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A B O U T  T H E  B O O K

He’s lost his royal title. She’s lost her family’s

fortune. Can a gamble on each other pay off?

He’s a dead man walking.

After three hundred years, Marius must face a world
that has moved on without him. Haunted by nightmares
about the horrors he endured in the underworld, he’s
desperate for distraction. He !nds relief in the exhaustion
that comes when a dragon named Harlow, the alluring
daughter of a washed-up Paragonian aristocrat, agrees to
train him to !ght.

She’s flirting with danger.

Life as Harlow knew it is over. Her family was lucky to
escape execution for their former support of Empress
Eleanor. Now she’s just thankful to be alive and that her
keen talent for pit !ghting has earned her a job training
Marius. The money is the only thing keeping her family



a"oat, but growing close to Marius could be hazardous to
her health.

Together they’ll battle ghosts of  seasons past.

When echoes from his time in the underworld keep
pulling Marius back into the violent domain of the dead,
can Harlow help him break his ties to the past before death
reclaims what it lost?
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Thank you for coming along on this journey as I share the
tale of the Treasure of Paragon, nine exiled royal dragon
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C H A P T E R O N E

sh snowed from the inky black sky, sparks of bright
red !re lighting up the otherwise endless darkness.

An otherworldly growl came from somewhere in the woods
beyond the cave. Thick, dense woods !lled with sharp claws
and slashing teeth. Hunters. When they killed, they stole
more than your life. Life was meaningless here after all.
What those monsters took was far more chilling than just
life.

“I’m so hungry. We have to try for the temple.” The
voice beside him was a low whine. If a rat could speak, it
would have that voice. But the other man was right. They
needed food or they’d become weaker and weaker, unable to
die but also unable to move unless some other soul took pity
on them and carried them to the sacred place. It was the
only way to move on.

“We go together,” another voice said, this one lower,
more con!dent. Killian.

Marius couldn’t see the other man in the darkness, but
he knew his face well, knew that he could trust him. They
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were connected somehow, from before. How exactly, he
couldn’t remember. That piece of history had been buried
by pain and darkness a long time ago. So long ago. A life‐
time. Maybe, if he had time and enough light to see the
man, he’d remember. Not that it mattered. Every day was
about survival. There was no room in his mind for anything
else.

He gripped the hilt of the sword hanging at his side in a
black leather scabbard. The other man tapped the heel of
his spear on the cave $oor.

“I’ll help too,” the rat man said.
But Marius understood that only meant he’d follow

behind and keep a safe distance from any violence. The
man had never even found a weapon for as long as he’d been
in this strange, desolate place, and the only reason he had
%ghting leathers was because Marius had found him some.

Killian didn’t respond. An exploding ember lit the sky
beyond the cave. “Now!”

Marius sprinted toward the temple, weaving between
trees at breakneck speed. A screech rang out behind him,
and he whirled to %nd Killian facing o& against a winged
beast. The thing’s skin was gray and leathery, its head
covered in rows and rows of eyes, and its lipless mouth
unable to close fully due to the length of its many teeth. It
slashed a multijointed limb through the darkness.

Marius swung his blade, lopping o& the thing’s claw
before it could tear into Killian. He spun, ducked, and
thrust at the hunter. A metal-on-metal screech sounded as
his sword slid into the thing’s steely $esh.

And then he woke up.
Marius blinked at the thing in front of him. He was no

longer in the land of ash and %re. He was warm and well-
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fed, surrounded by shiny obsidian. On the 'oor in front of
him was a suit of armor through which he’d stabbed a sword
that was not his own. It wasn’t even an actual weapon. He
realized in horror that it was part of the sculpture, the sword
that the suit of armor had been holding.

“Uncle Marius?”
He spun to !nd Princess Charlie standing behind him

in the hall, her platinum-blond curls a tangled mess and a
stu(ed animal clutched in her arms. What did Raven call
it? A teddy bear. That was it. The girl loved her bear. He
couldn’t get over how much she’d grown this past year. Her
development was rapid even for a dragon. Then again, she
was only half dragon. The other half was witch like her
mother, Raven. It was still to be seen how the two species
would manifest in the child. She’d yet to shift and had no
ring as he and his brethren did.

“What are you doing up?” He silently thanked the
goddess that he hadn’t hurt her. He could have. Might have
stabbed her in his sleep as he had the suit of armor. “Your
mother and father would not like to know you’re out of your
bed in the middle of the night.”

The little girl rubbed her eyes with her tiny !sts and
ru)ed her strange feathered wings. “I heard you.”

Marius looked right, then left, down the hall. If anyone
else had heard what he’d done, they hadn’t come to help
him. “I’m sorry I woke you, but you should have left it for
the guards to sort out. What would you have done if I’d
been something dangerous?” He was, in fact, extremely
dangerous. Again, his stomach tied itself in knots at the
thought he might have hurt her.

“I knew it was you,” she said, confused. “Or I wouldn’t
have come.”

“How did you know it was me? Anyone could have3
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“How did you know it was me? Anyone could have
made this noise.” He gestured to the destroyed suit of armor.

Her little nose wrinkled, and she wiped a hand across
her forehead, sweeping platinum curls from her eyes.
“That’s not what I heard. I heard you screaming inside my
head.” She pointed at her temple. “I came and woke you up
so you wouldn’t be scared anymore.”

Ice formed in his veins. He swallowed. That wasn’t
normal. “You woke me up because you heard me in your
head?”

She nodded. “I used my zappy zap.”
“What’s your zappy zap?”
“Mommy said I shouldn’t talk about it.”
“You can tell me because you used it on me,” Marius

said. “I already know about it.”
Charlie’s brow furrowed as she thought about that for a

moment. Then she clapped her small hands together.
A shock 'owed through Marius, making the tiny hairs

on his arms and legs stand on end. “That’s a fun trick.”
“Mommy says I’m not supposed to use it unless I’m in

danger.”
“You have a very smart mommy.” Marius held out his

hand to her. “Come. I’ll tuck you in.”
She slipped her tiny !ngers into his, and they padded

toward her room. “What was your bad dream about?”
“I don’t remember.” No way was Marius telling a—

What was she in earth years?—seven-year-old child about
his dreams. He seriously needed to start locking his door.
He’d never forgive himself if he accidentally hurt her.

“I saw a monster.” Charlie’s slippers scu(ed across the
'oor.

“You could see what was happening in my head and
hear me scream?”

4
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She nodded.
“Does that happen to you often?” Marius asked.
“No. One time with Aunt Avery, but her dream was

pretty. Sunshine and blue sky.”
Marius sighed. “Great,” he mumbled. He’d have to tell

Gabriel about this. Charlie clearly had some psychic abili‐
ties he and Raven weren’t aware of. “I’m sorry my dream
scared you, Charlie, but it was just a dream. Nothing real. If
it happens again, try to push it out of your mind.”

She stopped in front of her room and giggled. “It doesn’t
scare me, Uncle Marius. You killed that monster. Killed it
dead. You would never let it get me.”

He kissed her on her head, noticing how his hair, now
completely lacking color, almost matched hers, although her
eyes were blue while his were a pale silver. And her
perfectly smooth and unmarked skin was a warm golden
tone, not pale and covered in symbols as his own.

He gave her his most assuring smile. “I would never let
anything get you, Charlie. Not on purpose. But I’m afraid if
I’m having a bad dream, I might bump into you on accident
and knock you down. I’d be asleep and not know you were
there.”

