soon. Did you need something?”

Varn held up the wine and chocolates. “I just wanted to thank you for these. It was very thoughtful of you.”

Leah’s brow furrowed in confusion. “Oh, those aren’t from us. I feel like we should have left a housewarming present now.” She laughed lightly.

Now it was Varn’s turn to be puzzled. “Really? I found them on my kitchen counter this morning. I assumed you or Ash had left them as a welcome gift.”

Leah shook her head. “No. Are you sure they aren’t from…” She put her fingers to her head and winced. “Sorry, Ash told me her name, but it’s gone.”

“Her name?” Varn wrinkled his brow.

Leah nodded, her expression sympathetic. “Yes, your mate. Ash said you two met in The Lonely Tavern and spent the day together. He was so happy for you.”

Varn stared at her, his mind reeling. His mate? He had found his mate? But that was impossible. He had no memory of meeting anyone special yesterday, let alone his long-lost mate.

No, Ash must have been mistaken. Perhaps Varn had simply been uncharacteristically charismatic and got to talking to one of the witches before the tea party.

“I’m sorry, Leah, but I think there’s been some misunderstanding,” Varn said slowly. “I didn’t meet my mate yesterday. Trust me, I would remember if I had.”

Leah’s eyes widened. “Really? But Ash was so certain... He said he could tell from your face the moment he saw you last night.”

Varn shook his head, a sinking feeling in his gut. This could not be happening.

He’d already had a near miss with his mate once. Surely fate would not be so cruel.

How could he have found his mate and not remember it? The very idea seemed ludicrous, yet a part of him yearned for it to be true. If she was in town…

“I... I don’t understand,” Varn said, his voice strained. “Are you sure Ash wasn’t mistaken? I’d just been at a very lovely tea party with Flint.”

Leah reached out and gently touched his arm. “Varn, I know this must be confusing for you. But Ash was quite certain. Not only did the Regulars tell him, but you told him as well. Don’t you remember?”

Varn closed his eyes, trying to force his foggy memories into clarity. The tea party, the witches, the boat ride... But no matter how hard he concentrated, he couldn’t conjure up the face of his supposed mate.

He remembered Ash meeting him at the door after the party. They talked. Ash mentioned how happy Varn had looked, but Varn just could not recall mentioning to him anything about his mate.

His dragon stirred within him, ready to rain fire down on whoever was responsible for this.

Varn backed away from Leah, a wave of nausea washing over him. “I need to go,” he said, his voice shaking.

“Wait, Varn,” Leah called after him, but Varn was already striding down the hallway, his mind in turmoil.

He burst back into his apartment, slamming the door behind him. The wine bottle and chocolates clattered onto the counter as he set them down roughly. His hands gripped the edge of the counter, knuckles turning white as he tried to steady himself.

How could this be happening? How could he have met his mate—the one he’d been searching for all these years—and not remember it?

His dragon paced restlessly within him, agitated and confused. We must find her, it growled. If she is here, in Wishing Moon Bay, we cannot lose her again.

Varn nodded, his jaw clenching. “You’re right,” he muttered. “We need answers.”

He grabbed his jacket and headed for the door, determined to retrace his steps from yesterday. Someone in this town had to know what had happened to him, and he was going to find out who.

Varn strode out into the crisp morning air, his breath forming small clouds as he hurried toward the center of town. The streets were still relatively quiet, with only a few early risers going about their business.

First stop, The Lonely Tavern.

Varn ran a hand through his hair.

Perhaps this is some kind of trick, his dragon suggested. A cruel joke played by someone who knows of our search. Someone from our past?

You mean magic is involved. Varn sighed heavily.

It seems the most plausible explanation, his dragon said.

Morwenna? Varn asked. Surely not.

As he walked, Varn pushed his senses outward, searching for any sign of his mate. But there was no trace of her—not the merest hint of the soul-deep connection he had felt years ago, that fleeting moment of completeness that had haunted him ever since. If his mate truly was here in Wishing Moon Bay, wouldn’t he sense her presence?

Unless magic was indeed involved, obscuring her from him. The thought made his stomach churn with a mixture of anger and desperation.

When he got to the bottom of this, when he found out the truth…

Someone would pay.

Oh yes, his dragon agreed. Someone will pay!




Chapter Thirteen – Carys

Carys wasn’t sure what she’d expected when she walked into The Lonely Tavern, filled with anticipation.

But she had expected something.

Something other than Brushworth gliding across the empty room, sweeping up any speck of dirt that dared land on the tavern’s worn wooden floor.

Something other than Morwenna humming to herself as she orchestrated a rearrangement of the various bottles of liquor that lined the shelves behind the bar. Some that looked as though they had not been touched for decades…centuries even.

“Are you sure we shouldn’t have gone straight to Liselle’s rather than coming here?” Carys whispered to Marilla as the tavern door shut behind them, muting the sounds from the streets outside.

Marilla shook her head. “This is where we need to be. Trust me.” She strode confidently up to the bar, leaving Carys little choice but to follow along with Elsbeth.

As they approached, Morwenna turned, her silver charms tinkling softly. Her gray hair seemed even frizzier than usual, as if charged with static electricity. “Ah, here she is. The Lonely Tavern’s latest success story,” she said, eyeing Carys. But then her brow creased, and she leaned forward as if examining a specimen in a bottle.

Carys felt her cheeks flush. “Latest success story?”

Morwenna snorted. “Don’t tell me that dragon shifter failed to impress.”

“Carys is having some difficulty…remembering,” Elsbeth told Morwenna and Carys had that feeling that everyone was in on a secret but her.

“Will someone kindly tell me exactly what it is that I am having difficulty remembering?” Carys asked tartly. “What is this about a dragon shifter?”

Morwenna’s eyes narrowed as she studied Carys intently. “You really don’t remember, do you?” She shook her head, the charms on her dress clinking softly. “Well, this is new.”

“Okay, now you are freaking me out.” Carys put her hand to her head, as panic bloomed in her heart. She was used to being able to recall even the slightest details, from meetings to events and everything in between. Yet she was getting the sneaking suspicion she had forgotten something big.

Morwenna pulled out four mismatched mugs from beneath the bar and set them down without taking her eyes off Carys. “Freaking you out is not the goal. But this is all very curious.” Her gaze flickered to Elsbeth and Marilla, exchanging a look that Carys couldn’t quite decipher. “But if you can’t remember...perhaps it’s better to leave it that way, for now.”

Carys frowned, feeling the weight of her frustration pressing down. “Better for whom?”

Morwenna ignored her question, filling each mug with a deep amber liquid. The room smelled faintly of spice and something earthy, like damp leaves after a storm. Morwenna slid the mugs across the counter with practiced ease, as if she’d done this a thousand times before—which she likely had.

“Drink,” Morwenna commanded, her tone leaving no room for argument.

“Will it help me remember?” Carys asked, staring into the swirling liquid before her.

“No, but it tastes good.” Morwenna raised her mug to her lips and took a sip. “Think of it as a commiseration prize.”

She glanced sideways at Elsbeth, who was already lifting her mug to her lips, and then at Marilla, who sipped slowly, eyes closed as if savoring the taste. Was no one taking this seriously?

“Will someone please,” Carys began, her voice quieter this time, “tell me what is going on.”

“Ah!” Morwenna held up her hand as if to silence Carys.

But Carys was in no mood to be silenced. She did not like being toyed with.

And someone was most definitely toying with her.

Morwenna? Carys gripped her mug tightly as her magic simmered beneath the surface. But from what she’d heard about this witch who ran The Lonely Tavern, playing games was not her style. She had a reputation for being both cryptic and to the point.

Carys looked into the depths of the liquid that swirled in the cup in her hand. Maybe the drink would help.

She took a deep breath and brought the mug to her lips, the warm, spiced scent filling her nostrils. The liquid was smooth and rich, with a hint of sweetness that lingered on her tongue. As she swallowed, a pleasant warmth spread through her chest, easing some of the tension that had settled there.

Morwenna watched her closely, her gray eyes glinting in the tavern’s dim light. “Better?” she asked. “I’m thinking of breaking into the tea scene. It’s the only thing the witches around here can’t say no to.”

Carys nodded, feeling the drink’s calming effect wash over her. But it did nothing to quell the nagging sense that something was amiss. She set her mug down on the bar, the soft thunk echoing in the quiet room.

“I appreciate the drink,” Carys said, then she felt it. The hair on the back of her neck prickled and her body tensed instinctively.

Behind her, the tavern door creaked open, and she slowly turned, her breath catching as a figure stood silhouetted in the doorway. She couldn’t see his features, being blinded a little by the bright winter sunshine pouring in from behind him, but there was something about those broad shoulders and imposing figure that made her heart flutter.

“Ah,” Morwenna murmured, a sly smile playing at the corners of her lips. “Right on time.”

“You…” The man stepped heavily through the door, his hand resting on the host table as he steadied himself.

Carys took a faltering step toward him, compelled by a force she couldn’t explain. Her heart raced as she stared at the man, his features slowly coming into focus as her eyes adjusted to the light. Dark hair, chiseled jaw, and eyes that seemed to pierce right through her—eyes that widened with recognition as they met hers.

“I don’t believe it,” he breathed, his voice a low rumble that sent shivers down her spine. “You’re here.”

She swallowed hard, her mouth suddenly dry. “Do I...know you?” The words felt strange on her tongue, as if she should know the answer but couldn’t quite grasp it.

“No,” he shook his head, his eyes filled with sorrow. “At least, we have never met, but I have been searching for you…”

“Searching for me?” Carys asked. “Even though we have never met.”

“I sensed you once before. Decades ago, on Cairnnor.” The man took a step closer, his gaze never leaving Carys’s face. “I’m Varn.”

Varn. The word was like a whisper in her head. Hadn’t she heard that name somewhere before?

“Ah, Carys and Varn are already here.” Voices carried in from the doorway as Flint and Liselle entered the tavern, with three older men trailing behind them.

But Carys only had eyes for Varn. It was as if they shared a connection. A deep connection. Soul deep.

“So, how did it go?” Burt asked as he hovered in the doorway. “Erm, sorry.” He squeezed past Varn and Carys, frozen to the spot, followed by Flint, Liselle, and the rest of the Regulars.

“Oh, look at that. They still only have eyes for each other.” Stan smiled. “Now that’s true love.”

Carys felt a blush creep up her neck at the man’s words, but she couldn’t tear her gaze away from Varn. His presence seemed to fill the room, commanding her attention. She took another tentative step forward, drawn to him.

“I don’t understand,” she whispered, her voice barely audible over the chatter of the newcomers. “How could you have sensed me decades ago? And why have you been searching for me?”

Varn’s eyes held a depth of pain that made her heart ache. “I think you know. Because you’re my mate, Carys. I felt the pull of our bond all those years ago, but I lost you before I could find you. I’ve been searching ever since.”

Carys’s mind reeled at his revelation. Mate? Bond? The words swirled in her head.

“Wait a minute,” Harry paused as he stepped past them. “Didn’t we have this conversation yesterday?”

“Oh, are you reconstructing it for prosperity?” Stan asked. “Now that’s a sweet idea.”

“Oh no,” Morwenna replied as she placed another round of tea-filled mugs on the bar. “I believe they’re doing this for the first time, again.”

“What do you mean?” Liselle asked as she eyed the pair.

“Carys doesn’t remember Varn,” Marilla said. “And it seems he doesn’t remember her either.”

“They don’t remember?” Flint asked, stepping forward with the baby in his arms and Liselle by his side.

“No.” Marilla shook her head. “They don’t.”

“Or their first date,” Morwenna added. “Their wonderful boat ride on a frozen lake.” Morwenna shook her head.

Varn finally dragged his attention away from Carys. “What? We’ve never been on a first date. Carys disappeared before we had a chance to actually meet, let alone go on a first date.”

“Oh my,” Liselle said and stepped closer to Carys. “You really don’t remember, Varn?”

“How could I?” Carys asked. “You heard what Varn said. He lost me before he even found me. If I’m his mate, surely, he would remember going on a date with me.”

“But…” Stan trailed off.

“But what, Stan?” Varn asked bluntly.

“But you two met yesterday and went on your first date. Harry booked you a boat, and Liselle made you a picnic,” Stan said as he sipped his drink, almost spitting it out after a moment. “Wait, this isn’t bread beer.”

“I don’t understand,” Carys said, her voice trembling slightly. “We’ve never met before, so how can you say we went on a first date?”

Varn ran a hand through his hair, frustration etched on his handsome features. Then his expression cleared. “Oh, very funny. This is a joke. Was this Morwenna’s idea?”

“A joke?” Carys shook her head, trying to make sense of his words. “If this is a joke, I don’t think it’s very funny.”

“If this was my idea, it would have been hilarious,” Morwenna said flatly.

“It’s not a joke.” Liselle placed a gentle hand on Carys’s arm. “Carys, you met Varn here at The Lonely Tavern just yesterday. The two of you had an instant connection. Don’t you remember?”

Carys shook her head slowly, a knot forming in her stomach. “No, I... I don’t remember any of that.” She looked at Varn, searching his face for answers. “How is that possible? If we met and had this connection, why can’t we remember it?”

“I don’t know.” Varn’s brow furrowed, his eyes going out of focus for a moment. Carys had seen that look in shifters before. He was talking to his other side. His dragon, if Carys was not mistaken.

She licked her lips, tasting the metallic tang. Yes, Varn was definitely a dragon shifter.

“I sense an experiment coming on,” Burt said as he sipped his drink and began to wince before his expression cleared. “What is this stuff?”

“Oh, I do love an experiment,” Stan said enthusiastically.

“What kind of experiment?” Varn asked suspiciously.

Morwenna leaned forward, her gray eyes boring into them. “The kind of experiment that might shed some light on this little memory problem of yours.” She gestured to Varn and Carys. “Clearly, something unusual is going on here. It’s not every day that two mates forget meeting each other and going on a first date.”

“What exactly do you propose?” Varn asked.

Stan tapped his chin thoughtfully. “We need to figure out what it is that made you two forget the wonderful date we organized for you.”

“I don’t know about that,” Varn said, closing the distance between him and Carys.

“You don’t want to know who or what is behind your memory loss?” Burt asked.

“Maybe we drank something,” Varn said. “Or we got a dose of fairy dust that messed with our heads. All I know is I’d rather spend the first day with my mate getting to know her, instead of ‘experimenting.’ If that’s what you want, Carys.”

“Varn does have a point,” Morwenna said, glancing toward the door. “It is silly season.”

“Silly season?” Liselle rounded on Morwenna. “You mean Christmas?”

“It does bring out the…silliness in people.” Morwenna’s gaze rested on Flint.

“I’m not sure about silly season,” Liselle retorted. “But we need to consider the possibility that there could be a spell or curse at work here, something that’s preventing you from remembering each other.”

“I see.” Varn’s jaw clenched, a muscle ticking in his cheek. “And if it’s happened once, it could happen again.”

“And again,” Carys murmured.

The question was, how many times had it already happened?




Chapter Fourteen – Varn

This is crazy, Varn said. We would never forget our mate.

But we did, his dragon replied.

Varn tore his eyes from Carys and looked around the room at the people staring at them. Each had a mixture of worry and confusion on their faces, except Morwenna, who kept her resting expression of mild disapproval she usually wore. We must have.

Maybe it has something to do with the fact that we can’t sense her. His dragon ground his teeth. He did not like this. Not one bit.

Because if we can forget her once, we can forget her twice, Varn said, recalling the moment all those years ago when he’d caught a fleeting sense of her.

Was that when it started?

His blood chilled in his veins. What if, during the years that followed, he and Carys had met again and then forgotten each other? How many times had they had their first meeting, only to go their separate ways as if nothing had happened?

There is nothing we can do to change the past. His dragon fought to stay calm. But we can stop history from repeating itself.

You’re right, Varn agreed. Now that we are aware of whatever this is, we can make sure to never forget her again.

So, you’re going to leave a note by the side of your bed each night? his dragon asked.

Now, that is not a bad idea, Varn replied.

“So, we’re thinking this is a spell?” Flint placed a hand on Varn’s shoulder, and he jerked his head up, suddenly aware of the people in the tavern once more.

“I’ll gather the coven,” Elsbeth said. “One way or another, we’ll figure this out.”

“Wait, someone cast a spell?” Carys asked. “On me?” She shook her head. “I don’t understand. Why would anyone do that?”

“We don’t know anything yet,” Flint said, as the voice of reason. “It might be like Morwenna said…”

“Silly season?” Liselle asked with an arched eyebrow.

“Not exactly,” Flint replied warily. “But it could be something simple. Carys and Varn might have…I don’t know… But it might be something that happened when they were together yesterday.”

“Like fairy dust,” Elsbeth added, hopeful for a simple solution.

“I have an idea!” Harry stood up abruptly.

“We retrace the steps Carys and Varn took on their date yesterday,” Stan said as he sipped his beer.

“Yes,” Harry said, shooting Stan a look.

“That sounds like a great idea,” Burt said eagerly.

“It might be,” Carys said. “If we could remember what we did on our date.”

“I think I do remember pieces.” Varn frowned.

“I know what you did, don’t worry,” Flint said.

“You do?” Varn asked his friend.

“Yes, you told me all about it last night,” Flint replied.

“I did?” Varn said in mild surprise. He was not usually one to share intimate details of his life.

“You don’t remember the tea party at Elsbeth’s?” Flint asked.

Elsbeth huffed. “I’ll have you know my tea parties are very memorable, so that proves beyond doubt that something is wrong.”

“I remember the party,” Varn assured her. “I just don’t recall the conversation with Flint.”

“Of course you wouldn’t,” Morwenna said. “Because to remember that conversation, you would have to remember the subject of it. Your date with Carys.”

“This is confusing.” Carys sat down heavily in the nearest chair, shaking her head in confusion. “I just don’t understand. Why can’t Varn and I remember being together? It doesn’t make any sense.”

Varn kneeled beside her, taking her hand in his. A shock of recognition coursed through him. But this only confused him more.

How could he forget his mate when her mere presence, let alone her touch, moved him so deeply? If this was a spell or a curse, then it must be a powerful one.

No spell is going to keep us apart. Varn’s dragon puffed, ready to smite anyone who had a hand in this.

“Like Elsbeth said, we’ll figure this out,” he promised his mate. “Somehow, some way, we’ll get to the bottom of this. I swear it.”

Flint stepped forward, clearing his throat. “I think retracing your steps is our best bet. And where better to start than at the beginning.”

“Boating. In the park!” Harry exclaimed and then slid off his stool. “Let’s go!”