Her young face grew serious. “I’ll send my zappy
through you from far away.”

That made him smile. “Good idea. Okay, Princess, into
bed.” He lifted her into the plush four-poster and pulled the
frothy pink blanket over her. She tucked her teddy bear
under her chin and closed her eyes.

“Uncle Marius?” she said before he could leave.
“Yes?”
“Mommy says that bad dreams happen when something

isn’t going right in your life and your brain is trying to work
it out.”
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“Hmm. I’ll keep that in mind.”
“Maybe if you !ght the monsters in your real life, you

won’t have to !ght them in your dreams.”
He studied the little girl and then placed a kiss on her

temple. “Good night, Charlie.”

6
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ifty on Validar in the second match.” Harlow slid her
dragmars through the slot under the window to the

bookie. She’d counted out the silver coins carefully before
placing her bet, leaving enough in her purse to make it
home if the unexpected happened. The bookie counted her
wager and acknowledged its correctness with a quick nod
before scribbling the bet in his ledger. He handed her a
receipt.

“You do know that Validar is on the board at twenty-to-
one odds?” Adradys, doormaker to Paragon and previously
her father’s biggest business rival, stood in line behind her,
wearing a vilt suit in a dark sapphire blue that matched the
ring on his !nger. Although he was around her age and
extremely wealthy, Harlow rarely interacted with the man.
Adradys was not an ugly dragon. In fact, his tall, lean
stature was pleasing to many women, as was his eye for
fashion. It was just that Harlow was not one of those
women. To her, he’d always seemed a bit fastidious and
high-maintenance. Not to mention, Harlow had always
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found his personality unbearably pretentious and self-
aggrandizing.

“Oh?” she asked vaguely.
Raising his chin, he added, “Validar lost his last three

matches, Harlow. You might as well have thrown those %fty
dragmars into the volcano. Does your father know you’re
here? Do you even understand how betting works?” He
chuckled haughtily. “If you’d like, I can explain it to you.”

Harlow plastered a smile onto her face. Adradys wasn’t
a regular at the pits. He couldn’t possibly know that she’d
been attending matches since she was a young girl or that
since the new king and queen of Paragon had stripped her
father of his business license—punishment for his support
of Empress Eleanor—her gambling habit was what was
keeping a roof over their heads and food on their table. He
also was clearly unaware that Validar had lost the past three
matches because he was nursing an injury that hadn’t
healed correctly.

Aside from beheading, there was no way to reliably kill
a dragon. But immortality was not without its problems.
Dragons healed swiftly. So swiftly, in fact, that a broken
bone would knit back together in a matter of minutes. The
problem was that four matches ago, Validar’s leg had been
broken by Drakkar, who’d remained standing on his thigh
while the bone mended. Because the fracture healed while
the bone was misaligned, he’d been %ghting with an uneven
gait the past three matches.

But Harlow happened to know he’d recently visited a
healer in Rogos who had reset the leg and healed it prop‐
erly. Validar was back to his old self, which meant he most
certainly would win this match. But that didn’t mean
Harlow couldn’t bene%t from some sparring of her own.

She $uttered her lashes and stroked the long, caramel-
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colored hair that waved against her shoulder. Harlow was a
patient dragon. As much as it would please her to unleash
her tongue on the man, Adradys was a piece on the social
playing board of Paragon. Given her family’s current posi‐
tion, she couldn’t risk alienating him. He could still be of
use. “Would you care to sit together, Adradys? Perhaps you
could o(er me a few pointers.”

“It would be my pleasure.” He placed his bet on Vali‐
dar’s opponent, Mayhem, and then o(ered her his arm. She
took it and strolled with him to his private box overlooking
the arena. Normally she’d be in the standing-room-only
section. What a stroke of luck!

“How is business?” she asked casually. A man like
Adradys would want to talk about himself, and she
wanted to please him. She had a favor to ask, actually, and
buttering him up first seemed to be a good idea, especially
since he was about to lose a great deal of money on
his bet.

He patted her hand. “Business is booming. How kind of
you to ask, considering my success is due to your father
having to shutter his doors.”

“It’s not kindness. I’m genuinely curious. I never shared
my father’s politics, and I’m just happy to be able to
continue to live in Paragon after what he did. Still, it’s been
di*cult for him. He’s a talented man, and although his
punishment %t the crime, it is such a waste of a good door‐
maker, wouldn’t you say?”

“True. Darium was talented. It was a waste, especially
when the three of you were forced to move from the Fire‐
drake district. Where are you living now?”

She looked down at her hands. As embarrassing as it
was to admit, there was no use in denying it. Everyone
knew they’d lost their fortune. Her parents had always been
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horrible with money and hadn’t saved a thing during their
centuries of wealth. “West of town.”

He screwed up his face as if he smelled something bad.
“You can’t mean Swilton? How do you stand it? The smell
alone…”

Swilton was the slums of Paragon. Property was cheap
there because it neighbored a vilt farm. A pit nearby
processed the creatures’ waste and ensured the entire
district always reeked of sewage. She couldn’t help but draw
the connection between his suit, the !nest vilt, and the stink
that likely clung loosely to her clothing.

“We get by.” She raised her chin. “It’s not what I was
expecting, but a dragon of grace makes the most of it. I am
thankful for a roof over our heads. I’ve adapted.”

He sco+ed. “I am truly sorry for you, Harlow. None of
this was your doing. If there’s anything I can do…”

“Actually, there is.”
He turned his full attention to her. “What’s that?”
She gave him her brightest smile. “You could speak with

my father. As you said yourself, he’s extremely talented.
The palace took away his business license but not his right
to work for someone else. It seems obvious to me that you
could help each other. If you hired him, he could bring you
his contacts and his talent. And I’m sure he’d take anything
you’d be willing to o+er.” It was humiliating to ask, but she
didn’t care. She’d humiliate herself every day of the week if
it would help them rise even slightly above their current
circumstance.

He scowled. “Your father is two centuries my senior. He
never took me seriously before the revolution. He is
talented, but what makes you think he’d even want to
answer to me? Has he suggested to you this is something he
wants to do?”

10
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“No, not exactly,” she admitted. “But he needs some‐
thing to do with his time, and working for you makes the
most sense. If you would just speak to him…”

The announcer’s voice rang out, and the crowd got to
their feet and clapped as Validar and Mayhem entered the
pit at the center of the coliseum below. She stood and
clapped with Adradys. When she sat back down, his
shoulder brushed hers, and she had to stop herself from
shrinking from his touch.

She stared down at his hand resting on his knee. Door‐
making required strength and manual dexterity, but you’d
never guess it by the softness of his hands or his perfect
manicure. Even dragons developed calluses over time. His
hands spoke volumes about his priorities, the %rst of which
must be his appearance. Was he wearing makeup? She
couldn’t see a single pore as she perused his face.

“I’m going to help you, Harlow,” he said, and it came
out exactly as if he’d meant I’ve decided to save you, damsel,
to prove to you the hero that I am. “I’ve always held you in
the highest regard.”

She smiled just as the horn went o( and the two
warriors below them started to %ght. She turned her atten‐
tion toward the ring and the two shirtless dragons, wings
out, circling each other below.

“Oh, it’s time,” she said excitedly, scooting to the edge of
her chair to get a better view.

“Excellent. Now, as I mentioned earlier, Validar was a
terrible bet on your part because—”

With perfect balance, Validar snatched Mayhem’s
punching hand out of the air, twisted it behind his back,
then used a low stance to set the other dragon o(-balance.
Mayhem attempted to roll to his feet, but Validar was there,
his agility better than it ever was. His right wing snapped
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toward the ground and ripped through Mayhem’s torso
from left shoulder to right hip. Mayhem howled and didn’t
even attempt to get back up. The matchkeeper counted
down from ten.

Jumping down from his platform, the matchkeeper took
Validar’s hand and raised it toward the sky. “And we have a
winner!”

Harlow leaped from her seat and clapped her hands.
“Ooh, I guess I won? Goddess, I must be lucky today.”

Adradys stared at her open-mouthed.
“It must have been your company, my dear friend,”

Harlow said to Adradys in the sweetest tone she could
muster. “And to think, you didn’t even have time to explain
the game to me.” She grabbed his hand, pumped it twice,
then kissed him on his cheek. “We absolutely must do this
again.”

“Yes,” he drawled.
“I’m o& to collect my winnings.” She gave him a light‐

hearted wave over her shoulder as she slipped from his box
and headed for the bookie.

H,-./ 0123., 4566567/ 56 8169, H1.0,4 2.-9739
to her new home in Swilton on the west side of Hobble
Glen. Exhausted as she was, relief $ooded her when she
saw the simple cottage. The only indication that a former
socialite family lived there was the front door. It had been
designed by her father and was still one of the %nest in
Paragon.

Doors told a family’s story. No family in Paragon would
purposely go without the heirloom. The pattern of gems
inlaid into the wood represented her heritage. She ran her

12
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%ngers over the spiral of square rubies that symbolized her
father and the interconnected spiral of oval aquamarines
that matched her mother’s ring. Harlow’s amethyst rectan‐
gles decorated the door in a spray between and below her
parents’ jewels. Other stones spiraled out from theirs, tens
of thousands of years of ancestors, most lost to wars or
battles unknown. Her grandparents and great-grandparents
had been killed in a battle with Nochtbend before the time
of Eleanor, thousands of years before her birth. But here
they were, remembered in emerald, diamond, citrine, and
jade.

The door represented their history. The door was their
legacy.

At one time, her father Darium was the premier door‐
maker in all of Paragon. No one of any means would have
chosen Adradys’s craftsmanship over his if they could a(ord
it. Back then, Adradys was known for mass-produced, cut-
rate doors for those who couldn’t a(ord her father’s quality
or chose not to invest in a high-end door. How things had
changed. Adradys had a monopoly on the trade now, and
new families had no choice but to go with his repetitive
designs.

Harlow understood that her mother and father had
enjoyed a close relationship with the Highborn Council and
had bene%ted greatly from Eleanor’s reign. They were once
the center of high society. All that was over now. Their
social status was as ruined as their economic one. The door
was one of the few things they’d been allowed to keep.

Heavy and ornate, the absolutely stunning masterpiece
was completely out of place now that it had been moved
from their mansion in the exclusive Firedrake district of
Hobble Glen to the hovel in the slums of Swilton. The
tiny place seemed dwarfed by the door. Harlow was
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surprised her father had been able to install it on the weak
hinges.

She pushed inside and took a seat at the small, wobbly
table at the center of the room. Her father was there. He
was always there. He barely left the house anymore.

“Did you win?” her father asked from his chair, his gaze
$itting to hers.

“A little.” She pulled out a %stful of silver dragmars
along with a few precious gold tallons and %ve bronze spen‐
cies. She spread them on the table but did not mention the
additional dragmars she kept hidden in the lining of her
purse. As much as she loved her parents, she needed some‐
thing for herself. She had dreams, and her parents had a
way of spending every dime she gave them. She suspected
they’d try anything to regain the status they’d lost. They
didn’t realize that not only could they never get back in the
game, the entire board and all its pieces had moved far out
of reach. The game they needed to play now was a
completely new one for all of them. It was called survival,
and so far, they weren’t pros at it.

In fairness, they were all lucky to be alive. A lesser king
and queen would have had their heads.

“There’s a few hundred here. Enough for the market.”
Her father’s brows bobbed. “Thank the goddess.” He

rose from his seat and joined her at the table, a $icker of
hope in his expression.

Harlow had been obsessed with the games since she
was a child and knew every competitor in the pits. Truth be
told, she enjoyed %ghting. A close male friend had taught
her and often sparred with her for practice. Not that she’d
want to pursue it as a career. The pit %ghters lived a hard
life and usually ended up working in the quarries
eventually.

14
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Competing in the pits was forbidden to females
anyway. Female dragons were rare. Only about one in
eleven eggs matured into a female by the last statistics she’d
read. Which meant that a single dragon of her gender was
more valuable than any amount of money. Every female
dragon carried the societal expectation that she would even‐
tually participate in perpetuating the race by marrying and
then producing whelps.

She’d never had any interest. Not that she was against it
per se. She wanted children someday. She’d just never met a
male she wanted to have them with.

What interested her these days was betting on the %ght‐
ers. She’d developed a knack for wagering on them. She
could take one look at a competitor, at the lines of their
muscled limbs, at how they balanced their weight between
their feet, and know if they had what it would take to win.

Her favorite champion by far, though, had been Marius
—before he’d died, of course. Back in his youth, he mopped
the $oor with almost every other dragon in the kingdom.
Oh, she understood that since he was a prince of Paragon,
no one else was allowed to win his matches, but that didn’t
stop his competitors from $exing their machismo and trying
their best to prove they would win if they could. Harlow
would grin at their vain attempts and watch Marius bury
their faces in the mud.

She’d been so excited to hear he’d been resurrected,
although she’d never met him in person until the corona‐
tion. Oh, how her stomach had $ipped with exhilaration
that night. He’d been positively enchanting in person. To
have been who he was—a champion, a prince, a would-be
king—and then lose everything… His return to society was
undeniably brave, but the grace and dignity he applied to
the situation was nothing short of noble. Rare in a dragon.

15
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Every time she thought about it, her heart thudded out of
admiration.

“Harlow, did you hear me?” Her father’s face came into
view.

Startled, she blinked at him. “No, sorry, I was working
some numbers in my head. What did you say?”

“There’s something I want to talk to you about. I think
it’s time for you to get serious about taking a husband.” He
folded his hands on the table. “You can do better than this.
You deserve better than this.”

A groan escaped her lips. “I’m not interested in
marrying anyone, Father. I’ve met every individual with
money in this kingdom, and none of them is my fated mate.”

All the softness drained from her father’s expression,
and his ears reddened. “Get your head out of the clouds!
True matings are rare. It’s folly to wait for that magical
connection.”

“You and Mom are mated.”
“Pure luck.”
“Even if I were willing to settle for a common marriage,

it’s not exactly easy to meet an appropriate suitor since the
war. Everyone knows we were on the wrong side of things.
I’m not holding my breath one of the new rich will sweep
me o( my feet.”

Her father ran a hand through his hair. “That’s only
because you don’t understand your power, Harlow. Not
only are you a female but a beautiful one at that, and
re%ned. You’ve known what it is to have money, know the
expectations of the elite. That’s valuable to any mate. Men
want a woman who can manage their home with grace and
elegance.”

She rolled her eyes toward the ceiling. “Sounds incred‐
ibly dull.”