“We can go alone,” Varn blurted out. “Can’t we?” He glanced at Carys.

“I guess,” Carys said, but she didn’t sound too sure.

Doesn’t she trust us? Varn’s dragon said.

We have only just met, Varn replied.

No, we have met before. And we’re mates, his dragon insisted.

She doesn’t feel it the same way we do, Varn reminded his dragon. And she’s worried about what is happening to us.

“You need us.” Burt downed his tea, screwing up his face before relaxing it and looking down into the empty mug. “This stuff if delicious…

“We can manage,” Varn replied firmly.

“But what if you forget again?” Harry asked.

“We didn’t forget yesterday,” Varn reminded them.

“Varn’s right,” Carys said. “We both remembered each other until…” she paused.

“Until we went to bed.” Varn clicked his fingers. “If I told Ash about Carys, then I must have forgotten after that, and all I did was sleep.”

“Separately?” Stan asked.

“Yes,” Carys said, color flushing her cheeks.

“I was just asking. Since you are mates,” Stan reminded them. As if Varn needed any reminding.

Varn sighed heavily. “Yes, we went to bed separately last night. And when we woke up this morning, it seems the previous day had been erased from both our memories.”

Carys looked up at Varn, her eyes troubled. “I wish I could remember it. Our first date, getting to know you. It feels like something precious was stolen from us.”

“But the thing is,” Harry said with a grin. “You get to do it all over again today.”

“That’s true,” Morwenna said. “This is a first for The Lonely Tavern. You get a second first date…on the house.”

Varn nodded, his jaw clenched as he mumbled, “There must be an explanation.” He turned to the others. “Flint is right, though, retracing our steps is the logical place to start. If you all want to come as witnesses, so be it. But Carys and I need to do this alone, to see if it triggers any memories.”

“You all go ahead.” Liselle looked up at Flint. “I don’t think going out in the cold for so long is going to be good for Koralyn.”

“Perhaps you two could take Casper and Hazel to the toy maker to pick out some late gifts?” Flint suggested.

Liselle smiled back at him. “What a lovely idea. It’s a shame you’ll miss it, but I’m sure you’ll have fun on this investigation you’re all going on. Oh, and don’t forget Ash and Leah’s work party.”

“Oh!” Morwenna exclaimed, before taking on an admonishing tone. “Flint, how could you forget you need to put out some extra baked treats for the imps so that they behave themselves? It’s certainly a good thing that your wonderful wife is so organized.”

“I think you were supposed to do that, Morwenna.” Liselle giggled.

“Hm.” Morwenna rubbed her chin. “You can’t be mistaken, so I suppose it must be immutable truth.”

“I do have a couple of things I need to have ready, but I’ve got a bit of time, so let’s get to it.” The group murmured their assent. Flint clapped Varn on the back. “At least we know what you did first.”

“The boat trip!” Stan cried. “And I think for authenticity, it’s important that you go out on a boat. And we should go on one, too…you know, to keep an eye on what’s happening.”

“I’ll call Jerry and make a booking,” Harry said.

“You don’t have to…” Varn began, but Harry already had his phone to his ear as he headed for the front door.

“Enjoy your first date, you two.” Morwenna gave them a wave as they headed for the front door.

***

“I don’t think the boat is going to float on that,” Carys said.

“Pity.” Varn nodded as they stared at the frozen lake.

“How on earth did you two go on a romantic boat picnic on this?” Stan asked, looking along the row of small boats that were sitting in deep snow, having been pulled up shore before the frost.

“They can’t remember how,” Burt said. “Perhaps it wasn’t frozen yesterday?”

“The weather wasn’t any warmer yesterday,” Harry mused. “Perhaps that’s why they don’t remember. They suffered from hypothermia.”

“Then how do they not remember the tea party after?” Burt asked.

“Burt’s right.” Flint nodded. “With so many people in Elsbeth’s house, all the cooking, and the hearth being lit, I don’t even think the yeti in Morwenna’s fridge could have kept cold.”

“That still begs the question…” Harry walked up to a boat. “Wait, did you even use the boat?”

Varn and Carys glanced at one another.

“I’m pretty sure we did.” Varn frowned. “I do remember there being on a boat. It was foggy?”

“Mm.” Carys nodded. “I remember the fog.”

“Perhaps a cursed fog?” Stan ventured.

“But it doesn’t look like this boat has been moved.” Harry sounded accusatory. “Did you use the wrong boat? I booked the Lily-pad.”

“That one looks like it’s been moved.” Burt pointed to a boat farther up the shore and the three men walked over through the snow, murmuring amongst themselves.

Carys let out a long sigh. “This is not how I expected my day to go.”

“Me neither.” Varn turned to her, his voice low. “And it’s not how I expected the first meeting with my mate to go.”

“We’re really mates?” Carys looked up at him. “I mean, we both sort of remember the boat. But could we really forget a wonderful first date, huh?”

Varn’s shoulders slumped. “It certainly seems that way.”

“Hey.” Carys touched his hand, making Varn jump, and he lifted his eyes to look into hers. He almost lost himself in those wells of compassion. “We can always do a second or third first date.”

She might not sense the mating bond in the same way as a shifter or feel the loss so keenly if they were torn apart, but Carys empathized with how he felt. He knew at that moment that she would be there for him no matter what, even after only knowing each other for such a brief time.

As long as she doesn’t forget us again, his dragon said in warning.

Varn tried not to let himself get too choked up at that thought. “Yeah. A second first date sounds perfect. Although maybe we leave the boat trip until spring.”

“Perhaps ice skating would be more suitable.”

“It would be but…”

“But what?” Carys asked lightly.

“I’ve never ice skated before.”

“Really?” Carys asked. “I thought it was something everyone did.”

Varn shook his head. “Never.”

“Not even as a child?” Carys asked.

Varn’s expression clouded. “My childhood had little time for such frivolous activities, as my father called them.”

Carys’s smile turned a little sad before it brightened again. “Well, that just means that you get to experience all those frivolous things with me, I suppose.”

It was Varn’s turn to smile. “I would like that very much.”

“All right.” Burt clapped his hands together as he and the other Regulars trudged back to them. “I think we’ve investigated the boats thoroughly enough that we can say they’re probably not cursed.”

“Wonderful,” Carys said wryly, before glancing at Varn and smirking. “Perhaps the picnic we supposedly had was cursed instead.”

Harry gulped. “Erm, well, probably not, as we ate the leftovers that went into creating your perfect picnic.”

“And let’s just say that if the food was cursed, each of us would have eaten enough curse for the both of you,” Burt said, tipping forward onto his toes and hiking his thumbs into his belt.

There was a crack and splash sound that made them all turn.

“Woah!” Flint stepped back from a newly formed hole in the ice.

“You all right there, chap?” Stan asked.

“The ice is really thin here. It looks like it’s only just frozen over.” Flint grimaced as he shook water from his now wet boot.

Harry perked up. “So, you’re saying they might have used the boat?”

Flint grumbled as he emptied water from his boot.

“Regardless,” Varn said a little sharply, increasingly agitated that he wasn’t able to spend time alone with his mate. “I don’t think there’s anything for us to learn here.”

“Okay, well, where did you two go next?” Burt asked.

Varn and Carys looked at each other before shrugging.

What else could we be forgetting? His dragon roared, So many precious moments in time, lost because of this.

We’ve got a lifetime of moments together to look forward to now, Varn said as he watched Carys.

“Varn, yesterday you said that you stopped by a market on the way to Elsbeth’s,” Flint reminded him.

Not that his reminder helped. “Did I?”

“Yes.” Flint nodded then glanced at his watch. “Oh, I’ve got to run, Ash and Leah are hosting a business, Christmas…thing at the tavern tonight, and I don’t think they trust Morwenna enough to not scare off some of the guests.”

“I thought you were still on leave?” Harry asked.

Flint shrugged. “When you love your work…”

“I really would never have believed you would love it there. You know, Morwenna and all.” Varn chuckled and shook his head. “But I’m happy that you do. Now, about this market.”

“It must be the enchanted Christmas market they host every year near the town square.” Stan was almost jumping up and down at the prospect of being able to visit.

“I suppose we have our next destination.” Carys sighed. “If we really want to continue. I mean, do we have time for this?”

“Of course we do,” Stan said as he set off toward town.

“But there are plenty of other things I’d rather be filling our time with now that Carys and I have met,” Varn said.

Sure, it was important to find out what had happened to them, but he was struggling to fight the urge to shift and fly off with Carys to somewhere they could be alone.

“Yeah.” Carys’s gaze grew distant, and Varn got the feeling that there was something more troubling her, as though they really were running out of time to make their second, or rather third, chance work.




Chapter Fifteen – Carys

“Next stop,” announced Harry with a theatrical sweep of his arm, “the enchanted Christmas market! They host this little market in town every year. If you two lovebirds can’t remember meeting there, well, we’ll just have to make new memories.”

Carys laughed softly, relaxing more as they left the boating lake behind and headed toward town. “We’re not exactly lovebirds,” she said, casting a shy look at Varn.

“Not yet anyway.” Burt winked, nudging Stan, who grinned in agreement.

Varn cleared his throat, attempting to hide his own smile. “Lead the way, gentlemen.”

“You know, I think they are enjoying this more than we are,” Carys said and then chuckled at Varn’s expression as it clouded. “I didn’t mean that I’m not enjoying our second first date.”

Varn nodded. “But what you mean is this is a little like their date. Not our date.”

“Something like that,” Carys agreed, happy they seemed to be on the same wavelength—they really wanted to be alone, figuring this all out, while also getting to know one another. Again.

“Well, how about we go along with them for a while? Explore the possibility that our memory loss was triggered by something accidental, and then we go somewhere more private.”

“More private?” She stared at him for a long moment, as they made their way to the gathering of tents that must be the market.

This was all so unexpected. And with the confusion of their memory loss, she hadn’t had time to think about the repercussions of being a dragon shifter’s mate.

But was it fair to make any judgments before she got to better know the man who said he was her mate?

“Yes, more private,” Varn murmured.

Carys nodded, pushing her worries aside for now. “That sounds perfect.” She looped her arm through Varn’s as they entered the market, inhaling the scents of roasted chestnuts and cinnamon as a frisson of electricity coursed between them.

Snow gently fell amongst the market tents, even though there was a clear sky above. A group of children ran past them, chasing after a flurry of falling snowflakes.

“It’s beautiful,” Carys breathed, taking in the stalls selling handmade crafts, wreaths, and baked goods.

“And so are you,” Varn murmured, making her blush. She wasn’t used to anyone complimenting her in such an intimate way. And there was no mistaking it. Varn’s words left her in no doubt that intimate is exactly what he intended.

The idea was appealing…

No, they were here to figure out what, or who, had stolen their memories.

Her blush deepened. And what if they got their memories back, and they discovered intimate was exactly what had happened yesterday on their first date?

Normally, she would never sleep with a man on a first date. But this was different. Varn was different.

They were mates. Destined to be together.

The thought gave her butterflies.

Pushing down those wonderfully troubling thoughts, Carys forced herself to think of something else. Anything else, other than the man beside her, whose very presence made her skin tingle.

The market was a kaleidoscope of colors and sounds. Stalls draped in holly and ivy displayed an array of magical goods: shimmering ornaments that reflected scenes of distant lands, snow globes that captured miniature blizzards, and confections that, according to the sign next to them, changed flavor with each bite.

“Come look at these,” Harry called out, his face flushed with excitement as he beckoned to them.

“Wishing Baubles!” Stan added.

“Despite their age, they have a certain childlike wonder, don’t they?” Carys asked as they headed toward the Regulars.

“They do,” Varn agreed. “I am envious of them in some ways.”

“I know what you mean.” Carys nodded, understanding the wistfulness in Varn’s voice. She, too, had lost that childlike wonder over the years, worn down by her responsibilities.

“Maybe we can help each other find some of that again,” Varn suggested.

“We might not have to, it looks like we have found some expert teachers,” Carys said and squeezed his arm as they made their way over to where Harry and Stan were oohing and ahhing over the Wishing Baubles, which appeared to be an eclectic collection of, well…baubles.

“They might not have helped us find out what happened to our memories from yesterday,” Varn said. “But they might help is make some new ones.”

“Come on, you two.” Burt shifted to the side to make room for Varn and Carys on the threshold of the small tent.

“What do we have to do?” Varn asked, eyeing up the Christmas ornaments on display.

“Make a wish and hang it on the Yuletide tree, and on Christmas morn, your heart’s desire will be yours,” the stall keeper, a kindly old witch, explained with a toothy grin. “Although it looks as if your wish has already come true.”

“It has,” Varn agreed, shooting Carys a look that made her insides turn to liquid fire.

Carys hid a smile, and her blush, as she examined a delicate glass star, tracing her finger over the intricate frosted design engraved into its otherwise smooth surface. “I’ll take this one.”

“A perfect choice,” the witch said in a sagely tone.

“How does this work? Making a wish, I mean?” Varn asked as he picked out a pewter dragon.

The witch picked up a small, hand-carved goose and said, “All you need to do is hold the ornament close and concentrate on your heart’s desire as you make your wish. The magic will do the rest. But just remember, be sure that your wish is your true heart’s desire.”

“You don’t have to cast a spell?” Harry asked as he picked out a simple sheaf of golden straw.

“Already did,” the witch said, her lined face filled with age-old wisdom. “The spell is woven into each ornament, just waiting to be activated by a sincere wish from a pure heart.”

“And if your heart is not pure?” Varn asked.

The witch chuckled and wagged her bony finger at Varn. “Then you would not have found your way to my stall. It must be fate.”

Varn’s eyes darkened, and he swallowed hard, as if fighting with his emotions. Then he closed his hand around the pewter dragon and pulled a handful of coins from his pocket. “Have we all chosen?”

“I can’t decide between the silver bell and the gold star,” Stan said, holding up the two ornaments.

The witch smiled knowingly. “The bell will bring you joy and laughter, while the star will guide you to your true path.”

Stan’s eyes widened. “That doesn’t make the choice any easier!”

“We’ll take them both,” Varn said quickly. “Burt?”

“A reindeer.” Burt held up a reindeer wearing a scarf.

“Okay. How much?” Varn asked.

As her mate paid for the wish charms, Carys let her imagination drift to the future. A future where they would one day visit the same stall with their children. A boy and a girl…

No, she would not let her imagination run away with her. At least, not until they had made it past their first date.

And goodness how many tries that might take, as they seemed to have made no progress on resolving what had happened to their memories of each other from the day before.

If they did not figure out why they had forgotten each other, and it kept on happening, there was no way they could even contemplate having a life together, let alone a family.

Imagine that? Every morning coming downstairs to breakfast, only to think that a stranger had appeared in your house, saying that you were fated mates.

Carys held the snowflake ornament in her palm. Her wish suddenly became obvious.

“Shall we find somewhere to make our wishes?” Varn suggested, his hand on the small of her back.

Carys nodded, not quite trusting herself to speak. They wandered through the market, taking in the sights and sounds, until they found a quiet spot near a fountain, its frozen waters glistening in the bright winter sunlight.

“Ready?” Varn asked as they all huddled together.

“Ready!” the Regulars chorused.

Carys cradled her star, closing her eyes as she focused on her deepest longing. Images of Varn, of a future filled with love and belonging, and family, drifted through her mind. She wished for the courage to open her heart, to trust in the bond they shared as mates. To trust in fate. And their future together.

Beside her, Varn clutched his dragon, his brow furrowed in concentration. She wondered what he was wishing for, if his thoughts were as consumed by her as hers were by him.

Judging by the small twitch in his lips, she figured they were.

As she watched the Regulars, they made their wishes with childlike solemnity, their faces alight with hope and anticipation. Even Burt seemed caught up in the magic of the moment, his usually slightly gruffer exterior softened.

“Let’s go hang them on the Yuletide tree,” Harry said in a hushed tone.

“Good idea.” Varn slipped his hand into hers as they continued through the market.

“Don’t forget why we are here,” Stan reminded them.

Carys had to admit she’d been so caught up in the market’s magic that she had allowed herself to forget their important mission.

But as they meandered through the stalls, heading for the Yuletide tree that stood at the center of the square, its colorful lights guiding them to it, there was no sign of anything that might have robbed them of their memories.

As much magic as there was in the market, it all seemed so benign, so jovial. She could not remember what she and Varn had done the last time they were here, but she hoped that this second first date was not too far off.

As they walked, a booth caught her eye, where a craftsman sat leaning forward, a wand held in one hand that, with subtle motions, formed the ice before him as if, well, by magic. He noticed Carys watching and beamed. “Care to give it a try?”

Carys accepted eagerly, taking the offered wand. “I’ve always wanted to learn ice sculpting. Even if it is with magic rather than with a chisel.” She narrowed her eyes at the formless ice before her, before wafting the wand through the air, and the top of the ice formed waves, the tips of which even frosted up, looking like white water pushed by a brisk breeze across the ocean.

“Impressive,” Varn remarked, admiring her handiwork.

“Your turn,” she said, handing him the wand.

Varn hesitated. “I’m not much for delicate work. Or magic.”

“Give it a shot,” she encouraged. “You might be surprised.”

Varn grimaced, but took the wand from her, regardless. He flicked the wand at the ice, and a long body seemed to writhe out of the glossy waves. After only a moment, Carys realized what it was.

“A water dragon.”

“A sea serpent. But I suppose it’s close enough,” Varn chuckled.

“A distant relative, perhaps?” Carys giggled. “Seems you have a talent after all,” she said, her eyes meeting his.

“Maybe I just needed the right inspiration,” he replied with a quirk of his lips.

Lips she would dearly love to kiss.

Their moment was interrupted by the Regulars, who appeared wearing matching knitted hats adorned with bells that chimed incessantly with every one of their movements. “We thought we’d get into the spirit of the season,” Stan declared, shaking his head so the bells jingled merrily.

“Silly season,” Varn said, mimicking Morwenna.

Carys began to chuckle, her shoulders shaking with amusement. As he caught her eyes, Varn had no choice but to join in. Although, the Regulars did not seem to share their humor.

“Next up, the Yuletide tree!” Harry proclaimed, ignoring Carys and Varn as they continued to laugh.

“At least we won’t lose them,” Varn said lightly as the Regulars darted on ahead, the bells on their hats jingling a merry tune.

“No, that’s true,” Carys replied. But she was starting to think it would be nice to lose them. At least for a couple of hours, so she could get to know Varn a little better.

Five was certainly a crowd.