16
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He laughed cynically. “Dull?” He gestured vaguely
around him. “What exactly is this? These four walls are
about as dull as I’ve ever had it. And the smell! Mountain,
Harlow, if I were you, I’d be anxious for something
better.”

She raised her chin. “Aww, Dad, it’s not so bad. This is
the simple life! It’s how most people lived when we were
basking in the advantages of wealth. We have a roof over
our heads and food on the table.” She rounded the table and
stood behind him, rubbing his shoulders. “Have you
thought about getting out of here more? Maybe %nding
work?”

He tipped his head back and stared up at her in
surprise. “What would I do? The only skill I have is door‐
making, and I doubt Adradys would hire me. The man
hates me. We were bitter rivals.”

She kissed him on the forehead. “Maybe he’d surprise
you.”

He sighed heavily and swept the money from the table
into his hand. “I suppose I should go to the market. No food
in the house for evening meal.”

As he stood from the chair, she took him in. Dragons
were immortal, but they weren’t invulnerable. Thin.
Sallow-skinned. The dark circles under his eyes had grown.
His wings were tucked away, but she was certain they
would hang listlessly from his back if they were out. He
hadn’t been eating or sleeping. Clearly, he was depressed.
He needed something to do, a purpose. More responsibility
than the occasional trip to the market.

“Where’s Mom?”
“The Silver Sunset.”
The popular tavern was her mother’s favorite haunt

lately. “Again?”
“Every night this week. I’m afraid to see the tab. We17
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“Every night this week. I’m afraid to see the tab. We
most certainly can’t a:ord it.”

She closed her eyes for a beat and then hooked her arm
in his. “Well then, I guess it’s just you and me. Let’s go to
the market. I’m famished.”

18
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arius’s back hit the ground, and he skidded across
the gravel, wings thrashing under him to slow his

momentum.
When he !nally came to a stop, his brother Colin

leaned over him and clicked his tongue. “Maybe we should
move this back inside. The training room has padded
'oors.”

“I’m done with padded 'oors,” Marius growled.
Colin reached down to help him up, and Marius

knocked his hand aside and scrambled to his feet. He was
sure there were stones tangled in the back of his white hair.
No matter. A familiar itch signi!ed his abrasions were
already healing.

He lowered himself into a !ghting stance. “Again.”
“Can’t.” Colin glanced at the clock on the wall of the

!ghting arena. “Out of time.” No doubt the Master of the
Guard had more important things to do than help his
brother relearn what he’d lost. He snapped his feet together
and bowed.

Marius bowed back and allowed his shoulders to relax.
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He dragged in deep, cleansing breaths. Exhaustion sni+ed
at his heels. He had to !ght the urge to sink to his ass in the
middle of the practice arena.

“You don’t have to do this,” Colin said.
“No?” Marius’s voice was edged with sarcasm.
Colin shifted on his feet. “I think you’re expecting too

much from yourself. You’re working out like you plan to
!ght in the pits again.” His brother laughed incredulously.
“Goddess, you were dead just over a year ago. You must
realize the experience has altered your body composition. I
was impressed when you lost the cane.”

Marius jerked and bared his teeth. “Would it be wrong
to want to !ght again?”

Colin sputtered, and Marius realized he was holding
back a chuckle. “You’re serious! Why? Marius, you don’t
have to do it anymore. You have a job in the palace. You
have a purpose.”

“Adviser to the Council of Elders—sorry, Ambassador to
the Council of Elders. Gabriel gave me that title once I put
the crown on his head. Right. That keeps me busy all of an
hour a week. I’m bored, Colin, and restless. You don’t
understand.” He kept secret the positive e+ects the !ghting
had on his strange nightmares. The truth was that on the
days he trained with Colin, they stopped. He supposed he
was so exhausted when he fell into bed at the end of a day
!lled with training that his brain was too tired to dream.
And he was more than happy to work himself to the point of
pain if it would keep the monsters away.

All levity drained from Colin’s expression. “All right,”
he said tentatively. “You’re a dragon, Marius. Theoretically,
you have no limits. I have no idea what you’ve gone through
or what lasting e+ects it has had on you, but I do know this
—if you truly want to compete again, you need to do more
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than spar with me. I don’t have the time or focus to take you
to the next level.”

“Who can?”
“I’m not sure yet.”
Colin strode to the attendant’s o!ce. The man who

usually worked there had stepped out, but Colin found a
piece of paper in his desk. “Until we "nd someone, I want
you to do this routine every day.” He sketched a list of exer‐
cises that started with a twenty-mile run from the palace to
the hills beyond Hobble Glen. Marius wasn’t sure he was
strong enough to make it to town, let alone through it and
beyond. Then, according to Colin’s notes, he was to perform
another series of exercises before running back. The list
looked impossible.

“Is that all?” Marius frowned.
“Work up to it. We’ll keep sparring like this before

Guard training. Meanwhile, I’ll keep my ear to the ground
for someone to help you.”

He took the list from Colin with a hand he tried his best
to stop from shaking. He needed rest after a thirty-minute
sparring match. This list of exercises would take him hours
to complete—if he could complete it at all. Still, he was
thankful to have it. If he thoroughly wore himself out each
day, perhaps he could rid himself of the nightmares for
good. Bonus if the distraction reduced the strange visions
that randomly plagued him.

He needed this, needed a way to settle his mind, and
the only way to do that was by pushing his body to the limit.
“Thanks.”

Colin stared at him a moment with those piercing gray
eyes, then gave him a nod Marius had seen him use on new
recruits. That nod was weighty with encouragement, high
expectations, and challenge. Without further ado, he
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strode out the door toward the field where the Guard
trained.

Funny, Colin was his younger brother. He’d beaten the
dragon in the pits on more than one occasion. How things
had changed.

Marius stopped at the hydration station and guzzled
water, staring at the practice ring. The private training
space was smaller than the public one in the $ghting pits. If
he couldn’t win against his younger brother here, he’d be
doomed there. He imagined himself %at on his back in front
of a stadium of judging eyes and laughing mouths.

He gripped the paper tighter in his hand. Placing his
cup into the receptacle, he left the building and started
to run.

T&' ()*+, -./, &' -)-0’, '1'0 2.3' ), 4(( 5.6.7'
grounds. He had to stop at the gate to catch his breath. The
guard in the booth came out to ask if he needed help, and
Marius lied, actually invented an excuse that he was
surveying the wards for the queen to save himself the
embarrassment of having to explain that a $ve-mile run—an
easy jog for a dragon—had almost made his heart explode.
He ended up walking back to the palace and collapsing on
his bed for an hour.

The next day was better. He started before practice and
made it to the gate and back at a run. But the e8ort left him
unable to hold his own against Colin. His brother slammed
him into the stones over and over again. He couldn’t even
accuse his brother of being overly aggressive. On the
contrary, his intuition suggested Colin was holding back. To
his brother’s credit, when at last they bowed and went their
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separate ways, there was no judgment, disappointment, or
condescension in the dragon’s parting words. Those gray
eyes held nothing but the same challenge and encourage‐
ment they had the day before.

He kept going, farther every day, until he’d almost
reached Hobble Glen before he had to turn around. Only
he wasn’t strong enough to run all the way back, and when
he "nally reached the practice arena, he was late. Colin
wasn’t there. Someone else was, though, and it was the last
person he’d expected to see. Avery.