They made their way to the market center, where the majestic Yuletide tree stood. It towered above them, its branches adorned with countless ornaments that shimmered with their own inner light, many undoubtedly Wishing Baubles that people before them had hung.

“I’d forgotten how wonderful Wishing Moon Bay is at this time of year.” She tilted her head to look at the bright star on top of the tree.

They approached the tree together, finding a spot where two branches intertwined. As they hung their ornaments, a soft glow emanated from both, growing brighter when they were side by side.

“Well, would you look at that,” Stan whispered to the others, who stood wide-eyed with wonder.

Varn and Carys stepped back, admiring the sight. “I guess our ornaments approve of each other,” she mused.

“Seems so,” he murmured and slipped his arm around her waist, pulling her close.

Carys rested her head on his shoulder. “I never want to forget this.”

“Neither do I,” Vern said gruffly.

“Then let’s take a photo,” Harry suggested, pulling out his phone.

Varn shuffled his feet, looking kind of awkward, but then he glanced down at her and smiled.

And Harry captured the moment. One she hoped she would remember forever.




Chapter Sixteen – Varn

“I think we all deserve some spiced cider,” Harry announced.

There was a murmur of agreement as they all stood looking up at the Yuletide Tree, adorned with twinkling mage lights, sparkling streams of tinsel, and an exhaustive collection of baubles and decorations of almost every theme imaginable.

Though, no matter how many, or how beautiful any of the decorations were, Varn could not take his eyes off those he and Carys had hung. The way they swung gently in the breeze, as if the pewter dragon was gazing up at the gleaming star.

Much like us and our mate, Varn’s dragon said.

Very true. Varn glanced at Carys. As much as he appreciated what the Regulars were trying to do for them, the search for whatever had affected their memories seemed futile. And now all he wanted was to carry his mate off to somewhere more private. The fear of losing her had been squarely put away by the way Carys leaned into him, the way they spoke quietly together…yes, somewhere more private would be much more fitting.

Which would be anywhere but here, his dragon said dryly.

The folk of Wishing Moon Bay certainly get into the holiday spirit, Varn agreed as a group of carolers passed by, their voices lifted in a merry rendition of “Deck the Halls.”

“Coming?” Carys gently pulled his hand as the Regulars moved away from the tree. “A spiced cider sounds like exactly what I need.”

“Maybe we could grab something to eat, too.” Varn’s stomach rumbled in agreement.

How can you think of food at a time like this? his dragon asked, incredibly aware of the closeness of their mate.

I need to keep my strength up, Varn replied. We don’t want our mate to think we’re weak.

Carys will never think that if she meets me, his dragon replied confidently.

“What’s your favorite food?” Carys asked.

“My favorite food?” Varn repeated, thrown by her question.

“Yes. I figured it was time we started getting to know each other,” Carys said. “We could have covered all this on our first date, but…” She shrugged.

“But if we did, you can’t remember.” Varn glanced up at the sky. The sun was already beginning its fall toward the horizon. Soon, the sky would turn an inky blue and the stars would come out one by one. The day had been a whirlwind of movement and emotions and had slipped by all too quickly.

He took a deep breath, savoring this precious time with his mate. “My favorite food is a hearty stew, the kind that simmers all day and warms you from the inside out. “

“Really? I was expecting some sort of specialty or traditional dish known only to the dragons of Cairnnor.”

Varn nodded. “I suppose it is quite a simple meal. But I think that’s why I like it so much. It’s not something you’d see at formal dinners or meetings. You can get a wonderful stew nearly anywhere, even at home.”

Carys leaned into him, and he longed to pull her into his arms and hold her close, feel the warmth of her body against his. “That sounds perfect for a night like this. Do you cook?”

“Not often,” he replied. “And when I do, it’s usually something basic…like stew, I suppose. I don’t see the point when it’s just me. But when I was a kid, and the cook had the day off, I used to help my mom in the kitchen. How about you?”

“Oh, I used to help my mom bake,” Carys said. “I loved the smell of fresh bread or cookies filling the house,” Carys continued with a wistful smile. “It always made everything feel so warm and cozy, no matter what else was going on.”

“And was there a lot going on?” Varn asked. “I mean…what was your home life like?”

“It was busy,” Carys said. “Both my parents worked in diplomacy. Sometimes they traveled together, sometimes alone.”

“And you?” Varn asked.

“Me?” Carys asked.

“Did you travel with them, too?” Varn asked.

“When I was older,” Carys replied, a sad smile flitting across her face. “But when I was younger, I’d be left at home with a nanny. In some ways, I was raised by a succession of caregivers.” Carys’s tone was matter-of-fact, but Varn sensed an old pain beneath the words.

He wanted to reach back in time and give Carys’s younger self a hug. But that was impossible. All he could do was make sure she never felt lonely again. “That must have been difficult, being separated from your parents so much.”

Carys met his gaze, and he could see a deep sadness there. “It was lonely at times,” she admitted. “But it also made me who I am. Independent, adaptable.” She gave a little shrug. “And it’s part of why I became a diplomat myself. To continue their legacy in a way, but also...to have a purpose of my own, I suppose. Independent of anyone else.”

“Here, spiced cider.” Harry handed them a cup each. “It’s hot.”

“It smells wonderful,” Carys said, inhaling deeply as she cupped her hands around her mug. The rich aroma of cinnamon, cloves, and citrus wafted up, inviting her to take her first tentative sip of the hot beverage. “Oh, that is good. So warming.”

“Better than Morwenna’s bread beer,” Burt joked but earned himself a stern look from Stan. “What? It is!”

“You should never say things like that out loud.” Stan’s gaze darted from side to side. “You never know who is listening.”

“What? Do you think Brushworth is hiding behind the mistletoe stall?” Burt teased.

“Stranger things have happened,” Stan hissed, still unsettled. “Or what if the imps are around?”

But then the carolers began another song, their voices in perfect harmony as they sang a beautiful rendition of “Silent Night.”

Their soothing voices seemed to calm Stan’s nerves, and he took a long sip of his cider, an appreciative smile on his face.

Whether it was for the spiced cider or the carolers, Varn could not say.

Or maybe it is the perfect combination of the two, his dragon suggested.

Maybe, Varn agreed, as he stood side by side with his mate.

But the warmth of the spiced cider did not compare to the warmth his mate stirred within him. Varn felt it spreading through his chest, a glowing ember that burned brighter with each passing moment in Carys’s presence.

And he had the sudden desire to tell her exactly how he felt. “Carys, I...” he began, his voice low and earnest.

“Yes.” She ducked her head as she held his gaze.

“I…” Varn stuttered.

Tell her, his dragon urged.

But then the lead caroler began a familiar folk tune. His deep baritone rang out crisp and clear:

“On a cold winter’s night, ‘neath the pale moonlight, the wind whispers secrets through trees...”

One by one, the other carolers joined in, their voices rising in a haunting melody that captured the attention of everyone gathered around them.

It was as if their voices wove a spell with each rise and fall of their voices, each harmony.

“Gather ‘round the hearth, my friends,

Let the Yuletide magic never end.

Hearts aglow and spirits bright,

On this enchanted winter’s night!”

The Regulars, caught up in the festive mood, began to sing along. Their voices rose to join the carolers. Even Varn found himself humming along under his breath, while Carys swayed gently to the music, her soft curves pressing against Varn in a way that made his heart race. The warmth of the cider and the joy of the carolers’ song seemed to melt away his fears, for how could he possibly forget a moment as perfect as this?

As the final notes faded into the crisp night air, Carys tilted her face up to Varn’s. “This is the best first date ever,” she murmured. “Being here with you, surrounded by all this beauty and cheer...” Her eyes misted with tears, and she turned away from him.

“Carys?” he asked as he slipped his finger under her chin and gently turned her head toward him. “What is it?”

“Nothing…” She averted her eyes, evading his gaze.

I don’t think it’s nothing, his dragon said.

Neither do I, Varn replied.

“Do you want to get out of here?” he blurted out, cursing himself for not thinking before he asked since she had only just told him how magical all this was.

“Yes.” She nodded, reinforcing her answer.

“You do?” Varn didn’t hide his surprise.

“Yes.” Her lips curved into a subtle smile that sent a jolt through him. “Where do you have in mind?”

“Somewhere more...peaceful,” he replied, his gaze holding hers.

“Okay, what next?” Harry asked as the Regulars came back to them, the spell of the carolers broken now that their song had ended.

“I’m going to show Carys the sights,” Varn said.

“Oh, that sounds fun. Where are we going first?” Stan rubbed his hands together.

“I think we can handle ourselves,” Varn said, trying to be tactful.

“You’re going off alone?” Burt voiced his concern.

“Yes,” Carys said. “We appreciate your help, but I don’t think what caused us to forget each other is here in the market. And according to Flint, the only thing we did after this was go to the tea party at Elsbeth’s, and I don’t think anything untoward happened there.”

“How do you know?” Stan asked, crouching down a little, his gaze searching the shadows. “Someone could jump out of nowhere…”

“We’re not staying in town,” Varn replied.

“You’re not?” Harry asked.

“We’re not?” Carys seemed just as surprised.

“No.” Varn turned to look at his mate. “I thought we’d fly out of town. There’s something I’d like to share with you.”

“There is?” Carys asked, her voice breathy.

Stan wagged a finger at Varn. “It might not be wise to wander off alone.”

“Stan is right. We could come with you,” Harry offered. “I’m sure a strong dragon such as yourself could carry a few passengers.”

“I think they want some alone time.” Burt tapped Stan on the shoulder.

“But what if they forget again?” Stan asked.

Varn suppressed a sigh. “We appreciate your concern, but we’re capable of looking after ourselves.”

After a moment of silence, Stan sighed dramatically. “All right then. But at least promise to meet us at The Lonely Tavern before midnight. Just so we know you’re safe.”

Varn considered the request. The last thing he wanted was to worry them. “We’ll try to make it,” he agreed.

“Good.” Harry clapped him on the shoulder. “Enjoy your evening, in that case.”

As the Regulars drifted back into the crowd, Varn exhaled slowly. “Shall we?” he asked, offering his arm to Carys.

She looped her arm through his, her touch sending a jolt of electricity coursing through him. “Lead the way.”

They moved through the groups of people, looking up in awe at the Yuletide tree, and made their way through the rows of tents and back out into the clear, unpopulated area outside of town. It wasn’t long before the market was well behind them, walking side by side through the crisp snow, with no one around but them.

“Where exactly are we going?” Carys asked, her breath visible in the crisp night.

“You’ll see.” Varn cast a sideways glance at her.

It’s still hard to believe she is actually here with us, his dragon said happily.

But here she is. Varn placed his hand over hers. Yet the conversation with the Regulars before they parted left him with a slight unease. What if they did forget? Would this be another magical night that might as well have never happened?

What if they flew off into the mountains and they forgot each other? He might leave her stranded where no one would find her without even realizing it.

He strained his senses once again. Being around so many people, he had managed to forget that he could not feel the most important person, but alone at last, he was acutely aware of the fog that seemed to surround Carys.

How could he not sense her when she was this close?

Perhaps that is the mystery we should be trying to solve, his dragon said.

Perhaps, Varn agreed. Perhaps the answer to our failing memory and our failing senses is one and the same.

They stepped from the snow-laden grass, down onto a winding path that cut through the countryside. The ice crystals scattered atop the layer of snow caught the light of the sun as it began to turn rosy.

He glanced back to the area of falling snow and rising smoke where the market was. Was he making a mistake?

Should they stay with the Regulars?

It made sense. It would be safer for Carys. But he so wanted to spend time alone with his mate. To hold her, to kiss her, to be away from prying eyes and fatherly old men.

“Here?” she asked.

“Here.” He nodded. “Unless you would rather go back…”

“No.” She let go of his hand and stepped away from him. “I want to meet your dragon. I want to soar above the clouds on his back. I…” She placed her hand on her heart. “This feels right.”

There’s no arguing with that, his dragon said happily, but an underlying feeling of concern still threaded through both their veins.

He managed a wry smile, echoing his dragon’s sentiment. “I cannot argue with that.” Taking a step back, he steadied himself.

The air around him began to shimmer, threads of electricity crackling around him, the snow beginning to swirl up into the air as he let his dragon take control. There was a moment when he paused, not wanting to leave his mate for a moment, worried if he might scare her off, but he quickly shook off that notion. Carys was a woman of the world; this would certainly not be the first dragon she had seen shift.

Carys took a step back, eyes wide, her breath catching in awe. For a moment, the world stilled around them, even the disturbed snow hanging in the air. Then, cautiously, she approached, brushing her hand against the warm, smooth scales of his neck. Varn lowered his head, his dragon’s gaze meeting hers, and in that brief exchange, something between them solidified—something ancient and unspoken.

Her initial shock softened, awe taking its place. “You’re...breathtaking,” she whispered, stepping closer. She reached out tentatively, fingertips grazing the smooth scales of his jaw.

Relief washed over him, followed by a surge of something deeper, something he hadn’t allowed himself to feel in years. He lowered his head, inviting her to touch.

Carys stroked the scales along Varn’s jaw, her touch gentle, almost reverent, as if she were handling something infinitely precious. Varn’s dragon’s eyes drifted closed, savoring the sensation of her fingers against his scales.

“I can’t believe this is real,” Carys breathed. “That you’re real. I never imagined I’d be anyone’s mate, let alone a dragon like you. I feel like I’m dreaming.”

Varn opened his eyes, meeting her gaze, wishing he could speak aloud, that he could assure her this was no dream. That having her here felt more incredible than anything he could have imagined.

Without words, he bent low, offering his foreleg as a step. She hesitated only a second before climbing up, settling just behind his wings, her hands gripping his scaled ridges.

The moment she was secure, Varn stretched his wings, their span massive as they scraped the edges of the alley. With a single, powerful beat, they were airborne, shooting upward into the starlit sky, leaving the town far below.

The icy wind whipped against them, but Varn pushed higher, soaring past the rooftops and trees until the lights of Wishing Moon Bay were nothing more than a distant glow on the horizon. The world below became a blur, and the sky above unfolded vast, endless, untouchable.

He angled his wings, gliding around a rocky rise, covered in fresh snow. The northern lights flickered on the darkening horizon, their colors bleeding into the sky, weaving ghostly ribbons of purples and greens, only just visible in the failing daylight.

This is what he wanted to show her.

The sound of the wind faded as they slowed. Varn’s dragon tilted back with wings outstretched as they glided back down to land.

Varn landed softly, the snow crunching beneath his claws. Carys slid from his back, her feet sinking into the snow as she gazed up at the lights in wonder. “It’s beautiful,” she whispered, her voice barely audible over the crackling stillness of the winter air.

Varn shifted back into his human form, the cold biting at him, but he barely noticed. “I come here sometimes. When I need to think. The lights aren’t always here, of course, but it’s no less beautiful in their absence.”

She turned to him, a small smile playing on her lips. “Is that why you brought me here? To think?”

He exhaled slowly. “Partly. I wanted to show you something that’s special to me. Something that’s incredible.”

“Something…unforgettable?” she arched her eyebrow at him.

The tension between them seemed to thicken, but not in a way that pushed them apart. Instead, it felt like it was drawing them closer, like they were both standing at the edge of something they couldn’t name but could feel all the same.

Carys took a step toward him. “What do you think we’ve forgotten?”

Varn hesitated. “I don’t know,” he admitted as he stared up at the sky. “For all we know, we stood in this very spot last night and looked up at the stars.”

“You might be right.” She looped her arm through his and leaned against him. “But I think I would remember.”

But Varn wasn’t so sure.

Perhaps we should tie ourselves together, his dragon suggested. Or not go to sleep.

And Varn could think of plenty of ways they could fill the time…




Chapter Seventeen – Carys

Carys had traveled the world. Memories of her diplomatic trips washed over her. The crystal spires of Lumina City sparkled in her mind, their iridescent surfaces refracting sunlight into rainbows that danced across the streets. She recalled the whisper-soft petals of the Singing Orchids in the Enchanted Groves, their melodic hum a soothing backdrop to delicate negotiations.

“I’ve seen wonders beyond imagination,” Carys murmured, her voice barely audible above the crisp night air.

Varn’s hand tightened around hers, his touch grounding her in the present. “And yet?” he prompted gently, his deep voice tinged with hope.

Carys tore her gaze from the wonder of the aurora and locked eyes with Varn. Yes. Definitely hope. It wasn’t just in his voice; it was in his eyes, too.

“And yet.” She swallowed hard, suddenly overwhelmed by the intensity of the moment. “Nothing compares to this.”

“It is incredible.” Varn raised his eyes to the heavens as above them, the night sky erupted in a breathtaking display of color. The aurora danced and shimmered, so bright that the white snow around them caught the color, turning the mountain landscape into a gently pulsing kaleidoscope of otherworldly color.

“I wasn’t just talking about the aurora,” Carys whispered hoarsely.

“You weren’t?” Varn asked, the note of hope in his voice stronger.

“No.” She turned to face him, although she could not see him clearly through the mist of tears that filled her eyes. “As beautiful as it is, the thing that’s different now…is that I’ve never had anyone to share those incredible sights with.”

He gently cupped her face, his thumb brushing away a stray tear. “I never thought I’d find you,” he admitted, his voice low and gruff with suppressed emotion. “After sensing you and then losing that connection... I’d almost given up hope.”

Carys leaned into his touch. “But you didn’t. You kept searching.”

A wry smile tugged at Varn’s lips. “Stubbornness has its uses, I suppose.”

“And that’s what I take comfort in.” She wrapped her arms around Varn’s waist and nestled against his chest. The steady thump of his heart beneath her ear was more magical than any wonder she’d encountered in her travels. “If we forget each other again, you will find me.”

“Always,” he replied. “No matter how long it takes.”

They stood in silence for a long moment as the colors of the aurora continued to swirl and dance above them, casting an ever-changing palette of greens and purples across the snow-covered landscape of Wishing Moon Bay.

“I’ve been thinking,” she murmured without looking at him.

“About me?” Varn asked with a hint of amusement in his voice.

“Who else?” A blush crept across her cheeks as she hesitated and then said, “What if...what if we spend the night together? Not letting each other out of our sight? How could we possibly forget each other if we’re face to face?”

Varn was quiet for a moment, and Carys held her breath as she waited for his answer.

Finally, he answered, his voice even hoarser still. “That’s...that’s a good idea. A very good idea. The truth is, I don’t ever want you to be out of my sight again, not if there’s even the slightest risk I could forget you.”

Her breath caught in her throat. “Now that,” she whispered, “might be the actual sweetest thing anyone’s ever said to me.”

Without another word, Varn leaned down and captured her lips in a kiss. She pressed herself closer to him as he cupped her cheek in his hand, and their kiss deepened.

Varn nipped her bottom lip and then soothed it with his tongue, drawing a soft moan from Carys. She tangled her fingers in his dark hair, luxuriating in the silky strands as she lost herself in the heat of his kiss. The chill of the night air faded away, replaced by the warmth of Varn’s embrace and the fire kindling between them.

When they finally parted, both breathless, Carys rested her forehead against his chest. “Why don’t we go back to your place?” she murmured, her voice husky with desire.

Varn’s arms tightened around her. “As my mate wishes,” he replied, a teasing lilt to his words that made her heart ache for him with longing.

She wanted nothing more than to spend the night in his arms. Face to face.

Surely, if they stayed awake all night, they would not forget each other.

But there was a niggling voice in the back of her mind that asked how she would feel if they made love tonight and he forgot her.

Her throat constricted as the thought took hold. If he forgot her…then she would forget him, too.

What a strange thing, that she could not remember a single moment with Varn, yet she felt as though she already knew him so well.

She turned and stared at the aurora. Who had done this to them?

Was it someone from her past? Had she upset someone during one of her negotiations? She was sure that she made adversaries of plenty of mean-spirited individuals when negotiations or deals didn’t go their way, but Carys had always tried to smooth things over as best she could.

“Carys.” Varn’s hand on her shoulder made her jump.

“Let’s go.” Carys turned her back on the aurora. There was no way of knowing whether they would forget each other again. And she refused to live in fear.

Varn held her gaze for a long moment, and then backed away, putting some distance between them before the air around him crackled with static electricity.

Then he was gone.

Her world stood still. She was alone on a mountain, relying entirely on Varn to take her back to safety.

But then an enormous shadow loomed before her, its features slowly filling in as the majestic dragon appeared before her on the snowy mountaintop. Varn’s dragon form was breathtaking—scales the color of fire gleamed under the shimmering aurora, and his eyes glowed like molten gold.

Carys approached him slowly, marveling at this transformation. Man to dragon. Dragon to man.

Varn had a magic all of his own.

She reached out a hand and gently stroked along his snout. The dragon rumbled deep in his chest, a sound that sounded like pure contentment to her ears.

“You’re magnificent,” she whispered in awe. “I don’t think I will ever take this for granted.”

With a graceful motion, Varn lowered his leg, inviting her to climb onto his back. Carys didn’t hesitate. Why would she when flying on the back of a dragon was the best way to travel? She clambered up and settled herself between his shoulder blades, grasping the ridge of scales in front of her.

“I’m ready when you are,” she called out and then whooped for joy as he crouched down and then leaped into the air, his wings spreading wide to catch the air. Carys clung tightly as they soared higher, the wind whipping through her hair. The aurora swirled around them, and Varn’s scales looked almost translucent as they were washed in the gently shifting colors.

From this vantage point, Wishing Moon Bay looked like a scene from a storybook—the twinkling lights of the town nestled against the dark expanse of the bay, the surrounding mountains blanketed in pristine snow.

Varn swooped down, leaving the aurora and the mountains behind as he raced toward town. Each wingbeat took them closer to reality.

Carys looked down at the dragon beneath her. She could feel his muscles bunch and flex with each powerful stroke. It was a sensation unlike any other, this freedom, this unity with a magnificent creature.

Although, she had to admit that Varn was magnificent in whichever form he took. Man or beast.

As they neared the beach of Wishing Moon Bay, some way still from town, Varn began to descend, his wings tilting to catch the air currents as he circled lower and lower. Carys leaned forward as the ground rushed up to meet them. And then, with a grace that belied his size, Varn touched down on the beach, his feet sinking into the sand.

The dragon lowered his front leg. Carys slid from his back, her legs a bit unsteady after the flight. She turned to face Varn just as the air around him shimmered and crackled. In the blink of an eye, the dragon was gone, and the man stood in his place, his dark hair tousled by the early night sea breeze.

Damn, he was sexy as hell.

As if reading her mind, Varn stepped forward, closing the distance between them in a few long strides. He reached out, his hand cupping her cheek as his thumb brushed over her bottom lip. Carys licked her lips, her skin tingling in anticipation of his touch.

“You are beautiful, Carys,” he murmured, his voice rough with emotion. “I’ve searched for so long, never daring to hope I would find you. And now, here you are.”

She leaned into his touch, savoring the warmth of his palm against her skin. “I’m not going anywhere,” she promised. “Whatever happens tonight, we’ll be together.”

Varn’s eyes darkened with desire as he lowered his head, his lips capturing hers in a searing kiss. Carys melted against him, her arms winding around his neck as she pressed closer. She could feel the heat of his body through the layers of their clothing, stoking the flames of her own desire. Varn’s hands roamed over her back, pulling her flush against him as he deepened the kiss, his tongue delving into her mouth to tangle with hers.

When they finally broke apart, both breathing heavily, Varn rested his forehead against hers. “I could walk you back to Elsbeth’s,” he said, his voice raw with emotion.

“Have you changed your mind?” she asked.

“No,” Varn said quickly. “But I wasn’t sure if you’d gotten caught up in the magic of the aurora.”

“It was magical. But it’s rare I make a decision without weighing up the consequences,” Carys replied, her hand pressed against his chest. “I want this, Varn. I want you.”

A small smile tugged at his lips. “Then let’s go.”

Hand in hand, they walked along the moonlit beach toward a steep hill and along a cliff-side road with breathtaking views, until they arrived at a small building. As they reached the front door, Varn paused, turning to face her.

“Are you sure about this, Carys?” he asked, his voice low and earnest. “I don’t want you to feel pressured or...”

She silenced him with a finger to his lips. “I’ve never been more sure of anything in my life,” she whispered. “You’re my mate, Varn, and for some reason, someone doesn’t want us to be together. And I hate the idea that someone is in control of my life. That someone or something is manipulating us.”

“You have fire in your eyes,” Varn told her, with a hint of admiration.

“Apt, don’t you think?” Carys asked with a tilt of her head.

“Indeed, it is. A fire to match my own.” He leaned down, brushing a tender kiss against her forehead.

“So, are you going to show me inside?” she asked.

For the fire in her eyes was nothing to the flames of desire burning in her belly. Desire for her mate.

A fire that would burn anyone who tried to come between them.

She smiled to herself. Maybe she had a little bit of dragon inside her, too.




Chapter Eighteen – Varn

Varn led his mate to his apartment. Had they done this last night? Had he made love to her and forgotten?

At least when we get our memories of Carys back, we’ll have a whole extra night to cherish, his dragon said.

Always the optimist. Varn couldn’t help but smile as he unlocked the door and held it open for her.

Carys stepped inside and looked around, taking everything in. “It’s nice.” Her eyes widened as she saw the view over the bay, where the huge full moon hung in the sky. “Wow.”

He rubbed the back of his neck. “I wish I could say it was mine…but it’s not. I don’t have a place to call home.”

“That makes two of us,” Carys told him as she turned away from the view and took a step toward him. “You never told me about your life.”

Varn blew the air out of his cheeks. “I love my mother. My father hated me.”

“Hated?” Carys tugged her brows together.

“Hate might be a little strong. At least when I was younger. But as I grew up and my awareness of how Cairnnor was ruled grew, I realized my father was not a good man.” Varn dropped his gaze, staring at the polished wooden floor.

“I’m sorry.” She closed the distance between them and cupped his face in her hand, raising his head until they were looking into each other’s eyes. “Not just for your relationship with your father. It takes courage to go against your parents’ views. But also, for what’s happening between us. I know how shifters feel about their mates. I cannot imagine how difficult it must have been having that glimpse of me and then never being able to find me again.”

“Or did I?” he asked, the emotion in his voice raw.

“We might never know.” Carys slid closer to him. “But if we did, I bet we had the best time.” She slipped her arms around his neck. “Now let’s make some memories.”

And love, his dragon purred.

Varn leaned down and scooped her up into his arms. As he carried her to the bedroom, he glanced at the clock. 11.30 pm.

Were the Regulars waiting for them at The Lonely Tavern? Well, they would be disappointed.

There was no way he was going to meet them in time. Not when he had Carys in his arms. Her warm body pressed against his chest, her sweet scent filling his senses.

He gently lay her down on the bed, unable to take his eyes off her. She was so perfect.

In every way.

Carys reached up and pulled him down to her, capturing his lips in a searing kiss that ignited his blood. Her hands roamed over his back, tugging at his shirt impatiently. Varn broke the kiss just long enough to shed the garment before covering her body with his once more.

“Varn,” she sighed, arching into him as his lips trailed down her neck, tasting her, teasing her. “I want you. I need you.”

“I’m yours,” he rumbled against her throat. “Always. In every way.”

Varn’s skillful hands made quick work of the fastenings on Carys’s shirt as he kissed a fiery path across her collarbone. The silky fabric slipped from her shoulders and pooled at her waist, baring her breasts to his reverent gaze.

“You’re so beautiful,” he murmured, voice husky with desire. His fingers skimmed along the lace edge of her bra before dipping beneath the delicate material to cup her breast. Carys gasped, back arching off the bed as he rolled the taut peak between his fingers.

He pushed her bra down and licked her nipple with the flat of his tongue, making her squirm beneath him. She threaded her fingers into his hair and whimpered as he grazed her nipple with his teeth. As he lavished attention on her breasts, his arousal kicked up a notch…or two. The way she responded to his touch set his blood on fire.

As he switched his attention to her other breasts, she slid her hands down his back, and then trailed her fingers along the waistband of his black jeans, before tugging on his belt. As her fingers worked, she brushed against his hardness and he gasped, closing his eyes as he fought for control.

Surely, nothing could make him forget this. No magic was powerful enough to make him forget the feel of her hands on his body, the taste of her skin, the scent that was uniquely Carys. Magic may have stolen his memories before, but in this moment, Varn knew with absolute certainty that his soul would always remember his mate.

Carys finally worked his belt free and unzipped his jeans, pushing them down his hips. Varn kicked them off impatiently, desperate to feel her bare skin against his. He hooked his fingers into the waistband of her pants and tugged them down her curvy thighs.

He paused for a moment, taking in the sight of her laid out before him, wearing nothing but a bra and a pair of lace panties.

She reached for him, pulling him down into a searing kiss that made him harden in the most uncomfortable way. But before he made love to her, he wanted to taste her, to tease her, to make her call out his name in ecstasy.

Her tongue entwined with his as her hands roamed over the planes of his back. Varn groaned into her mouth, hips rocking against hers instinctively. The lace of her panties created delicious friction against his straining length.

He moved, slowly, pressing against her most sensitive flesh as she rolled her hips, arching into him.

He broke their kiss to trail his lips down her neck, savoring the taste of her skin. Varn nipped and licked his way to her collarbone.

With a deft flick, he unhooked her bra and tossed it aside. Carys instinctively inched her arms to cover her breasts, but he captured her hands and pinned them gently above her head. “Let me worship you,” he murmured, his voice rough with need.

Carys met his gaze and bit her lip as she nodded, her eyes dark with desire.

Varn took his time kissing her flesh, before sucking her nipple into his mouth and circling his tongue around and around the taut bud.

As he tortured her breasts, she arched her back, freeing her hands to curl her fingers around his hardness. She stroked him up and down, and he moved his hips in rhythm to her touch. But he was close to coming and when he came, he wanted to come inside her.

Varn raised his head, kissing the tips of her nipples before he began a sensual journey down Carys’s body, leaving a trail of heated kisses in his wake. He continued lower, skimming his lips over her soft stomach.

When he reached the lacy edge of her panties, Varn hooked his fingers in the delicate fabric and slowly drew them down her legs. Carys lifted her hips to help him, her breath catching in anticipation.

He settled between her thighs, strong hands gently parting them farther before leaning in and running his tongue along her sensitive flesh.

Carys whimpered and raised her hips off the bed, offering herself to him. And he planned to take all she wanted to give.

Varn slipped one finger inside her, stroking her inner walls while he licked her mound.

Carys tensed, her fingers twisting in the sheets as Varn worked his magic. His skillful tongue swirled around her most sensitive spot.

He added a second finger, curling them to stroke her inner walls until he found the spot that made her cry out in ecstasy. Varn growled in satisfaction as he felt her start to tremble and clench around his fingers.

Varn did not relent, drawing out her climax until she was trembling beneath him. Only then did he withdraw his fingers and place a tender kiss on her inner thigh before crawling back up her body.

As he moved, she curled her hand around his hard length and guided him into her.

Varn closed his eyes and bit down on his bottom lip as he slowly entered Carys, her slick inner walls gripping him. A low groan escaped him at the exquisite sensation of being surrounded by her. He stilled for a moment, savoring their connection, the feeling of finally being one with his mate.

Carys rolled her hips, urging him deeper. Her nails dug into his back as she wrapped her legs around his waist.

When he was in control, Varn began to move. He withdrew almost completely before thrusting back in, setting a steady rhythm that had them both gasping in pleasure. Carys met him thrust for thrust, their bodies moving in perfect sync as if they’d done this dance a thousand times before.

Perhaps they had, in another time, another place.

But if that was true, how could he possibly forget?

As he moved inside her, it was as if their connection was soul-deep. Unbreakable.

Unforgettable, his dragon murmured.

Varn lost himself in the sensation of being intimately joined with his mate. Each thrust brought them closer to the edge. Carys clutched at his shoulders, nails digging into his skin as she urged him on with breathy moans and whispered pleas.

He could feel her tense around him, her inner walls clenching as her climax approached. Varn reached between their bodies to circle his thumb over the sensitive bundle of nerves, determined to bring her over the edge with him.

“Varn!” Carys cried out, her back arching as the pleasure crested. Her release set off a chain reaction, and Varn groaned as he filled her with his essence.

Varn collapsed onto the bed next to Carys, their shared breaths coming hard and fast as they basked in the aftermath of each other’s pleasure. He pulled her into his arms, holding her against him as their breathing slowed and their hearts began to beat in unison.

Carys snuggled closer, resting her head on his shoulder, her breath warm against his skin. “That was…” she murmured, her fingers tracing patterns over his collarbone.

“Unforgettable.” Varn kissed her forehead, and a small hum of agreement came from Carys. She closed her eyes, a blissful smile on her face. He tightened his hold on her as if he was afraid she would disappear from his side.

Or disappear from his memory.

The thought was like a stab to his heart.

How could he forget Carys? What spell had been cast upon him that made him forget her?

And she forget us, his dragon added.

As he gazed down at her, he made a silent vow. No matter what kind of magic had tried to keep them apart, he would never lose Carys again. They were destined to be together, bound by fate, bound by whatever law it was that made true mates.

But he knew it was a vow that was impossible to keep. Whatever forces were at play here, they seemed to be stronger than the mating bond.

Which seemed impossible in itself. The mating bond was unbreakable.

But it is not broken, his dragon reminded him. It’s still there.

“I have something for you.” Varn kissed her shoulder and then slid out of bed, instantly missing the warmth of her body.

As he padded across the apartment to the kitchen, his senses struggled to keep locked onto her. It was as if a fog was encroaching, threatening to cloud his connection to Carys once again. Varn shook his head, trying to clear the unsettling sensation as he grabbed the gifts he’d found in his apartment this morning.

They were for Carys.

He might not recall buying them for her, but there was no doubt in his heart that was who they were for.

As he tucked them under his arm, he grabbed two wine glasses from the cupboard and carried them back to bed.

“These are for you.” He set the wine and chocolates on the nightstand and then handed her the gift box containing the necklace.

“You bought me gifts?” She sat up in bed, holding the sheets to her chest as she took the box from him, looking at Varn with a mixture of surprise and delight. “When did you have time to do this?”

“Yesterday.” Varn shrugged, a small smile on his face.

“Yesterday?” Carys shot him a questioning look. “Does that mean you have your memories back?”

“No, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to get your hopes up.” He sat down on the edge of the bed. “I don’t remember buying them, but I found these in the apartment this morning. They were obviously meant for you.”

She opened the box slowly and sucked in a breath when she saw the fine silver chain with the pendant that dangled from it. The pendant was a crescent moon, with tiny sparkling crystals making up a star. “Oh, Varn, it’s beautiful.”

“Let me help.” He took the necklace from the box and held it up. “Turn around.”

Carys swept her hair over one shoulder as she turned her back to Varn. He leaned in close, draping the chain around her neck, before fastening it. His fingers lingered on her skin, and he kissed her bare shoulder.

She touched the pendant, feeling the cool metal beneath her fingers, before she turned back to face him. “I love it. Thank you.” Carys leaned in and kissed him, a soft kiss that told him more about her feelings than words ever would.

Varn deepened the kiss, his tongue exploring her mouth, before he pulled back and nipped at her bottom lip. “That’s not all,” he murmured against her lips. He reached over to pick up the wine and chocolates. “Thought we could enjoy these, too.”

Carys grinned and picked a chocolate from the box, holding it up to his mouth.

Varn parted his lips, allowing Carys to place the chocolate on his tongue. The rich flavor of dark cocoa and a hint of cherry burst across his taste buds as the sweet morsel melted into his mouth. He savored it for a moment before swallowing.

“Delicious,” he said, his eyes locked onto hers. “But not as sweet as you.”

Carys blushed at his words. She bit her lower lip and looked down, her long eyelashes brushing against her cheeks. Then she lifted her head again to look at him. Picking up another chocolate, she popped it in her mouth, closing her eyes as she savored the taste.

Varn felt a surge of desire watching her eat. He put the box to one side, cupped her face, and kissed her, tasting the chocolate on her tongue. Carys sighed into his mouth, her fingers running through his dark hair.

When they finally pulled away, both gasping for breath, Varn rested his forehead against hers. “I could kiss you forever and never tire of it.”

“I feel the same.” Carys’s voice was no more than a whisper. “When I am with you, everything feels right. Like this is where I’m supposed to be.”

“It is. And always will be. With me, always.” The words came easily to him, as if he had spoken them a thousand times before.

Varn kissed Carys again, softly, tenderly. When he pulled back, he reached for the wine bottle and opened it, the soft pop echoing in the room. He poured the dark red liquid into their glasses and handed one to Carys.

“To us,” he toasted, clinking his glass against hers. “To finding each other again, no matter what.”

“To us.” Carys raised her glass, her eyes shining with unshed tears. They each took a sip of the wine, their eyes locked over the rims of their glasses.

Varn put his glass to one side and took her hand in his, kissing each knuckle in turn. “I will never stop fighting for you, for us. I promise.”