At the center of the ring, the queen’s sister wielded a
sword that looked far too big and heavy for her petite frame.
Somehow the iron danced for her, though, carving patterns
through the air as she executed perfect footwork and battled
an imaginary opponent. She stopped and sheathed her
weapon as soon as she noticed he was there.

“Hi,” she said, thrusting her chin in his direction.
“Colin had to go. He asked me to hang around to tell you
he’d see you back here tomorrow. Oh, and also, don’t be late
again. He’s too busy and will drop you from his schedule.
Honestly, I’d get your ass here. He looked pissed.”

Marius wiped a hand over his face, his skin still slicked
with sweat. “It was a mistake. It won’t happen again.”

“Dude, what happened to you? You look like you’ve
spent the morning "ghting for your life. Do you need me to
fetch a healer? Or I can help you back to the in"rmary.
Maiara can help.”

He shook his head. “Not sick,” he said breathlessly. He
walked around her and folded onto the observation bench,
his backside slapping hard as his legs gave out. He couldn’t
have popped back up if he tried. “Just badly out of shape.”

Her brows furrowed, and she stared at him for a
moment. “Fuck. I didn’t know it was possible for a dragon to
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look like he was having a heart attack, but you do, Marius.
You really do!”

He raised an eyebrow in her direction. “Thanks for the
tip. Turns out being dead for three hundred years is
hazardous to your level of $tness.”

“Are you sure you don’t want me to fetch Maiara?”
“No. I don’t need a healer. Just a moment to catch my

breath.” He glanced away from her, loathing the heat that
blazed toward his ears. If he had even an ounce of energy,
he’d excuse himself and make a hasty retreat to his room.
No one should see him like this.

She chewed her lip. “Hey, sorry I brought it up. Just… as
the only mortal in this place, it’s surprising to see someone
else with any vulnerabilities.”

He looked back in her direction and had to pause at her
contrite expression. Being married to Xavier, she must
realize that dragons didn’t love to have their weaknesses
pointed out. His stomach contracted with a laugh meant to
put her at ease. “I’m glad something good has come from my
pain.” He grinned and patted the bench beside him. “Your
penance is to keep me company until I’m rested enough to
make it o9 this bench.”

With a good-natured laugh, Avery took the seat beside
him and stared across the empty arena. He didn’t know the
woman well, although their encounters had always been
positive. Her mate, Xavier, had always been the toughest of
warriors, even when they were children, and was spending
his days helping Colin train the Guard.

“When do you and Xavier go back to Earth?”
“At the end of the month… I mean moon cycle. I can’t

get used to your terminology.” Avery leaned back and stared
up at the overcast sky.

“Soon, then.”
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“Soon.” She pushed up the arms of her training sweater.
Marius couldn’t miss the red-and-black spiral tattoo

there. It matched one that appeared on various places along
his torso. He nodded toward it. “Do you feel that anymore?”

She glanced at him and then down at the tattoo,
seeming to piece together what he was talking about. “I
thought I might ask you the same thing eventually. I didn’t
want to be insensitive, but—”

“But we are the only ones to have them,” Marius
$nished.

“We’re the only ones who’ve been brought back from
the dead.” She seemed to catch herself because she shook
her head. “Actually, that’s not true. Raven brought Gabriel
back from the dead, and he doesn’t have one.”

“What do you think they mean? What’s di9erent
about us?”

She raised her brows and sco9ed. “I have no idea.
Raven doesn’t even know, and she has the entire golden
grimoire in her head.”

He stretched his legs out and crossed them at the ankle.
“Charlie told me you’ve been having nightmares.”

“Charlie’s a precocious little peanut, isn’t she?” Avery
raised a brow. “I wouldn’t call what I’m having nightmares,
but they are strange. I think I’m seeing where I was when I
was… gone.”

He cracked his neck. “That’s what I’m seeing.” He
lowered his voice. “I remember.”

She ran her thumb over the symbol. “I’m immune to
magic, so it can’t be the symbol that’s causing the dreams, at
least not in me. I asked Raven to try to remove it. If she can’t
do it with magic, I think I’m going to try the human way and
have it lasered o9.”

He glanced down at himself. His entire torso and back
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were covered in them. There had to be hundreds. He
envied Avery. She might free herself of the mark, but he
doubted anything could remove the scars the past three
hundred years had made in him. “I hope whatever you try
works.”

She seemed to pick up on the darkness that had crept
into his voice because she sighed and said, “I’m sure Raven
will $gure out what they mean and help you with your
nightmares.”

“She hasn’t yet.”
“She’s been a little busy establishing a new government

in Paragon and everything.”
“True.” Marius pushed himself o9 the bench. He felt

like an asshole for bringing it up. “Thanks for the company,
Avery. Xavier’s a lucky dragon.”

“You’re welcome,” she said, but she couldn’t keep a
spark of worry from her blue eyes. “Marius, I just know
things are going to work out for you. Look how far you’ve
come already. Just give it time.”

He gave her a reassuring smile that he didn’t feel. “All
I’ve got is time.”
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hy is this place such a wreck?” Harlow brushed
plates and glasses aside on the table to make

room to count her winnings. The :oor hadn’t been swept
since she’d done it the previous evening, and there was
nothing on the stove for dinner again. The "re in the "re‐
place desperately needed another log or it would give up
the ghost.

Her father shrugged, his eyes empty. Dragons didn’t
age, but his slumped shoulders and sagging mouth made
him look positively ancient. “I’ve never been good at house‐
work. I wouldn’t know where to start.”

She leaned back in her chair and sighed. “Dad, we don’t
have servants anymore. I’m gone all day at the pits. I know
this transition has been hard for you, but you’re going to
have to learn to do it.”

He blinked, grimacing as if the thought of it might push
him over the edge of whatever mental precipice he was
perched on. “Perhaps you and your mother could help.
You’d do a far better job than I would.”

She held up a "stful of dragmars. “I am helping. I’m
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keeping us fed. And Mom hasn’t been reliable in months.
You need to talk to her.”

“She won’t listen to me.”
“Where is she?”
“The Silver Sunset… Again. Every night this week.”
Harlow gritted her teeth. They had no extra money for

casual drinking. “What do we have left in the pantry for
dinner?”

“It’s empty.” He stared at the "re. Its dying light added
to the overall bleakness of the moment. It would be better if
it just burned out. As dragons, they didn’t need it for heat,
and she was starting to wonder if they could a8ord it for
comfort.

“What happened to the food we bought yesterday?”
“Your mother came home for lunch.”
“Why didn’t you go back to the market?”
He waved a hand in the air, looking dejected. “I never

know what to buy when I go alone.”
“Dad…” She was losing him.
It wasn’t particularly surprising that her father was in a

dark place after the year they’d had. He’d lost the career he
loved and the business he’d built from the ground up. With
it went all his creature comforts, his friends, his support
system.

He hadn’t always been like this. Harlow had vivid
memories of a man who’d once been adored by his
employees and customers alike. He’d been a good father as
well, denying her nothing before their fall from grace.
Which was why it was twice as hard to see him like this.
Darium was a man who built things and made people
happy. How had he become this dragon who felt too help‐
less to even lift a broom?

She swept her winnings o8 the table again and into her28
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She swept her winnings o9 the table again and into her
hand. Mind made up, she strode for the door.

“Are you going to the market?” he asked.
“No. I’m going to the Silver Sunset. I’m going to get

Mom and bring her back here so that we can all talk about
our responsibilities. If I’m at the pits earning money all day,
I can’t also cook and clean.”

He didn’t protest her leaving. She wondered if there
was any $ght left in him at all. By the time Harlow reached
the Silver Sunset, her frustration had grown into a monster
she could barely contain. The walk hadn’t calmed her down
one iota, and she burst through the door and into the tavern
with enough force that heads turned, even her mother’s.

Lemetria was sitting at the bar, surrounded by dragon
males, none of whom Harlow recognized. That was the
thing about being a dragon. Immortals didn’t age. One might
assume she and her mother were the same age if they didn’t
know better, and because dragon females were rare, any in
an establishment like this would garner plenty of attention.

“Harlow?” her mother slurred. “What are you doing
here, darling?”

Harlow crossed the bar in three huge steps, elbowing a
patron out of her way, and yanked her mother o9 her
barstool. “You need to come home now!”

“Why? What’s the matter?” She blinked wide eyes at
Harlow as if she truly had no idea what was going on.
Everyone was staring. The bartender seemed especially
concerned and shot her a warning glance.

“Come outside with me to talk.” Harlow tugged at her
mother’s upper arm.

Lemetria gave her a disarming smile. “Wouldn’t you
rather have a drink? I can introduce you to some $ne young
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men. I wouldn’t say any of them are marriageable material,
but they might be fun to practice on.”

“Eww.” Harlow bristled. “Mom! Outside now!”
“Oh, all right.” She hu8ed and followed her out into the

late afternoon sun. “Now what seems to be the problem?”
“The problem is, you have a husband and a house, and

both are falling to pieces. You need to come home with me.”
Harlow folded her arms over her chest.

Lemetria snorted, her hand waving wildly through the
air. “Who says? Darium is more than capable of taking care
of himself, as are you. Just look at you. You look delightful,
darling. Living in Swilton hasn’t knocked the bloom from
your %ower at all.”

“Stop trying to charm me, Mother. It’s not going to
work. Dad is not okay. He’s in some sort of deep depression.
He barely moves from his chair. And the house is an abso‐
lute wreck. There’s nothing to eat.”

“If you don’t like it, Harlow, do something about it. You
can shop. You can clean.” Her mother %ipped a hand in the
air and raised her chin as if she couldn’t be bothered with
what was happening in her own home.

Harlow hu8ed. “No, I can’t. I’m busy earning the drag‐
mars to pay for the gallons of tribiscal wine %owing down
your gullet every day.”

Lemetria growled, swaying a little in her drunkenness.
“Well, isn’t this an ungrateful surprise? How many years
did we support you, Harlow? We gave you the best of every‐
thing when we had it.” Her eyes %icked back toward the
bar. It took a lot to get a dragon inebriated, but Harlow did
not miss the red in the whites of her mother’s eyes or the
haze of distraction in her pupils.

Harlow released a deep breath. “Mom, I am helping
out, but it’s more than one person can do. I need your help.
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Dad needs your help. I mean really needs you. He’s not
himself. Please come home.”

For a second the clouds parted, and her mother looked
at her as she used to, with love and empathy. She reached
out and placed one hand on her shoulder. Harlow thought
for sure she’d made it through to her, that she’d come home
now and be the mother she needed her to be. But the soft‐
ness in her face changed to something hard and cruel.

“Harlow, our situation is utterly hopeless. I admire you
for trying to make a life for us in that horrible place. I do!
But it’s a losing proposition. Do yourself a favor.” She
pinched the bridge of her nose. “Find a man who will marry
you. With your looks, you could have anyone you set your
mind on. You’ll never want for anything. Leave us behind.
We’re never making it out of Swilton, but you might.” She
turned, straightened her collar, and walked back into the
Silver Sunset.

All the air whooshed from Harlow’s lungs as if she’d
been socked in the gut. Both her mother and her father had
suggested the same thing, that she should save herself by
"nding a husband. She staggered to a nearby bench and sat,
leaning her elbows on her knees, mindfully drawing in a
breath. Her hands trembled as she buried her face in them.
She would not marry for "nancial gain. The thought of
having to cook, clean, and spread her legs for someone she
didn’t love just to live in a bigger house seemed utterly
ridiculous to her. She’d :ee to Rogos before she’d entertain
the idea.

The bench groaned as someone :opped onto it beside
her. Labored panting met her ears, and the scent of smoky
male sweat "lled her nose. Not unpleasant. Woodsy, like
the forest, with a hint of dark spice. Brow furrowing, she
removed her hands from her face and sat bolt upright.
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“Marius?” She said his name softly because the male
looked as if he might die if she startled one extra beat from
his heart.

He seemed to see her for the $rst time, his strange silver
eyes widening slightly as he tried to sit up straighter and
pull himself together. “Harlow!” The arch of his brows told
her he hadn’t noticed her before. His cheeks reddened,
perhaps from embarrassment or from whatever physical
exertion had brought him to this point of near death.

“Are you okay? You look like you need a healer.” She
inclined her head in the direction of the apothecary across
the street. It had once been Aborella’s but now was run by a
witch named Blingsworth, who’d moved from Darnuith
after the war. He wasn’t nearly as helpful as Aborella had
been but was good for the occasional tonic.

“Fine. Just $ne.” He wiped a hand over his face and
smoothed back his white hair toward the ponytail at the
nape of his neck. He straightened on the bench. Goddess,
even in his current worn state, the man was incredibly
attractive. That face was all angles and cheekbones, and a
woman would have to be dead not to take notice of the
muscles that had formed on his arms and chest. When she’d
seen him last, at the coronation, she’d found him fetching,
but now… It looked as if he’d packed on a hundred pounds
of muscle since that night. Sweat had soaked his tunic, and
it clung and molded to his pecs and biceps.

She crossed her legs at the ache that began at the sight,
then cleared her throat to dislodge the thickness that had
formed there. When she spoke again, her voice came out
like a squeak. “What brings you into Hobble Glen?”

The question wasn’t a particularly hard one, but he
blinked at her as if he wasn’t sure how to answer it. Was it
the way her voice had sounded? Goddess help her, he could
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tell she was smitten by him. Humiliation threatened to
knock the air from her lungs again.

“I… Uh… I…” He looked away from her, taking interest
in his shoes.

She licked her lips and waited. When he didn’t answer,
she tried her best to make a joke. “Is it a secret mission for
the palace? Are you working with the Guard now?” Aaaand
she was a complete idiot. What if he was? He was the
brother of the king after all. Now he was in the awkward
situation of having to sidestep her question if she’d hit too
close to home.

“I’m sorry,” she blurted. “You don’t need to answer that.
I was trying to be funny.”

The corner of his mouth twitched. “It’s that obvious I
don’t belong in the Guard, eh?”

She :ustered beside him. “No! Not at all. I just
assumed as the king’s brother you’d be on more exciting
missions than to Hobble Glen, not to mention that if you
were on a mission, you couldn’t admit as much to the likes of
me. I didn’t mean to put you on the spot.”

He snorted. “I’m not on a mission.” He wiped his hands
on the thighs of his breeches. “If you must know, I’m…
exercising.”

She balked, giving him a once-over before she could
stop herself from being so brazenly rude. “Exercising?
Here?”

“I’m attempting to run to the base of the Dark Moun‐
tains and back,” he said evenly, pointing one "nger toward
the hills beyond Hobble Glen. “I didn’t make it.”