Carys put her glass down and cupped his face. “I know. I can feel it, too. This bond between us. It’s stronger than anything.”

“I love you,” he said.

Carys met his gaze. “And I love you, too.”

“You do?” He’d never expected her to feel this way so fast.

But he was not complaining.

“I do.” She held his face in her hands. “I don’t want to think about how many times we might have met in the past and forgotten each other. But the way I feel… It’s like I’ve known you forever.”

He leaned in and kissed her lips as the town bells chimed midnight. As their kiss broke, they inched back and stared at each other.

We are not strangers, his dragon said happily.

Maybe, just maybe, the spell was broken.




Chapter Nineteen – Carys

Carys lay as if in a dream as she snuggled into the man at her side. His heat and his scent enveloped her, making her wish she could stay here forever.

She moved closer to him and pressed her lips to his chest.

Then she froze.

Wait.

Who was this guy?

Her eyes darted open as she tried to remember last night, but there wasn’t anything to remember. She had no memory of talking to him, going home with him, or…

Oh God, I’ve been roofied. There was no other explanation for why she was in bed with a complete stranger, with no memory of what had happened. Panic surged through her, but deep down inside, she knew that wasn’t true.

Her head was clear, which made the next revelation all the stranger.

This man would never hurt her. This man was someone special. This man was…hers.

So why couldn’t she remember anything about him?

Carys sat up, pulling the sheet with her to cover her nakedness. Get out, get out of here now. The words drummed in her head, but instead of throwing back the sheet and running from the room, her gaze fell on his sleeping face. A sense of loss swept over her, as if by leaving his side she was leaving behind something precious. Something that, if lost, she could never replace.

She shook her head. What the hell was wrong with her? This was crazy. She didn’t know him. He could be anyone. He could be dangerous.

What should she do? Call the police? And say what?

I can’t remember this man. But I think I love him.

She swallowed hard. Where did that come from?

Perhaps he had cast a spell over her? A love spell.

Or maybe she was being set up. She glanced around the room.

Was this some plot to discredit her in her work somehow? Perhaps the man in bed beside her was as much a victim as she was.

Get out of there. That was her best option. Get out of there and then figure it out. She could still go to the police. But for now, she needed to put some distance between her and this man.

Carys swung her legs out of the bed and gathered her clothes from the floor, along with her panties and bra. She grabbed them and put them on, before getting down on her hands and knees to search for her shoes, thinking they’d been hidden until she found them under the bed.

As she straightened up, she noted the half-eaten box of chocolates on the nightstand, along with two wine glasses, and a gift box.

She put her hand to her neck and closed her finger and thumb around the necklace she wore. A moon and stars. She didn’t recognize it; it wasn’t hers.

Carys was tempted to take it off, but it was proof. Proof that she had been here. With him.

She turned and looked at the man still sleeping. He looked so peaceful and, once again, the desire to slip back under the covers and lie in his arms overwhelmed her.

But she fought the desire. Fought it with all the strength she had.

Fully dressed, she snuck across the room, her shoes clutched in her arms, taking care not to make a sound. She didn’t want to wake him. She had to leave him sleeping and slip away unnoticed.

Carys put her hand on the door handle. Just a few more steps and she’d be out of here. With one last look at the man in the bed, she turned the handle and slipped out the door, closing it silently behind her.

Why was this so hard? Why did it feel like she was leaving the best thing that had ever happened to her? Why did it feel like she was tearing a hole in her heart?

Well, it couldn’t have been the best thing ever. She’d surely have remembered that.

Carys paused in the hallway and took a moment to get her bearings before slipping on her shoes and heading for the staircase at the end of the corridor that thankfully led up onto the street.

The frosty morning air hit her, and she sucked in a breath, shivering as she hugged herself. Tears pricked her eyes as she took a stumbling step along the sidewalk. Then she straightened up, her spine straight as she crossed the street. Her focus was on getting home…

She glanced behind her, taking one last look at the apartment building where the man she’d obviously spent the night with lay sleeping.

He was home.

The notion was preposterous. Yet persistent.

Carys shook her head, trying to dislodge the absurd thought. She quickened her pace, her shoes clicking against the sidewalk as she hurried away from the unfamiliar building. The streets of Wishing Moon Bay were quiet in the early morning light, a few wisps of mist still clinging to the corners and alleyways.

Luckily she was on a high road, and could clearly see plenty of landmarks, which at least put her at ease that she could find her way to somewhere familiar.

As she walked, flashes of memory began to surface. Not of the man himself.

But hazy details of a Yuletide tree in a Christmas market, and the smell of spiced cider. Was that where she’d met him? She had spent the day with the Regulars, though. Surely, they would not have let her go home with a stranger like that.

She needed to get back to Aunt Elsbeth’s house. Hopefully, her aunt and her cousin would help her find some answers. Even if it meant interrogating those old codgers from the tavern.

Quickening her pace, she shivered as the early morning chill crept under her clothes. Carys hugged herself for warmth and to shake off the feeling of unease that grew with every step she took.

Being lost in her thoughts, she almost didn’t realize when she had turned onto the familiar street that led to Aunt Elsbeth’s quaint cottage. As she approached the drive, each step seemed harder and heavier. It wasn’t the thought of the shame of admitting to everyone what had happened and asking for advice—they would be understanding—no; it was the unshakable feeling that she had left something valuable behind.

She checked her pockets and her purse. Everything was with her. Then her hands brushed against the unfamiliar necklace around her neck. It felt warm against her skin, a constant reminder of the man she’d woken up next to.

At her aunt’s garden gate, Carys paused, one hand on the latch, worn smooth by the many generations who had entered here. She closed her eyes, took a deep breath, and then she opened the gate, walking the familiar path to the front door.

She climbed the porch steps and reached for the door handle, turning it slowly, not wanting to wake her aunt or cousin. But when she pushed the door open, the smell of fresh coffee and pancakes told her someone was already up.

A sense of relief swept over her, and she hurriedly opened the door wider and slipped inside, needing to talk to someone about last night.

“Ah, there you are!” Elsbeth’s voice rang out, and she appeared in the kitchen doorway. “I was just beginning to wonder where you had gotten to. I’ll pour us a coffee and you can tell us all about your evening.”

“Mom,” Marilla said in a teasing tone. “Carys might not want to share how her night went.”

Carys stared at her cousin, then her aunt, her eyes misting with tears.

Instantly, Elsbeth and Marilla came to her, and she covered her face with her hands as they hugged her. “I don’t remember anything about last night. All I know is I woke up this morning in a stranger’s bed.”

“It happened again, then,” Marilla rubbed Carys’s back. “I’m so sorry.”

“We thought since you and Varn spent the night together that you would remember each other this time,” Elsbeth said.

“This time? This has happened before?” Carys pulled away from them in shock.

“Yes. You met Varn a couple of days ago. But each night you seem to forget each other,” Elsbeth explained.

“He forgets me, too?” Carys asked, her voice shaking. The idea that the man she’d woken up next to, the man she’d felt such a deep connection with even with no memory of him, didn’t remember her either, made it worse somehow.

Elsbeth nodded, her eyes filled with sympathy. “It’s a curse of some kind. One that needs breaking.”

“Come on, Carys. Sit down and have some coffee and something to eat.” Marilla guided Carys to the kitchen table and pulled out a chair for her. “You’ll feel much better, I promise.”

“I’ll finish the pancakes.” Elsbeth poured ladlefuls of batter into a sizzling pan, while simultaneously grabbing plates and syrup for the meal. Soon, the comforting aroma of freshly made pancakes wafted through the kitchen. But even the inviting smell of pancakes could not soothe Carys as she sank into the chair, her mind reeling.

A curse? How was that possible? Who would cast a curse that made her forget the man she loved each night? It seemed too cruel. Surely no one she knew would be capable of such a thing.

Marilla set a steaming mug of coffee in front of Carys and took a seat beside her. “We will figure this out for you, Carys.”

Carys wrapped her hands around the warm mug. “Do we have any idea who is behind it?”

“No,” Marilla admitted with a nervous glance at her mom.

“What aren’t you telling me?” Carys asked.

Marilla chewed on her bottom lip before answering. “Varn says that he sensed you years ago in Cairnnor…”

“Sensed me? So, he’s a shifter?” That piece of information made everything a hundred times worse. For a shifter to have found and then lost his mate… It was the cruelest form of torture.

“He’s a dragon shifter,” Marilla confirmed as Elsbeth flipped pancakes. “And he’s been searching for you ever since that day, so he says. He’s spent the last year traveling the world looking for you…” She glanced at her mom again.

“But he might have met me and neither of us remember,” Carys finished.

“Yes.” Elsbeth set a stack of pancakes down on the table and then took a seat. “It seems that might be the case.”

Carys stared down at her untouched pancakes, her appetite gone. The thought that Varn, her mate, had been searching for her all this time, only to have their memories of each other erased every night, was too painful to bear.

“We might have met countless times and not remember,” she said, her voice barely above a whisper.

Elsbeth reached across the table and squeezed Carys’s hand. “We don’t know, but after breakfast, I am going to summon the coven and we are going to figure out a way to break the spell or curse, or whatever it is.”

But that might be easier said than done if they didn’t know who was responsible. On her travels, Carys had encountered so many people and races and professions, some that wielded magic that was all but alien to the witches of Wishing Moon Bay.

There were so many questions. What was the reason? Was it a curse on both of them, just her or just Varn? How strong was it? How long had they been cursed?

Carys sucked in a breath and picked up her fork. Well, in that case, she and Varn would have to travel the world together in search of a cure, if that’s what it took.

They might forget each other each night, but if they wrote themselves a note explaining the situation, they could start each day anew, determined to break the curse and reclaim their stolen memories.

Carys took a bite of her pancakes, the warm sweetness a small comfort amidst the growing anger inside. She wanted to find who was responsible and hold them accountable. But if the curse dated back years, that might be impossible.

“Does Varn think this curse originated on Cairnnor?” Carys asked.

“I would believe he does…or does when he knows about it,” Elsbeth replied. “From what we gather, he thought that his and Flint’s father had whisked you away in the middle that night, but it might just be that was when the curse was put in place, for whatever nefarious reason they had in mind.”

“Flint’s father?” Carys rubbed her forehead as she tried to make sense of everything. “So, the curse might be meant to keep us apart for some reason to do with the dragons.” Carys mulled this over as she chewed. “Or it might have been cast because of my work.”

“Either,” Elsbeth replied. “But that is a question that might be answered once we break the curse, and you get your memories back.”

“True.” Carys nodded, optimism blooming in her heart. If…when…she got her memories back, all the pieces might slot into place. Then they would know what they were dealing with. If the curse was that old, the person, or persons responsible, might even have passed away. There had been an incredible amount of upheaval on the dragon isle in the last couple of years. The old regime was gone, replaced by new rulers.

So, once the spell was broken, she and Varn could move on with their lives.

Had they discussed their future together already?

Had they discussed where they would live, and how many children they wanted? How they would live around her work? What did he do for work?

“I should go take a shower.” Carys finished her coffee and stood up. “We have a long day ahead of us, ladies.”

With that, she left the kitchen, vowing not to rest until the spell was broken.

Although, as she went upstairs to the bathroom and turned on the hot water, a niggling thought entered her head.

What if she was responsible for the spell? What if she had wanted Varn to forget her?




Chapter Twenty – Varn

Varn opened his eyes with a sense of unease.

Something was wrong. It was as if there was a void in his chest. One he couldn’t quite describe, let alone explain.

It was as if he had woken up with a piece of him missing.

I’m still here, his dragon assured him.

But Varn was not reassured.

As he turned onto his side, there was no mistaking the dent in the pillow beside him, and the lingering scent of a woman.

His sense of unease deepened.

Someone had been here with him recently. But he had no recollection of being with anyone.

And, as he pushed out his shifter senses, it was obvious that whoever it was had gone.

Do you remember? Varn asked his dragon.

No, his dragon said. But then I don’t remember much about last night at all.

Varn’s brow wrinkled as he fought to remember anything from yesterday. It was like there was a sizable chunk of time missing. The strange thing was, his head was clear. There was no grogginess, no hangover to suggest that he had forgotten a drunken night.

He stretched out his hand and smoothed it over the indent in the pillow. Whoever had been here must have been special.

Varn had not had an intimate relationship for a long while. The sense of his mate was always on his mind and being with someone who was not her felt like…cheating.

So why had a woman been in his bed last night?

As he sat up on the bed, his gaze rested on the empty bottle of wine next to two wine glasses on the nightstand. There was also a box of half-eaten chocolates.

So not only had a woman been in his bed, but they’d also shared a bottle of wine and chocolates.

And a gift box.

He reached for the box and opened it.

Empty.

He slipped his legs out of the bed and stood up. If he was with a woman last night, then surely someone would have seen them together.

Varn glanced around the room, noting his discarded clothing scattered across the floor.

He gathered them up in his arms, more convinced than ever that he’d been with someone last night. His mission now was to find out who.

Had he been the victim of some sort of spell or seduction?

He padded across the bedroom floor, heading for the shower. As he turned on the faucet, one memory from yesterday did come back to him.

Leah. She’d invited him over for dinner with her and Ash.

He couldn’t go empty-handed.

Maybe that’s who the wine and chocolates had been for, before….

Varn closed his eyes and strained to remember whether he’d bought the wine and chocolates as a thank you for the invite. But that did not answer who he’d shared them with.

He curled his hand into a fist, rested his head against the tiles and let out a low growl. Why couldn’t he remember?

Varn quickly showered and dressed, his mind still consumed with trying to remember what had happened last night.

Relax, his dragon told him. There’s no point trying to force it. We need to go about this logically.

Varn reluctantly agreed as he headed to the kitchen. Maybe a strong cup of coffee would help clear his head.

It didn’t. After two cups of coffee and a plate of eggs and bacon, his memories still evaded him.

They were there. He was sure they were there. Somewhere.

Magic, his dragon ground out. It has to be.

Varn agreed. This definitely had the feel of magic.

Had a witch cast a spell on him?

Had the woman who shared his bed last night cast a spell on him?

But why? his dragon asked.

That is what I intend to find out, Varn said as he headed out of the apartment.

Varn reached the street and pushed his shifter senses outward as a sudden idea struck him.

What if the woman he’d spent the night with was his mate?

But disappointment swiftly followed.

As it always did.

He would definitely remember that. Besides, he could not sense her. She could not have traveled far enough to have escaped his senses in such a short amount of time.

But he lived with the hope that he might one day find her. If he gave up on that hope, he might as well give up on life.

Tugging his collar up to combat the chill of the winter morning, he strode along the street past stores decorated for Christmas. Once he’d found a thank-you gift for Leah, he would head for The Lonely Tavern, since that was the last clear memory he had.

“Varn!” Stan’s voice rang out from across the street.

Varn stopped in his tracks and spun around. What were the Regulars doing headed toward his apartment?

They might just know something about what happened last night, Varn said.

They do seem to know everything that goes on in this town, his dragon agreed as the three men hurried toward them. And they just always seem to be in the right place at the right time.

“Hey!” Harry said as he reached them. “What happened to you last night?”

Varn’s brows furrowed. “What do you mean? Do you know something about last night?”

“How could we know when you didn’t meet us at The Lonely Tavern like we agreed?” Burt asked.

“We did?” Varn asked.

“Oh.” Harry sucked in a breath. “You forgot again.”

“We should have expected this, really,” Burt said.

Stan tutted. “And that’s why we told everyone to meet in the tavern before midnight.”

“Again?” Varn echoed, his unease growing stronger by the second. “What do you mean, again?”

The Regulars exchanged a look, their expressions a mix of concern and sympathy.

“This isn’t the first time you’ve forgotten…” Stan began.

Varn stared at him, needing him to continue. “Forgotten? Forgotten what?”

“Carys,” Burt replied.

“Carys.” Varn tugged his eyebrows together. There was something familiar about the name, or maybe about the feeling hearing the name evoked in him.

“Yes, Carys,” Harry said.

They are skirting around what happened, Varn’s dragon said.

But why? Varn asked, needing to know everything.

“Your mate,” Stan finally blurted out, seeing the stormy expression on Varn’s face.

“My mate?” Varn shook his head. “You can’t be serious.”

We found our mate, his dragon said. And then we forgot her! This can’t be happening.

Neither of them could believe that they could ever forget meeting their mate. They had searched for her for so long, to have forgotten her didn’t make any sense.

But there was no denying they had no memory of her. Either the Regulars were somehow mistaken, or Varn had spent the night with his mate, and had no memory whatsoever of it.

“You met Carys a couple of days ago,” Harry explained. “But then you forgot her.”

“So yesterday we went with you to retrace the steps of your first date,” Stan explained.

“But then it seems you’ve forgotten her again.”

“We’ve already been on a date?” Varn said.

“Technically two,” Stan corrected.

Our first date, his dragon said. He could not hide his excitement that they had been on a date.

Even if they could not recall a second of it.

“We went through everything you two had told Flint about your first day, and the local sleuths—that’s us—went over everything, but we couldn’t find an explanation,” Stan explained.

“Whatever the cause, it must be from one of your pasts.” Burt watched him.

“So, we thought that if you stayed up all night, under our watchful eyes, that it might not happen again,” Harry said.

“But you and Carys wanted some time alone,” Stan added.

“We agreed to meet up at The Lonely Tavern before midnight,” Stan said. “But you never showed.”

“And now I have forgotten my mate again,” Varn said as he watched a snowflake drift lazily down and settle on the ground.

“Pretty much,” Harry agreed, although he did not sound judgmental.

Even so, Varn cursed himself under his breath. If they had met the Regulars at The Lonely Tavern, he might have those precious memories of his mate.

It is what it is, his dragon told him.

You’re right, Varn agreed. We cannot change the past, but we can control our future.

“Where can I find her?” Varn asked, once more pushing out his senses to their furthest. “She’s outside of my senses.”

“Oh no,” Stan replied. “You can’t sense her.”

“What do you mean?” Varn growled, confused. His shifter senses had never failed him yet. If someone was keeping her from him…

“There’s…” Harry waved his hand around his head. “Like an invisibility cloak around her where shifter senses are concerned. It’s just another part of the mystery.”

“So, I’m not the only one who can’t sense her?” Varn asked with some relief.

“Oh, no, no,” Harry assured him. “Carys said that it happens with other shifters.”

“Right.” Varn raked his hand through his hair and puffed out his cheeks. Was this part of the reason he’d forgotten Carys?

“Why don’t we go and find her?” Harry put a comforting hand on Varn’s shoulder. “I’m sure she’s probably going through something quite similar right about now.”