She couldn’t hold back a snort. “Why? That can’t be
more than twenty-"ve miles. Must be easy enough for a
dragon such as yourself.”

He glanced away, and the truth hit her like a ton of
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bricks. The cane… He’d used a cane at the coronation. It
hadn’t seemed odd to her at the time, considering he’d been
recently resurrected. But it had been a full year since then.
Was it possible his body was still recovering?

“Not as easy as you might think.” His face fell.
Goddess, she was a steaming pile of vilt dung. Horri$ed

at her own rudeness, she stared, open-mouthed and utterly
speechless.
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uck! Marius hated that look on her face. Her damned
chin was practically on the dirt. This was a disaster.

Socialite Harlow would no doubt spread the news about his
physical inferiority to every ear in Hobble Glen by the end
of the day. Of all the people he didn’t wish to see him like
this, she was at the top of the list!

“You’re doing really well,” she $nally blurted, and to
her credit, the sentiment sounded genuine. The soft,
encouraging tone of her voice had him turning to look at her
straight on. “I just now put it together. When Eleanor killed
you, your body turned to dust. You aren’t just recovering.
You have a brand-new body. You have to train it again like
you would if you were just starting out.”

“A child,” he mumbled, disgusted with himself. He
looked away, shaking his head.

“No.” She shifted on the bench beside him, and he
wondered if he was making her uncomfortable. “Not like a
child. Like a phoenix.”

He folded his arms. “Don’t do that. Don’t try to placate
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me with compliments. I’m not the heir apparent anymore.
You don’t owe me anything.”

She laughed. “If you think I’m blowing smoke up your
ass, you don’t know me at all.”

“I don’t know you at all.” He snorted. “We’ve met at a
few functions. Hardly enough time to form an opinion.”

The smile she’d held in place since he’d sat down faded.
“Maybe. I suppose you’re right, although it feels like I know
you. I still remember exactly where I was when you won
your last championship.”

“I’ll let you in on a little secret. It was "xed. No one was
allowed to best me because I was a royal.”

She shook her head. “Most of those matches you would
have won anyway.”

He narrowed his eyes on her and snorted. She didn’t
look or sound like she was patronizing him, but the
comment was entirely unexpected. “What makes you
think so?”

She raised an eyebrow and turned to lean her back
against the bench. “Your balance was impeccable. So many
dragons make the mistake of planting their heels. It gives
them a more secure base, but with the weight of their
wings, they have to sacrifice agility. You always stayed on
the balls of your feet even when you were tired. It was your
secret to reacting quickly. Even if you weren’t the fastest
competitor, you would react the fastest because you were
already halfway there. Always moving, always ready. Not a
single champion from the past ten years has had your
balance.”

Marius was intrigued. He didn’t know many females
who enjoyed pit "ghting, and even fewer who truly under‐
stood anything about the strategy behind the sport. “How
do you know so much about "ghting? Learn it from your
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husband?” If she’d watched his matches way back when,
she must be married with a few whelps by now.

“Never married. Never mated.” She lifted her chin as if
the statement made her proud, although it was highly
unusual for any dragon of her age to still be single.

Marius took in the woman beside him. He didn’t run in
social circles anymore, but she was undeniably attractive,
and before his death, she was a popular socialite. Her fami‐
ly’s money would have been a draw, as would her looks. “Do
you even realize how strange it is you’re unmarried, or have
I been gone so long that Paragonian traditions have
changed?”

She seemed to contemplate that for a moment, her soft
smile secretive. She tangled her "ngers in her lap before
answering. “Traditions haven’t changed. It just hasn’t
happened for me.”

They sat in silence for some time. Marius couldn’t keep
his eyes o8 her. He tried not to stare, but his gaze kept
drifting to her side of the bench. She was beautiful, yes.
Striking caramel-colored hair and amber eyes. But that
wasn’t what fascinated him. Her family was once one of the
wealthiest in Paragon, yet she was wearing a common,
simple dress with frayed cu8s. Odd. Why had she never
married? Would it be rude for him to ask?

The clock tower at the end of the square started to
chime. He sighed. “Fuck.”

“You have a "lthy mouth for a royal heir.”
“Former heir.”
“You still live in the palace.” She raised an eyebrow in

challenge.
“I’m an ambassador to the Council of Elders.”
“You have a "lthy mouth for an ambassador.”
“I’m just disappointed in myself. I’m late again for train‐
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ing. My brother told me if I was late one more time, he
wouldn’t coach me anymore.”

“Which brother?”
“Colin.”
She whistled through her teeth. “The Master of the

Guard. Damn. You messed up a gig training with the
Master of the Obsidian Guard? Yeah, you fucked up.”

“Now who has the $lthy mouth?” He leaned his head
back and looked up at the sky. “In my defense, this is the
farthest I’ve run in this body. I underestimated how long it
would take me.”

Her smile faded, and she leaned toward him. “I wonder
if we might help each other.” Her thumb scrubbed nervous
patterns over the back of her opposite hand.

“What do you have in mind?”
Harlow’s eyes twinkled mischievously. He wished he

knew the secrets %itting like ghosts through her expression.
“What if I train you?” She tapped her chin three times

and then pointed her $nger his way. “And you pay me one
gold tallon per day to do it.”

For someone like him, living on an ambassador’s salary,
a gold tallon—a hundred dragmars—wasn’t a lot of money,
but he snorted anyway. It was such a strange proposal.
“Now why would a woman like you want such a
position?”

“That’s my business.” She glanced toward the Silver
Sunset. When he didn’t respond for a beat, she added, “We
live in a patriarchal society, Marius. Can’t you imagine why
a woman might desire her own income, one her father
knows nothing about?”

He could imagine. He slanted her a wry grin and asked,
“What makes you quali$ed to train me?”

She chuckled. “I’ve been a regular at the pits for almost
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"ve hundred years. I’ve even trained a bit, if you must know,
although they won’t let me "ght, obviously.”

“Exactly. If you’ve never even competed—”
“I know how to "ght.”
“But you’ve never fought in the pits. Whoever taught

you probably went easy on you.” He was needling her, but
he couldn’t let it go. For some reason, he wanted to test what
she was made of.

“Let’s settle this,” she said tersely. “You are concerned
that I do not have the skills to train you. I put forth that I do.
You’ll never believe me unless I prove it to you. So let me
prove it to you.”

“How exactly do you plan to do that?” He leaned in
closer, lids heavy. She smelled good, like water lily and a
cool night breeze.

“Name the time and the place, and I will "ght you. If I
win, you train with me for the fee we discussed. If I lose, I’ll
go home, patch up my dignity, and never bother you again.”

For some reason, that thought sobered him. He enjoyed
speaking with Harlow. It would be a tragedy not to be both‐
ered by her in the future. “I might hurt you.”

“Dragons heal quickly.” She tipped her head to the side
inquisitively.

“Tomorrow,” he said. “Come to the private training
arena at the palace. I’ll give your name to the guardhouse.”

She beamed at him in a way that made his skin feel
warm. “You’re on.” She stood and straightened her dress.
“Do you need me to call a carriage to take you back to the
palace?”

He shook his head and pushed himself up from the
bench, sti:ing a groan. “No. I’m "ne now.”

The curve of her lips suggested she was aware of the
aches and pains he was still feeling despite his e;orts to
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hide them. But she didn’t mention it. With a wink, she said,
“Good to know. I wouldn’t want you to be sore for our
match tomorrow.”
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out"t she wore underneath as the carriage she’d rented
pulled up to the palace guardhouse. She wouldn’t get far
wearing her training clothes anywhere, but dressing like this
made her feel hot and con"ned. She had on too many bulky
layers for the tropical climate of the kingdom.