“Lead the way.” Varn swallowed hard as his throat constricted. He couldn’t believe the time had finally come to find his mate after all this time.

This might not be the first time he’d met his mate, but he could not remember the other times.

For us, it will be like the first time all over again, his dragon said.

But let’s hope this is the last first time, Varn replied. I want to break this spell or curse, or whatever it is before our memories of her are taken away once again.

And I want to break the bones of whatever or whoever is responsible, his dragon roared.

“This way.” Harry guided Varn across the street with the other Regulars on either side.

I can’t believe we are actually going to meet our mate, Varn’s dragon said giddily. I wonder what she’s like, what she looks like, how she sounds.

I can’t believe we have already met her, Varn said, as the snow continued to fall more heavily, as if the world around them was building to something as they approached Carys. At least he hoped they were approaching her; it was strange looking for someone so special without being able to sense them at all.

As the lights decorating the stores twinkled brightly, it was as if all his Christmases had come at once, and Varn was about to receive the only thing he had been wishing for years.

They headed through town. As they walked, Varn kept his senses pushed out, eager for the first glimmer of her. The first connection.

What would she be like, this mysterious mate he couldn’t remember? Would the connection be instant, like lightning striking through his veins? Or would it be more subtle, a slow burn that grew with each passing moment?

The Regulars led him down a tree-lined street, and he could tell by their body language they were drawing close to their destination, but he still could not sense her.

Why? The question reverberated around and around in his head.

Was this connected to his past? To the time back on Cairnnor when he’d first sensed her?

And where we first lost her, his dragon added.

But before he could contemplate that question further, he stopped dead in his tracks and stared ahead at a nearby cottage at the end of the street.

He could sense people inside. Not his mate, but there was something about the cottage. He’d been here before, for a tea party with Flint, but there was more than that. It seemed a special place.

She must be inside. His dragon urged him on.

He broke into a jog, heading for the cottage while he searched for her. Just as he’d searched for her for years.

Behind him, the Regulars followed, keeping pace, although there was some puffing and panting, but they did not complain.

“This house?” he asked over his shoulder as he stopped outside a cottage decorated for Christmas, but the decorations had a more witchy feel, and gnomes in the garden watched them as they approached. “She’s here?”

With a wreath of herbs and dried flowers on the door, and strings of lights in the shape of stars and moons dangling from the eaves, the cottage had an undeniable, enchanted quality. Varn’s breath caught in his throat as the Regulars all nodded in confirmation.

“This is where Carys’s Aunt Elsbeth lives,” Stan said between breaths. “Carys is staying with her for the holidays.”

“She doesn’t live in Wishing Moon Bay?” Varn asked. He’d been consumed with the thought that she had been here all along, a stone’s throw from Cairnnor.

“No, she’s a diplomatic envoy,” Harry informed him. “She travels a lot.”

“A diplomatic envoy,” he repeated.

That might explain why she was on Cairnnor all those years ago, his dragon said.

And it might explain who had cast this spell. A spell that was meant to keep them apart.

Not anymore, his dragon told him.

Now that we have found her, we will not let her go again. Not ever.

Varn took a faltering step forward. Was it true? Was his mate really in this cottage? Could this be how they finally met after what seemed like an eternity?

He’d always imagined sensing his mate, of feeling that connection they shared, drawing him to her.

He’d heard other shifters describe it. An unbreakable bond.

If only he could feel it now.

He mounted the porch steps and raised his hand to knock on the door.

But before he had a chance, there was a commotion behind him, and he spun around, ready to fight anyone who planned to keep him from his mate.

“Varn!” An elderly woman strode up to him. “You’re here. Good, good.”

“Do I know you?” Varn asked, although he had a slight recollection of her.

“You don’t recall me either.” The woman leaned in, staring at him as if he were a specimen in a jar. “Interesting.”

Then the front door opened, and the air seemed to escape Varn’s lungs. As he turned around, he saw her. His mate.

And it was as magical as he’d always dreamed of.




Chapter Twenty-One – Carys

This was it. She was about to meet her mate, the one she was destined to spend the rest of her life with.

At least according to fate.

She glanced at her aunt, who offered her an encouraging smile as she moved away from the window she had been peering out of. At least it seemed as if Elsbeth approved of Varn, which made her hopeful for the imminent meeting.

“Oh, do I smell coffee?” Wilhelmina’s voice carried from the front door into the kitchen.

“Come in, sit down,” Elsbeth welcomed her guests as they walked in through the hallway.

“Oh, am I the first?” Wilhelmina asked as she bustled into the kitchen, laden with Tupperware that no doubt contained cake.

No coven gathering was complete without copious amounts of tea and cake.

As Wilhelmina placed her Tupperware down on the counter, a tall man hesitated in the doorway, his eyes fixed on her.

Nerves fluttered in her stomach like a thousand butterflies. This was it, the first look, the first smile, the first touch…

Only it wasn’t, she reminded herself.

Truth be told, she had no idea how many times they had met.

Or made love.

Her cheeks flushed pink. She wondered how much of that she couldn’t remember.

“Hello.” Varn stepped closer, and the room seemed to become charged with an electric energy, the air almost crackling between them. His voice was deep and smooth, like honey poured over gravel. “It’s…good to see you…”

“Again…” came a familiar voice from behind Varn. The Regulars. She smiled and the awkwardness of the situation eased a little as everyone shared a quiet chuckle.

“Good to meet you, too, Varn.” She stepped forward and held out her hand and immediately winced inwardly. This wasn’t some formal diplomatic meeting, this was the meeting of two people who were meant to be together, to share an unbreakable bond.

But Varn seemed relieved as he slipped his hand into hers.

“Carys.” His voice was a low murmur, like a soft caress on her bare skin.

She swallowed hard, trying to find her voice as his large, firm hand gently enveloped hers. “H-hello, Varn. I’m sorry, I don’t really, well, at all…remember...”

He tightened his grip on her hand and a wave of recognition coursed through her. “I’m sorry, too.”

“Oh, the others are here…” Marilla squeezed past the people gathered in the kitchen and headed for the front door, toward the sound of voices on the other side. “Come in. I think we need to go into the living room. It’s a bit of a squeeze in the kitchen.”

Elsbeth approached, placing a hand on both other arms. “Why don’t you two sit in here and get to know each other while we make some tea and have a chat about how best to proceed?” Elsbeth suggested.

“Good idea,” Harry said, eyeing the couple as they stood like statues, hands clasped together.

“Can we help you with anything?” Stan offered.

“Cups and saucers,” Elsbeth instructed.

“Shall we sit?” Varn asked in his deep baritone and let go of her hand before pulling out a chair, not taking his eyes from her as more witches came into the house, quickly filtering through into the living room, leaving them alone.

“Thank you.” Carys sat at the large oak table in Elsbeth’s kitchen, the familiar scent of herbs and honey drifting through the air as the kettle whistled on the stove.

It all seemed so normal.

Yet nothing about this situation was normal. Carys felt the weight of Varn’s gaze as he took the seat across from her. His eyes seemed to see straight into her soul. She fidgeted with the hem of her sweater, suddenly feeling self-conscious under his intense scrutiny.

The connection between them was palpable, like an invisible thread pulling them together, even though her memories of their time together were frustratingly absent.

“I know this must be strange for you,” Varn said, his voice low and gentle. “Believe me, it’s not exactly how I imagined meeting my mate, either.”

Carys smiled at that. “You’ve imagined meeting me?”

“For so long…” His voice trailed off as Marilla set a pot of tea down on the table, her eyes darting from Carys’s face to Varn’s, but she said nothing.

“Thanks, Marilla.” Carys poured the tea into two cups. “Milk, sugar?”

“Milk,” Varn said without taking his eyes off her.

“I’m not going to disappear,” she teased.

“I’m just afraid of forgetting you again,” he said, his voice gruff.

“Well, if my aunt’s coven has anything to do with it, they will break the spell. And then we can remember all the times we have met before.” Heat crept across her skin as she imagined being in this man’s bed, of his hands on her naked flesh…

“I hope they can return our memories,” Varn said. “But even if all we achieve is being able to make new ones together, I’d be happy.”

Carys rattled her cup against the saucer as she set it down, her hands trembling slightly. Varn’s words, spoken with such sincere longing, made her heart ache in a way she couldn’t quite explain. It was as if some deep, hidden part of her soul recognized him, and yearned for him, even if her mind couldn’t recall their shared past.

“I’d like that, too,” she said, meeting his gaze. In the warm light of the kitchen, his dark eyes seemed to sparkle with flecks of gold, drawing her in. “Making new memories…”

“We’re ready for you now,” Elsbeth called, and Carys gave Varn a reassuring smile.

“The Norwood witches are one of the oldest families in Wishing Moon Bay. They were part of the coven who cast the protection spell. If anyone is going to break this curse, it’s them.” She sounded more confident than she was. The coven was one of the most powerful she had ever met.

But she also knew the curse or spell might originate in older, more powerful magic than the witches had ever encountered. Magic from a far-off land.

However, she could not fathom why anyone would want to use such magic on her and Varn.

“After you.” Varn placed his hand on the small of her back and warmth threaded through her veins as she led the way to the living room, where the coven and the Regulars were gathered.

The room was filled with the low hum of magic and the warm glow of candlelight as the witches gathered in small groups, whispering incantations and talking quietly.

“All right, everyone, settle down,” Elsbeth said with a clap of her hands. The coven fell silent, each witch turning to their leader. “We have a peculiar spell to unravel, so let’s get to it.”

A faint smile tugged at Carys’s lips as she watched her aunt take charge. Elsbeth had a way of making even the most daunting magical problems feel like a small inconvenience. Like trying to unravel a particularly tangled ball of yarn—one that required a bit of patience, some tea, and a few whispered spells.

“First, more tea,” Neave declared, pouring steaming liquid into the delicate porcelain cups arranged on the table. “No witch ever solved a magical conundrum without a good brew.”

Marilla went around the room refilling teacups, while Carys and Varn seated themselves on a small sofa, their thighs pressed together in the cramped space.

Carys glanced sideways at Varn. His broad frame looked slightly out of place in the cozy setting amongst the coven of witches, but his expression was open and attentive. There was a faint crease between his brows—worry, maybe, or confusion. Both emotions were understandable given the strange circumstances that had led them here.

“Are you okay?” Carys asked.

He glanced around at the faces of the witches and Regulars gathered. “It just seems surreal somehow.”

“How so?” Carys whispered back, leaning closer.

Varn gestured slightly as if to encompass the entire scene. “You know…so calm. And…festive. I mean, they do know what they are doing. Don’t they?”

Carys glanced up at the decorations that adorned the room. Holly and ivy woven with twinkling fairy lights framed the windows, and sprigs of mistletoe hung from the ceiling beams. The scent of cinnamon and pine mingled with the aroma of the tea, creating a cheery, festive atmosphere despite the seriousness of the situation.

She placed a measuring hand on Varn’s knee, and he tensed under her touch, but she did not draw back from him. “Oh yes, they know what they are doing. Don’t be deceived. They are taking this very seriously.”

Elsbeth cleared her throat, drawing everyone’s attention back to her. “Now that we’re all settled,” Elsbeth began, “let’s discuss how to get our fated mate’s memories back, shall we?”

“Do we have any information on the source of the spell?” Neave asked.

“No,” Marilla replied.

“Hmm.” Neave placed her teacup down on a small side table and stood up. As she approached Carys and Varn, she held out her hands and closed her eyes.

“Right, then,” Elsbeth continued. “We know the spell affecting Carys and Varn is deeply rooted. It’s old magic, likely cast by someone with considerable power. The question is…why?”

Carys shifted uncomfortably, the weight of her confusion pressing down on her again. “What do you mean?”

One of the witches, a petite woman with silver-streaked hair, leaned forward. “Spells like these usually have a purpose. Memory spells aren’t just cast for fun—they’re used to hide something, to control someone, or to prevent certain actions.”

Varn frowned. “So, you think someone’s using this spell to keep us apart?”

“Or to keep you from remembering something important,” Elsbeth said thoughtfully, tapping her fingers against her teacup. “Something they don’t want either of you to know. “

Carys’s heart sank a little. The idea of being manipulated like that—it was infuriating. “So, how do we break it?”

“Simple, dear,” Neave replied, though there was nothing simple in the intense look she gave them. “We create a spell that forces the truth to the surface, that breaks through whatever is blocking your memories. If we can just get the first memories you have of each other to come forth, the rest should follow. This is quite a powerful curse, but luckily for you two, the winter solstice fast approaches us, and we shall use that power to make this quick and easy.”

“And we’ll need to cast it on both of you,” Wilhelmina added, pouring more tea into everyone’s cups. “Simultaneously. The magic affecting you is woven together, so the unraveling needs to happen together as well.”

Carys glanced at Varn, who was listening intently. “Are you ready for that?” she asked softly.

His gaze met hers, unwavering. “I am. No matter what we find out, it has to be better than this.”

The conviction in his voice gave her strength. “Agreed,” she whispered.

“Excellent!” Elsbeth said, clapping her hands. “But first, cake.”

The tension in the room broke as plates were passed around, slices of homemade cake appearing before them, each topped with a dollop of whipped cream and a sprinkling of sugar that sparkled like stardust. Elsbeth must have made these for an upcoming Christmas party but decided that this was an important enough event for them to be eaten.

Varn stared at his slice with an amused expression. “This is the strangest tea party I have ever been to,” he murmured.

“And have you been to many?” Carys asked.

“No,” he admitted.

“Well, you had better get used to it,” Carys teased. “Tea and cake are a long-standing tradition that goes back to the time of the protection spell.”

“Are you teasing me?” Varn asked as he picked up a piece of batten burg.

“Maybe a little,” Carys replied lightly, as nervous excitement threaded through her veins.

They were so close to the truth. So close to seeing their memories.

They ate in companionable silence, the sweetness of the cake and the warmth of the tea grounding them. The lighthearted atmosphere did wonders to steady Carys’s nerves. Even Varn seemed more at ease, his shoulders losing some of their earlier tension.

“All right, everyone,” Elsbeth said once the last crumbs were cleared away. “Time to get serious.”

She motioned for Carys and Varn to move to the center of the room, where a circle of candles and crystals had been laid out. The witches formed a loose ring around them, murmuring incantations under their breaths.

Carys took a deep breath, reaching out to Varn. He didn’t hesitate, his fingers intertwining with hers. The contact was electric, sending a shiver up her arm. She looked up at him, and for a moment, everything else fell away. It was just the two of them, standing on the edge of something vast and unknown.

“Hold tight to each other,” Elsbeth instructed, her voice steady. “No matter what you see, no matter what you feel, do not let go. We want the spell to work completely, to not leave anything out.”

Carys nodded, tightening her grip on Varn’s hand. He squeezed back, his touch solid and reassuring.

Magic flared to life around them, the air shimmering with power as the members of the coven stood up and began chanting. The candles blazed brighter, the tinsel rustled, and the bells on the wreaths jingled. Carys’s pulse quickened, her heartbeat echoing in her ears. She felt a pull, a strange sensation as if something deep inside her was being tugged loose.

Then, everything went white.

Memories rushed back in a torrent—snatches of conversations, moments of laughter, brief glimpses of Varn’s face, the warmth of his touch…and then—pain. Confusion. Betrayal.

She saw a small, dark room. She saw a man in his twilight years, plenty of strength still in his body and his dark eyes. “Of course, I know who was responsible for that trouble in Mythia.” A sly grin appeared on his face. “It was my son, Varn. I was so very proud of the way he handled everything with so much discretion.”

Carys shook her head, disdain in her voice. “Well, I’m sure you’re very proud of him for tearing down years of work at returning the kingdoms to peace.”

“Of course…”

The subsequent memory of being unceremoniously escorted back to her ship and some sort of ‘rite of exile’ being performed floated away, merging into a medley of different images and sounds, dancing in Varn’s arms, a heated debate, drinking wine on the cliffs of Cairnnor.

Carys gasped, the sensations of the vivid memories hitting her like a physical blow. She staggered, but Varn’s grip on her hand kept her upright.

“Carys, I…” Varn’s voice was strained, his words trailing off.

Carys shook her head, tears stinging her eyes. Was this why the spell had been cast? So that she would never know the truth about Varn?

How could she trust him? How could she be his mate, when he had been the one responsible for the peace meetings in Mythia to fall through? It had been his actions that had stopped them from preventing the conflict there.

The candles flickered, the air settling. Around them, the witches fell silent, watching with solemn eyes. The spell had done its work. The truth had been revealed.

But the pain of the memories lingered, sharp and jagged between them.




Chapter Twenty-Two – Varn

Varn watched Carys’s face pale as the final threads of the spell unraveled and the last shimmering tendrils of magic faded into the air as their memories returned to them. The anguish in her eyes twisted something deep inside him, a knot of fear and confusion coiling tighter with each passing second. The room, once filled with soft candlelight and the comforting scents of herbs and cake, now felt suffocating.

“Carys,” he murmured, reaching out, but she took a step back, pulling her hand from his grasp.

“I—” She shook her head, looking at him as if he were a monster. “I just…need some space.”

What just happened? his dragon asked, filled with confusion. He tried to sift through the stream of memories flooding into his mind—they had already met so many times.

A sense of loss swept over Varn. Not just because it felt as if he were on the precipice of losing his mate all over again, but because they had already spent so much time together that neither of them had been aware of. They had already made so many memories and moments that were lost for so long.

The memories that swirled in his head were like a tangle of vines. They were so entwined that he could not put them in chronological order.

Could not pinpoint what he’d done to make Carys react the way she had.

“Wait.” Varn got up as she did. “What did you see? Please, tell me what I did wrong… I’m struggling to see everything clearly.”

“You will.” Her voice wavered, but her eyes burned with hurt. “I don’t know if I can…trust you. If I can trust any of this.”

This? Varn’s blood ran cold.

Does she mean the mating bond? his dragon asked.

I don’t know. Varn put his hand to his temple. I don’t know anything anymore.

What should have been a celebration had turned into nothing short of a disaster.

Varn’s chest tightened painfully. He needed to do something, say something. There had to be a way to put this right. “Carys, I…” But she held up a hand, the motion halting him as effectively as any spell.

“Please, just give me time to process. I’ll… I’ll talk to you later.”

Every instinct urged him to step forward, to pull her into his arms, to tell her that whatever she thought, it wasn’t true. But the look in her eyes—those tortured eyes—rooted him to the spot.

The silence between them stretched unbearably until finally, she turned and walked away, leaving Varn standing alone amidst the witches and decorations. The witches murmured softly among themselves, their sympathetic gazes following Carys’s retreating figure.

“What just happened?” he asked no one in particular, his voice thick with bewilderment and hurt. He glanced at Elsbeth, who watched him with a mixture of pity and understanding.

“She’ll need time,” Elsbeth said gently. “Whatever she saw…well, it clearly wasn’t what she expected.”

“But what did she see?” He scrubbed a hand over his face, a growl of frustration building in his throat. “What did I do?”

“When she’s ready, I’m sure she’ll come find you,” Marilla reassured him. “Or perhaps you’ll eventually find the memory of whatever happened and be able to make it up to her.”

But Varn was not reassured. The sense of dread inside him grew, its roots deep.

We need answers, his dragon said.

How can we get answers if Carys refuses to speak to us? Varn replied.

“Someone must have manipulated her memories,” Varn murmured.

Yes, that had to be what happened. Whoever had cast the spell had manipulated the truth. Because there was no way he could ever have done anything to hurt his mate.

Varn took a step forward. He needed to talk to Carys. But a firm hand on his arm stopped him.

“Give her time, Varn,” Harry said.

“But I…” Varn began.

“You are only going to make it worse if you don’t give Carys the space she needs,” Stan told him, his tone heartbreakingly gentle.

“I need to make this right,” Varn insisted.

“And you will.” Burt placed his hand under Varn’s elbow, and the Regulars guided him toward the door. “But not right now.”

Under the gaze of the coven, they escorted Varn to the door.

“Wait.” Varn turned around and faced the women who had broken the curse. “Thank you.”

“You are welcome,” Wilhelmina said with pursed lips.

“And I want you to know, I would not, could not, hurt Carys. This is a mistake,” he said, resolve hardening his voice. “I need to prove that none of it was real. That she can trust me.”

Elsbeth nodded. “And how do you plan to do that?”

Varn glanced toward the door where Carys had disappeared, every nerve in his body screaming to follow her. But he couldn’t—not yet. Not until he took some time to calm down and reflect. “I’ll figure it out,” he said, his voice low, almost a growl. “There has to be a way.”

With a final nod to the witches, he turned on his heel and stalked out of the house. It was only when he reached the porch that he realized something had changed.

He could sense her. Carys. Her presence burned bright in his mind, like a pulsing beacon that drew him like a lodestone.

The bond. It was there. He could feel it.

Walking away felt like tearing himself in two, but he forced himself to do it. He needed to prove to her—no, to both of them—that he was a good man. A man worthy of her love.

But was he? Without knowing what he was being accused of, how could he clear his name?

He had done things in the service of his father and the old dragon lord that he regretted, but had he truly performed a duty so awful that his mate could not forgive him? Since the fall of the regime, he had tried to make amends where he could, and this would be no different.

He took off, taking long strides as he tried to figure out his next move. “Not so fast, Varn,” came Stan’s voice as he ran to catch up. “You’re not ditching us that easily.”

Varn spun around, coming face to face with the Regulars, their expressions uncharacteristically serious.

“I have things I need to do,” he told them.

“Only one thing. You’re coming with us,” Harry announced, his tone brooking no argument. “You need to calm down. And think straight. Running off all hot-headed will not help anyone.”

He has a point, Varn’s dragon said.

Varn blinked, too drained to even argue. “What do you have in mind?”

“We’re taking you to The Lonely Tavern, of course,” Burt said, stepping forward and leading the way. “You need some advice and a clear head before you go charging off trying to fix everything.”

“But Carys…”

“Will be okay for just a little while,” Stan cut in, a rare note of firmness in his voice. “You need to give yourself time to breathe, Varn. You can’t fix anything if you’re a mess.”

And you are a mess, his dragon agreed.

And you aren’t? Varn replied tartly.

He was being unfair, but the truth of their words stung.

He couldn’t deny it. He was a mess—a tangled knot of emotions, half-formed memories, and confusion. “Fine,” he muttered. “Lead the way.”

The Regulars flanked him as they made their way through the quiet streets as if they were worried he might make a break for it and run back to Carys.

But he knew in his heart they were right and so he shoved his hands into his coat pockets, hunching his shoulders against the chill that seemed to have settled into his bones.

When they finally reached The Lonely Tavern, the familiar sight of its warm lights and creaking sign brought a strange sense of comfort.

And when the door swung open as they approached, he knew that this was where he needed to be. At least for now.

Especially when he saw a message written in chalk on the slate plaque of the host table.

The ghosts of our pasts should stay there.

If only that were true, his dragon grumbled.

Morwenna was leaning over the bar looking at what looked like a furniture catalog, which she hastily slid off the bar, pretending for a moment not to notice them enter. But as she glanced up as they approached, her sharp eyes narrowed as they landed on Varn’s face. “Uh-oh. Forgot his mate again, did he?”

Varn shook his head, feeling suddenly exhausted. “Worse.”

She raised an eyebrow, then glanced at the Regulars, who shook their heads. “I’ll get you something to take the edge off.”

The Regulars ushered him to the bar, and Varn climbed onto a stool, his shoulders slumping forward as if the weight of the world were pressing down on him.

Moments later, a tankard of something dark and foul-smelling was set in front of him.

“A cure for everything,” Morwenna announced proudly.

“Bread beer,” Harry announced with a barely hidden wince before taking a swig from his own mug. “Good for the soul.”

“If nothing else,” Burt mumbled but heartily drank his own drink.

Varn stared at the murky liquid, his nose wrinkling. It smells like week-old socks.

I don’t know about you, but I feel like a week-old sock right about now, his dragon told him.

“Matches the mood, doesn’t it?” Stan said, taking a gulp.

“What, foul?” Burt asked, ignoring the look Morwenna shot him as he took a sip.

With a resigned sigh, Varn lifted the mug and took a tentative sip. The bitterness hit his tongue like a punch, but he forced it down. They were right. It matched his mood perfectly—bitter, dark, and twisted.

“So,” Morwenna leaned on the bar as if about to listen to some juicy gossip. “Want to tell me what’s going on?”

Varn hesitated, then nodded slowly. He needed to talk, to start sorting through the mess in his head. “I remembered…my mate…”

“I’m sorry, am I missing something?” Morwenna asked. “I thought that was what you wanted. When I saw Wilhelmina earlier, she was on her way to Elsbeth’s house to help try to break the spell. It seems it worked, to their credit.”

“It did,” Varn replied.

“I’m still failing to see the problem.” Morwenna swept her arms wide. “As you can see, I’ve kept the tavern empty, as I was really expecting there to be some sort of big celebration after your curse was broken, but I can see I’ve set myself up for disappointment.”

“Well, let’s see if the old boy has any idea as to why Carys is so upset, and perhaps we can have our celebration yet.” Harry nudged Varn. “She said that she couldn’t trust you for some reason…I’m guessing something happened at Cairnnor?”

“It’s hard to say, so much happened on Cairnnor under the old dragon lord.” Varn frowned into his drink. “She thinks I betrayed her—”

“And did you?” Morwenna asked, her gaze piercing as she stared at him.

“No. I swear I didn’t.” His fingers tightened around the mug, his knuckles white. “I mean I couldn’t. She’s my mate.”

Morwenna continued to stare at him unflinchingly. “But are you sure?”

“What do you mean?” Varn asked. “Of course, I’m sure. I could never hurt her, never betray her. She is my mate.”

“But what if you didn’t know you were betraying her?” Morwenna asked with a slowly raised eyebrow. “Hm? We’re not infallible, after all.”

Oh, Varn’s dragon said. Morwenna does have a point.

We have always tried to act in an honorable way, Varn replied. We have always tried to make amends for the person our father was and the things he did.

But what if… His dragon let out a plume of smoke.

What if in trying to do the right thing, we inadvertently did the wrong thing, Varn finished.

Exactly, his dragon replied mournfully. Or perhaps she is another victim of some scheme our father was a part of and thinks we were somehow involved.

If that were true, was there any way he could win back his mate’s trust? How bad was whatever happened to her?

“Varn!” Flint entered the bar area from the back room carrying a crate of mixers. “How did things go last night with Carys?”

The Regulars rolled their eyes at Flint and shook their heads.

“That good?” Flint asked.

“He forgot her again,” Harry explained.

“And then this morning we went to Elsbeth’s house, and the coven broke the spell,” Stan added.

“And before you say anything, no, that is not good news,” Burt said.

“I see.” Flint set the crate down on the bar. “So, you had met before, I’m guessing?”

“So many times,” Varn said, as the memories crowded in on him again.

It is so unfair, his dragon said. We could have had a life with our mate. We could have spent years together, raised a family together.

But they had been robbed of that life when they were robbed of their memories of each other at least half a dozen times over.

“I have to go back to Cairnnor, to the tower where I was held when this all began. It’s the only way I can figure this out.”

The Regulars exchanged glances, and Morwenna’s brow furrowed.

“You’re going back there?” Flint did not hide his disapproval of this idea. “After what they did to you? You’d sworn to never go back there.”

Varn’s jaw tightened. “I have to. It’s the only way to fix this. If I can find some record of what happened to Carys, perhaps from while I was imprisoned, or perhaps my father kept notes somewhere that might shed some light on what Carys is talking about.”

Flint came around the bar and placed a hand on Varn’s shoulder. “Just…be careful, Varn. That place holds more than just bad memories.”

“I know,” he whispered. The memories of his imprisonment—of the cold stone walls, the isolation, the pain—flashed through his mind, bringing a rush of nausea with them. But he forced the images back, focusing instead on Carys’s face, on the fire in her eyes when she’d looked at him. “But I have to do this. For her. For us.”

“Is there anything we can do?” Stan asked.

“No.” He glanced at the Regulars, who were watching him with expressions of wary support. “Thank you.”

“‘Course,” Burt grunted, taking another swig of his beer.

“I need to pack.” Varn pushed back from the bar and stood up abruptly, nearly sending the stool toppling over. “Thank you, all of you.”

He turned and walked out of the tavern, his thoughts a chaotic mess. He had a mission now, a purpose. He would go back to the place that haunted his nightmares, and he would find the truth.

The cold air bit at him as he stalked through the town, heading back to his apartment. He was halfway there when he remembered—Leah and Ash. Dinner. He’d forgotten all about it in the midst of everything.

He would have to at least apologize to his gracious hosts for standing them up with no explanation.

With a muttered curse, he pivoted on his heel, making his way to a small shop that specialized in imported goods. He picked up a bottle of wine and a box of chocolates, his thoughts drifting to Carys as he did. He’d brought her the same gifts on the first day they had met. The memory burned bright and clear now.

How they had shared the wine and chocolates after making love.

How could he have forgotten those precious moments?

His chest tightened. He would win her back. He would prove to her that whatever had happened, whatever lies had been told, their bond was stronger. Everlasting.

And nothing—not memory spells, not old betrayals, not even his own personal demons—would keep him from her.

He just needed to drop off this apology to Leah and Ash with Flint, and then he would be on his way.




Chapter Twenty-Three – Carys

Carys gazed out of the back door of her aunt’s cottage, mesmerized by the snowflakes gently drifting to the ground. The powdery white blanket reminded her of the powdered sugar Wilhelmina used to sprinkle on her Victoria Sponge.

But the tranquil scene before her blurred as the memories she had lost to the spell crowded in once again.

Memories of Varn.

The sense of betrayal she had felt the moment the spell broke lingered like a storm cloud, pushing back against all the good memories of her many meetings with Varn.

He was her mate. The truth of that pulsed in her blood, as undeniable as the bond she could now sense linking them together. But the painful memory of his betrayal clung to every thought of him.

And it had been a betrayal of the worst kind.

The burning memory of Varn’s father, telling her to her face the lengths Varn had gone to in order to disrupt the peace meeting in Mythia, kept resurfacing. It had been the smirk on his face when he told her that made it all the worse, as if it was something he took joy from, that he was proud of his son for ruining something good that she and Orimorn, her longtime friend and colleague, had spent years bringing to realization.

A meeting between the kingdoms of Mythia that could have finally ended the conflict and the tensions in that faraway land, something that no one had been able to do in over a century, squandered by some dignitaries in Cairnnor.

The deal could have brought peace and prosperity to the realms of Mythia, but despite all their work, it had gone up in flames—literally—when the dragon lord of Cairnnor intervened. The dragon lord, who had not only undermined everything but had burned the talks to ash.

She had never learned exactly why the dragon lord did it. Never found out what or who had prompted him. All she knew was that it was one of the dragon lord’s subjects—an influential figure—who had pushed for the destruction of the negotiations.

And that person had been Varn. He was said to have been the mind behind the sabotaging of the peace meetings.

After the negotiations fell through when Cairnnor offered support to one of the belligerent factions and undermined the trust that had been so painstakingly built between the kingdoms, Carys and Orimorn sailed to Cairnnor to try to negotiate a way forward where the dragons would support the peace treaty. However, after the meeting with Varn’s father, they had been ejected from the isles instead.

All that had been lost, along with every other memory of Varn, until now, and Orimorn was loathe enough to talk of the whole ordeal that he never mentioned any of the dragons involved by name.

Carys took a deep breath, squeezing her eyes shut. The memories were jumbled and twisted. She had been so sure, absolutely certain, that Varn was involved, that he was complicit. And yet, with each flash of memory that surfaced, she saw a different side of him. One that didn’t match the man she had built up in her mind—the villain who had torn apart everything she and her friend had worked so hard to build.

Could the Varn she knew now be capable of such a thing?

But if Varn hadn’t been responsible… If he hadn’t betrayed her friend, or her, then who had? And why would his father lie to her about his son sabotaging something like that?

“Carys?” Elsbeth had entered the kitchen so quietly that her touch made Carys jump.

“Aunt Elsbeth.” Carys turned slowly, meeting her aunt’s gaze. Elsbeth’s arms were already open, and Carys stepped forward, seeking comfort. And Elsbeth had always offered that. Here in her cottage filled with a jumble of trinkets, the scent of drying herbs, and love.

“Oh, sweetheart,” Elsbeth murmured, holding her tightly. “Let it out. Whatever it is you’re feeling, just let it out.”

Carys didn’t resist. She buried her face in Elsbeth’s shoulder, her breath hitching as the tears came—slow at first, then in a flood. All the pain, confusion, and heartache she’d been holding in poured out in waves.

Only when she was all cried out did Carys finally pull back, wiping the tears from her damp cheeks as she hiccupped. Elsbeth offered her a sad smile, brushing a strand of hair back from Carys’s face.

“I don’t know what to do,” Carys whispered, her voice raw with emotion. “I know Varn is my mate. I can feel it in every part of me. But…the memories—his actions—they don’t add up. He caused so much suffering in a faraway land.”

“And you’re sure of that?” Elsbeth asked quietly.

“Yes.” Carys sucked in a shaky breath, but the word tasted bitter on her tongue. “At least…I think I am.”

Elsbeth’s expression softened further, and she sighed. “Sweetheart, I’ve been around a long time. I might not have traveled the world or met fancy people in castles and palaces, but I do know people. And if there’s one thing I’ve learned, it’s that memories can be tricky. People’s perspectives color everything. No two people remember an incident in exactly the same way.”

“I know that. But this is not just a different perspective,” Carys insisted, shaking her head. “Varn was involved. The dragon lord burned those negotiations. Varn’s father…” She faltered, the memories blurring again. “I confronted him about it. And he told me his son was the one who orchestrated the whole thing.”

“And you trust what this man said? Is it possible it could have been made to look like it was Varn? Just because this man was Varn’s father, doesn’t mean he had Varn’s best interests at heart,” Elsbeth suggested in that calm way she had. “What if they already knew about your bond and they wanted to break it, to keep you apart?”

Carys swallowed hard. “His own father?” Another memory drifted into her mind. One that was much more recent—Varn had spoken of his father with no small amount of resentment when they had been by the frozen lake.

“You know what it was like on Cairnnor toward the end. Is it too much of a stretch of the imagination?” Elsbeth’s eyes were knowing, almost too understanding. “Were you made to believe what they wanted you to believe?”

Carys fell silent, the weight of the question pressing down on her. She had been so certain when the memory had formed in her mind. But was she really sure? Or had the memories been twisted—turned against her, against them—to serve someone else’s agenda?

She took a deep breath, her thoughts racing back over every memory she had of Varn since the spell broke. They were fragmented, out of order, but one thing remained constant—the Varn in those memories was not the cold, calculating man she had convinced herself he was. He was…different. Kind. Compassionate. Gentle, even when pushed.

She remembered the time he’d rescued a small child from a burning building, even though the structure had been moments from collapse. He’d emerged soot-stained and coughing, but triumphant, the little girl cradled safely in his arms. The relief and gratitude on the mother’s face had made her fall in love with him even before he told her they were mates.

He hadn’t done it to impress her, since he had not been able to sense her. It was only after the ordeal that she had approached and introduced herself, only to be shocked that this man was her mate.

She remembered the way he’d cared for an injured wolf he’d found in the dense forests they had been camping in, nursing it back to health with a patience and gentleness that had surprised her. He’d stayed up for nights on end, feeding it broth and changing its bandages, until it was strong enough to return to its pack.

When she’d asked him about it, he’d said it was what anyone would have done. But she’d seen the pain in his eyes and known in her heart that he was injured, too. Perhaps not physically, but emotionally.

But those injuries had not made him shut down emotionally. If anything, he had opened up more, determined to help others even if he himself was hurting. It was a quiet strength, one that didn’t demand attention or accolades. Varn simply did what he believed was right, no matter the personal cost.

And then of course there was their boat picnic. What a magical moment it had been to be alone in the quiet winter landscape.

There were also all the little things—the way his eyes crinkled at the corners when he smiled at her, the way he always seemed to know just what to say to make her feel better on a bad day. The way he looked at her sometimes, like she was the most precious thing in the world to him. More precious than the greatest treasure.

“Do you want my advice?” Elsbeth asked softly.

Carys nodded slowly. “Always.”

“Then here it is,” Elsbeth said, cupping her cheek as she locked eyes with her niece. “Everyone makes mistakes, Carys. And everyone deserves a chance to explain, to find the truth. You owe it to yourself, and to Varn, to chip away at this until you find what’s real. Until you know, beyond a shadow of a doubt, what really happened.”

“And if I don’t like the truth?” Carys whispered.

“And if you do?” Elsbeth arched a questioning eyebrow.

Carys opened her mouth to reply, then stopped. She was scared. That was the truth of it. She could cling to her opinion of Varn right now. She could push him away and go on with her life as it was before.

That would be the easy option in so many ways. No negotiations over where and how they were going to live, whether they wanted a family, whether they would settle down or travel.

If she accepted Varn as her mate, she would no longer be free to pursue her career as she pleased, flitting from country to country as the diplomatic winds carried her.

But maybe it was time for her to put herself first for once. She longed for a family, children… Sure, this might mean compromising her career, but the Varn she knew in her heart would help her, support her…

She sucked in a deep breath, letting the thought settle. “I need to know the truth one way or the other,” she admitted finally, which was both terrifying and liberating.

“Then find out,” Elsbeth urged. “Start by finding him.”

“I don’t even know where he is,” Carys said, her voice breaking a little. Had she lost him already? By pushing him away, had she ruined any future they might have together? He was a dragon shifter. After all, he could already be miles away, far across the sea. “I don’t…”

“Yes, you do,” Elsbeth interrupted bluntly. “If you look inside yourself, really look, you’ll know. Because if what you and Varn have is true love, then the mating bond will guide you.”

Carys closed her eyes, focusing inward. She let the connection between them hum and pulse, giving it life as it stretched out, searching for the part of her soul that was intertwined with his.

And then…she felt it.

A warm, glowing presence. Familiar, comforting, undeniable.

A smile tugged at her lips. “I know where he is.”

“Where?” Elsbeth asked.

Carys’s smile widened. “The Lonely Tavern. Of course.”

“Where else?” Elsbeth rolled her eyes. “Then go. Talk to him. And make sure that Morwenna doesn’t throw anything off the rails.”

Carys nodded, turning on her heel and heading out of the door. She didn’t look back as she stepped out into the snow, the cold air biting at her cheeks, her breath puffing out in soft clouds.

She let the sense of Varn guide her, tugging her through the streets lined with glowing lights and storefronts filled with magical Christmas decorations. The town was alive with Yuletide magic, and yet, it all seemed to blur into the background as she followed the thread of their bond.

The closer she got to the tavern, the stronger the pull became. Her heartbeat quickened, and the warmth of his presence grew, filling her with a sense of rightness. This—him—everything about being with Varn felt right, even when her mind tried to rebel against it. As she drew closer, she became more and more sure that there was some explanation for everything that had happened.

Finally, she reached the heavy wooden door of The Lonely Tavern. Snow swirled around her, blinding her for a moment as she hesitated for a heartbeat, then the door slowly pulled itself open, welcoming her inside.

And she stepped in. Right into Varn’s solid chest.

He moved instantly, his hands wrapping around her arms to steady her, his touch sending sparks skittering across her skin. “Carys,” he breathed as if he could hardly believe she was here in his arms.

For a moment, she leaned into him, closing her eyes as she let herself feel—really feel—what it was like to be close to him again. His warmth, his strength… It was almost overwhelming, but in the best possible way.

Slowly, she pulled back, looking up at him. The pain in his eyes made her heart ache. “Varn,” she murmured.

“I’m going back to Cairnnor,” he said abruptly, his voice tight. “I’m going to start in the tower where I was held and search for any records of what he might have done to make you think I hurt you. I need to prove to you that I would never betray you or anyone.”

Her breath caught in her throat as everything suddenly became startlingly clear. “You don’t need to do that.”

“Yes, I do,” he ground out, his eyes fierce. “I need to show you… Prove to you…”

“No,” she interrupted, shaking her head. She lifted a hand, cupping his face, her thumb brushing over the hard line of his jaw. “I just needed to let you explain yourself, to hear your side of the story. I only heard what your father told me, and I understand that you two didn’t have the best relationship.”

“You could certainly say that,” Varn grumbled. “I’m not sure what you think I did, but I can set it right.”

Carys paused for a moment. This was the truth she had been waiting for. “What happened in Mythia all that time ago?”

Varn’s eyes went wide. Then he frowned. “Mythia? I don’t recall ever going to Mythia. We never met there…at least I don’t remember us meeting there.”

“No, we never met there.” Carys took a deep breath. “A good friend and I had worked for years trying to broker a peace deal, and we were on the verge of securing stability in the kingdoms, but the old dragon lord intervened, and I was told by your father that you were the one who sabotaged it.”

“My father,” Varn ground out. “Of course, all this would be his doing.”

“What do you mean?” Carys asked.

Varn closed his eyes for a moment, recalling something. “My father came to me with the dragon lord’s plan to upset the peace meeting in Mythia. He had heard rumors of the large trove of treasure the kingdoms kept and hoped that the conflict would weaken all sides, allowing Cairnnor to swoop in and take it for themselves. I was the one chosen to perform the task.”

Carys held a breath.

“But I refused. Much to the anger of my father. So, I was punished. That is why I was imprisoned.” Varn’s brow furrowed further. “Why were you talking to my father?”

Carys let her breath out slowly, beginning to feel relief as things pieced together. “After the negotiations in Mythia fell through, we sailed straight away for Cairnnor to try to change the dragons’ stance on the whole thing. I guess I was supposed to meet you, but…you were in prison. So, it was your father I met…”

“And he let me take the fall…and to my mate, no less. He must have realized you, the diplomat coming to try and stop his meddling, was my mate.”

It was Carys’s turn to frown. “How did he know?”

Varn tilted his head and pursed his lips. “Well, I wasn’t exactly sitting quietly in a jail cell while my mate was so close. I’m sure that he could tell from my…behavior.”

“You were trying to break out by sheer force, I’m guessing?” Morwenna’s voice cut through the air, reminding Carys they were not alone. “Perhaps you tried bashing your head against the brick wall?”

“Something like that,” Varn said sheepishly.

“Go Varn!” Stan whooped.

“Well, it didn’t exactly do much good,” Varn smiled wryly.

“Oh.” Carys put her fingers to her forehead. “I think I understand now.”

“You do?” Harry asked.

“That’s who, and why, we had that spell cast on us,” Carys began. “He was punishing you, but he was also worried that if we ever met, and I explained the situation in Mythia, you would do whatever you could to make things right. Because you’re my mate and a good person. So, he intended for us to never meet, which is why he made sure you wouldn’t be able to sense me and the spell meant we wouldn’t remember each other even if by chance we did meet.”

She felt Varn tense. “I can’t…believe he would do such a thing. I knew he could be cruel, but that…”

He froze as Flint placed a large hand on his shoulder. “Well, luckily, we don’t have to worry about him anymore. I don’t know who…your father…or my father…found to cast such a powerful spell, but those two are not around to cause us any more trouble.”

“You have nothing to prove to me, Varn. Nothing at all,” Carys said.

He stared at her, confusion and hope warring in his eyes. “But…you said…”

“I was wrong,” she whispered, as she let herself remember all the moments where he had been true to himself. Honest. Decent. A good man. The man she now believed him to be, even when the world tried to convince her otherwise.

“Carys…” His voice was hoarse, filled with so much emotion it nearly broke her.

She smiled up at him, although her eyes were misted with tears. “The spell is broken, Varn. A spell that was put on us by those who did not have our, or anyone’s, best interests at heart. But despite their best efforts to keep us apart, here we are. And our revenge should be a wonderful life together.”

For a heartbeat, he seemed frozen, as if afraid to move, to even breathe. And then he exhaled slowly, the tension draining from his shoulders.

“Before the downfall of the dragon lord, I lived a life where people tore each other down to get ahead. To gain favor or power or riches. When I left Cairnnor, I left that all behind and vowed I would walk a different path,” he murmured, his hand covering hers. “I want to walk that path with you, Carys. Wherever you lead, I will follow.”

“Does that mean you are okay with me continuing in my work?” Carys asked.

“Okay with it?” Varn inched away from her, his eyes locked on her face. “What you do, what you achieve, is nothing short of a miracle. Bringing people together, helping them set their differences aside…” He gave her a crooked smile. “I love you for who you are and what you do.”

“That seems such a strange thing to say since in some ways we have only just met,” Carys said as her cheeks flushed with pride.

“Oh, Carys, we have known each other for years. Decades. The times we shared might have been fleeting, but they are precious to me. So very precious,” Varn said, and then he lowered his head and kissed her lips.

“Ah, a happy ending,” Stan said.

“You could call it a Christmas miracle,” Harry agreed.

“Or maybe it’s just the magic of true love,” Burt said. “The kind of love that can overcome any obstacle, break any spell.”

Carys and Varn turned to face her, their hands still intertwined.

“Or a Yule miracle,” Carys said. “The winter solstice is a time of great magic, after all.”

“So, let’s go and enjoy it,” Varn said and took her hand, leading her toward the tavern door.

“Good idea!” Stan said as the Regulars jogged after them.

“There’s more magic in a mug of bread beer!” Morwenna called out.

But Carys and Varn were already out the door, hand in hand as they stepped into the snowy wonderland. The bells of Wishing Moon Bay rang out, signifying the start of the Yule celebrations.

“Oh well, if you can’t beat them, join them!” Morwenna grumbled as she stepped out of The Lonely Tavern. “Brushworth, you are in charge.”

With that, the door closed behind her, and the tavern stood quiet. Perhaps waiting for the next couple who would need a little help to find true love.




Epilogue

Carys lay wrapped in Varn’s arms, their bodies warm beneath the covers. The last few days had been like a dream—like a honeymoon—as they had rediscovered each other, piecing together memories that had once been stolen from them but were now returned.

They had laughed, they had cried, and they had relived moments that were both bittersweet and full of joy.

Varn’s hand gently stroked Carys’s back as they lay there, savoring the last moments before they would have to rise and face the day.

And what a day it promised to be. For today they were leaving Wishing Moon Bay and traveling to Mythia.

Carys smiled as another memory surfaced, one from long ago—the two of them sneaking away from a celebration, running through a moonlit forest together. She had tripped. His arm had snaked out and wrapped around her, pulling her close.

And then they had kissed.

“Do you remember that night in the forest?” she asked, her voice barely above a whisper as she turned to face him.

Varn chuckled, his chest vibrating against her, making her shiver with desire. “How could I forget? The taste of your lips. The softness of your skin.” He slipped his hand between their bodies and cupped her breast, his thumb tracing a circle around her nipple.

Carys sucked in a breath. One thing that had never changed through all the times they had met was the way he made her feel. His hands on her body, his lips on hers…

Despite the years they had lost, despite the magic that had tried to keep them apart, they had always been drawn back together. There was something comforting in that—in knowing that their bond was unbreakable.

Varn’s fingers continued their delicious torment. He knew exactly what she liked and how she liked it. After all, they’d had plenty of practice.

Oh, those memories were some of the best.

He tweaked her nipple between his fingers and thumb, sending sparks of pleasure through Carys’s body. She arched into his touch, craving more. Always more.

How could she have possibly forgotten the times they had made love, beneath the bedcovers, beneath the stars?

And that time on top of a mountain!

“We don’t have time for this,” she murmured halfheartedly, even as she hooked a leg over his hip to pull him closer.

“There’s always time for this,” Varn growled, capturing her mouth in a searing kiss that stole her breath and scattered her thoughts.

“If you say so,” she murmured, sliding her hand across his chest before moving lower.

His hands roamed her curves, igniting flames wherever they touched. Carys surrendered to the sensations, to him, knowing that this was where she belonged—in his arms, in his heart.

But then he pulled back and rested his forehead against hers. “As much as I want to continue this, you’re right. We should get ready for our journey.”

“What!” She tilted her head back and then shook her head as his chest rumbled. “You are so funny.”

“It’s part of my charm,” he replied. “And why you fell in love with me.”

“And you are so sure I fell in love with you?” she asked.

“Oh yes,” he murmured as he lowered his head. “Over and over again.” With that, he sucked her nipple into his mouth.

Her breath hissed through her teeth as he rolled his tongue around and around the taut bud. Oh yes. He knew exactly what she liked.

But that worked both ways.

She slid her hand lower and wrapped her fingers around his hardness. He groaned as she stroked him up and down, but he did not stop his relentless torture of her breasts.

He alternated between licking and sucking before grazing his teeth across the sensitive bud as he transferred his attention to her other nipple.

How was she supposed to think straight when he was doing such wonderfully wicked things to her body? Carys moaned, her fingers tightening around his length as he drove her closer to the edge with each flick of his tongue, each nip of his teeth.

Varn’s free hand roamed lower, caressing her curves, teasing the sensitive skin of her inner thighs. She parted her legs in invitation, needing to feel his touch where she ached for him most.

As if reading her mind, he slid one thick finger inside her, while his thumb brushed against her most sensitive flesh. In and out, he moved, lapping at her nipples with the flat of his tongue while he stroked her inner walls.

Somehow, she managed to keep enough control to stroke his hardness, driving him toward his climax.

But then he slipped his fingers out of her and raised his head. Their eyes locked together as he rolled onto his back, taking her with him.

Carys straddled him, raising herself up on her knees as she guided him into her slick heat.

Then slowly. So very slowly, she inched down on his hard length, biting her bottom lip as he entered her.

Varn’s hands gripped her hips, his fingers digging into her flesh as she took him inch by delicious inch. The feeling of being stretched and filled by him was exquisite torture. Carys threw her head back, her hair cascading down her spine as she finally impaled herself fully on his thick shaft.

“Carys,” Varn groaned, his voice rough with need.

She clenched her inner muscles around him in response, relishing the hiss of breath that escaped his lips. Slowly, she began to move, rising up until only the tip of him remained inside her before sinking back down.

He groaned and bit his bottom lip as he cupped her breasts in his hands, his thumbs brushing over her nipples. She closed her eyes and rocked her hips back and forth, around and around as she rode him.

Varn met her thrust for thrust, his hips rising off the bed as he drove himself deeper. Carys lost herself in the sensations, in the heat of Varn’s body against hers, inside hers.

This time there would be no forgetting.

Carys braced her hands on his chest, her nails digging into his skin as the coil of tension low in her belly wound tighter and tighter.

She was so close, but she didn’t want this to end. Even though she knew what pleasure awaited.

Varn slipped his hand around her waist and levered his body, so his breath caressed her skin. From this sitting position, he cupped her breast in his hand and then sucked her nipple into his mouth. Her inner walls clenched around him, and she knew she was close.

And he was going to make her come.

His hand left her breast to seek the sensitive nub at the apex of her thighs, and he applied just the right amount of pressure to tip her over the edge. Carys cried out, her body trembling as she finally came.

Waves of ecstasy crashed over Carys as her inner muscles clenched around Varn’s hard length. Varn thrust up into her again and again, before finding his own release. With a guttural groan, he held her tight as he spilled his essence deep inside her.

Finally, Carys collapsed against his chest. Varn’s arms encircled her, holding her close as they both came down from their high. He brushed her hair back from her face, pressing a tender kiss on her forehead as she wrapped her arms around his shoulders.

“I love you,” he whispered, his voice rough with emotion. “I’ll never let us be parted again.”

Tears pricked Carys’s eyes at the sincerity of his words. And this time, she knew it was true. Nothing. No one would tear them apart.

“I love you, too.”

Holding her close, he lay down and rolled onto his side. It was as if they had cast a spell of their own over themselves. One that would never be broken.

But time was not on their side.

Carys sighed, reluctantly disentangling herself from his embrace. “I suppose we should go. Mythia awaits.”

“It does.” He kissed her lips, and cupped her face in his hand, staring at her as if burning her face into his mind.

“Come on.” She slipped out of his arms and sat on the side of the bed as the watery sun seeped through the window. Soon they would leave the shores of Wishing Moon Bay behind to start their new life together.

But they would return often. For in her heart, this would always be home.

Varn rolled out of bed and stood up. “Why don’t you go take a shower? I’ll make us some breakfast.”

Carys turned to look at him as she pulled on her robe. “I could get used to being spoiled like this.”

Varn grinned, his eyes filled with love. “Good. I want you to get used to it, because I intend to spoil you for the rest of our lives.”

Carys laughed, and went to him, rising on her toes as she pressed a soft kiss to his lips. “Then I guess I’ll hold you to that, Varn.”

He smiled against her lips, his hands cupping her face. “I wouldn’t have it any other way.”

With one last lingering look, Carys stepped away, heading toward the bathroom. She paused at the door, glancing back at Varn as he stood by the window, the light of the rising sun casting him in a golden glow.

He looked so otherworldly. As if she could see his dragon shimmering beneath the surface.

***

Half an hour later, they were showered, dressed, and after a quick bite to eat, they left the apartment, the crisp midwinter air greeting them as they stepped outside. The sky was still tinged with the soft colors of dawn, and the world felt calm and quiet. A peaceful contrast to the journey ahead.

When they reached the open space outside the building, Varn turned to her, and stepped closer, pulling her into his arms as his lips claimed hers.

When he let her go, he took a step back, and Carys watched as the air around him shimmered and crackled with energy. In an instant, Varn shifted into his dragon form, his massive wings unfurling as his scales gleamed in the early morning light.

She would never get over the sight of him. Majestic, fierce and utterly hers.

Varn lowered his head, his golden eyes meeting hers, and Carys took a moment to rest her forehead against his in greeting. The dragon closed his eyes and enveloped her in a warm plume of smoke that chased away the chill of the day.

Then she stepped back, and the dragon lowered his forelimb toward the ground. With practiced ease, Carys secured their luggage around one of his horns. She had done this countless times before, but somehow it felt different, more significant, more intimate.

Once everything was secure, she climbed up onto his back, settling herself between his shoulders. She took a deep breath, her eyes closing for a moment as she felt the warmth of his scales beneath her.

Orimorn had already sailed to Mythia. It seemed he too had found a significant other during the holidays and that significant other had taken Carys’s place onboard The Wind Raider.

Carys and Varn would meet them on Mythia, and, between them, they would forge a new peace deal. It wouldn’t be easy, but they would find a way.

Varn crouched down, his muscles coiling beneath him, and with a powerful leap, he launched them into the air. The wind whipped around Carys, tugging at her hair and clothes as they soared upward, the ground falling away beneath them. It was exhilarating. There was no other word for it. The feeling of power beneath her. And a sense of freedom as Varn rose higher in the cloudless sky.

They circled the town once, Varn’s wings beating powerfully as he glided over the rooftops. Carys looked down, taking in the familiar streets, the houses where the people who had become part of their lives still slept.

And there, squeezed between two buildings, stood The Lonely Tavern.

The dragon banked and headed out toward the ocean. As they flew, the sun fully broke over the horizon, bathing the world in a golden light.

She leaned forward, her hands resting on Varn’s warm scales. “I love you,” she whispered, her voice lost in the wind, but she knew Varn heard her.

He let out a deep rumble in response, his wings shifting as they banked toward the horizon. And flew on toward whatever adventures awaited them—knowing that, no matter what, this time they had each other.
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