“Harlow, meeting Marius,” she said to the guard
through the window.

The young dragon inside the tiny house nodded and
slapped the seal of the palace on the side of her carriage.
“Please proceed.”

They started to move again, rounding to the back of the
palace where the curved stone walls of a private training pit
came into view. By the Mountain, the wealth! Her family
had once been aåuent, but even the wealthiest of her Fire‐
drake neighbors hadn’t boasted a private "ghting pit. The
facility was magni"cent. Nothing short of extravagant.

Her heart thudded in her chest. Was she really going to
do this? It had been a long time since she’d practiced pit
"ghting. Yes, she had a friend, a former champion, who’d
trained her and practiced with her occasionally. She under‐
stood far more about the sport than most males. Still,
Marius had the height and weight advantage. He was at
least twice her size, and she was out of practice. This could
go terribly wrong.

The carriage came to a stop in front of the arena. She
helped herself out and paid the driver his fare, tipping
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generously from her precious stash of hidden dragmars.
Inside was a facility far nicer than the Paragonian pits,
although slightly smaller. A reception oçce stood o; the
main hall with a schedule of practice times. Marius’s name
"lled the current time slot, and she paused a moment to
appreciate his even scrawl. His handwriting was pleasing
for a dragon male, but then, she supposed, he’d been
schooled as a child to speak and write elegantly. He was to
be king, after all.

Across the hall was a locker room. She silently wished
she’d known it was there. She could have used it to change
out of her dress instead of wearing her "ghting clothes
underneath. Next time. If there was a next time.

The next room was a workout facility with weights and
a running track. She audibly gasped when she saw the ring
itself. It was a smaller circular space than the one in the pits
but in far better condition. The :oor was carpeted with pea
gravel. She’d learned during her years of training that this
was preferable. Dragons were incredibly tough and healed
quickly, but injuries still hurt. If she was thrown, she’d skid
harmlessly across the gravel. A "ghting ring of stone or
packed earth would grip and tear at her. Indoor rings some‐
times had padded mats, but she knew that was too much to
ask for here. Besides, she’d heard the bene"ts were negli‐
gible when it came right down to it.

Marius wouldn’t coddle her. He’d try to win. She’d have
to bring all her skills and more if she was going to convince
him to hire her.

“I wasn’t sure you’d come.” Marius stood behind her,
watching her with the profound interest one might give a
dancing animal.

“Why? I said I’d be here. I want this, Marius, and I’m
going to prove to you that I’m a worthy coach.”
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“Hmm.” His gaze traced over the frumpy lumps of her
dress.

“I’m not going to "ght you in this!” She started unbut‐
toning her dress at the neck.

His eyes grew wide, and she couldn’t help but notice
another part of his anatomy paid attention as well. “The
locker room is there.” He gestured with his hand and looked
away from her.

Harlow paused, the corners of her mouth twitching
when she realized the misunderstanding. He thought she
was undressing in front of him, and he was interested. Her
stomach gave a little jump at the thought, and she was
suddenly aware of him, not just as a competitor but as
a man.

Should that worry her? She decided it didn’t. If
anything, their mutual attraction was to her bene"t. She’d
learned to "ght from a man. He’d likely never fought a
woman. She was not above using that to her advantage.

“I’ll be quick.” She winked at him, then drifted
toward the locker room. Oh, she could have explained
that she was fully dressed beneath her outer layer of
clothing, but what would that serve? She emerged
moments later in her fighting gear, surprised and disap‐
pointed to find they were no longer alone. A dark-haired
woman with a sword stood with her back to Harlow at the
center of the ring, speaking to Marius. As Harlow drew
closer, she turned.

“Avery Tanglewood,” the queen’s sister said by way of
introduction. She extended her hand. Harlow pumped it
twice awkwardly and gave her a friendly smile. Shaking
hands wasn’t a popular gesture in Paragon, although it was
practiced occasionally by transplants from other kingdoms.

“It’s a pleasure to meet you again. We spoke brie:y at
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the coronation, but I’m sure you don’t remember me,”
Harlow said.

Avery’s eyes narrowed. “Oh… You’re the old doormak‐
er’s daughter. I remember.”

An expression she couldn’t quite read passed over the
other woman’s face, and Harlow had to take a steadying
breath. Everyone knew about her family and her father’s
past. Avery probably didn’t trust her. A pit formed in her
chest, and Harlow’s con"dence melted into the ground. She
wished she had her dress back.

“You probably are wondering why I’m here,” Avery
said. “Marius asked me to act as matchkeeper. Have to make
sure it’s a fair "ght, right?”

Marius rolled his eyes. “Ironic, considering it’s already
unfair.”

“Why’s that?” Avery asked.
“Because she’s a female!” he said as if it were perfectly

obvious.
Harlow bristled.
Avery’s gaze swept between her and Marius, and she

gave a low chuckle. “As your matchkeeper, I "nd nothing
unfair about this contest. Take your places.” She backed
away and stepped onto the matchkeeper’s platform.

Harlow cracked her neck and gave her arms and legs a
quick stretch before taking her position at the center of the
ring. She thought she was ready, but when Marius took his
place across from her, she wasn’t sure. He’d removed his
shirt, and everything she knew about pit "ghting was
crowded out of her brain by the magni"cence of the man
standing in front of her.

When she’d seen him at the coronation, he’d been thin
and pale, still using a cane to walk. No more. His hair might
be white and his eyes silver, but his skin was now a healthy
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golden brown. Dragons could use illusion, but she’d always
been able to tell when men layered it on. If Marius was
enhancing himself, he wasn’t doing much.

And the symbols… Goddess, they were beautiful.
Dragons couldn’t normally be tattooed because their :esh
healed so quickly and thoroughly that their skin pushed out
the ink before it could become a permanent part of them.
But these tattoos had appeared when Marius rose from the
dead, and they were magical. Harlow tried not to gape at
the intricate patterns they painted across the muscles of his
torso.

Harlow had never seen a dragon male with anything
like them, and she desperately longed to trace them with
her "ngers. Not only were they exotic, but they shimmered
when he moved, making it impossible to ignore any beau‐
tiful :ex of muscle that was happening in his chest and abs.

His silvery-white wings arched over his shoulders. “See
something you like?”

Her gaze shot up to meet his. Crap. She’d been staring.
Ogling, really. Her mouth felt dry. She swallowed.

He smirked.
Her eyes narrowed. Oh hell no. Two could play at this

game. Slowly, as if a good stretch brought her all the plea‐
sure in the world, she unfolded her wings.

Harlow had stood facing the sun for a reason. She’d
always been complimented on her looks. She was naturally
thin and enjoyed staying "t, and her caramel-colored hair
and amber-hazel eyes were rare in a dragon female. Eye-
catching, she’d been told. But she knew her wings were
something dragon males found extremely erotic. Every one
of her past partners had mentioned them. They were gold
with :ecks of deep amber the same color as her eyes. Her
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scales re%ected a spattering of light around her as she
stretched them out to her sides.

Now who was ogling whom? His eyes widened and his
mouth gaped.

She sco8ed. “See something you like?”
“Something I’d like to strangle,” he said under his

breath.
Avery cleared her throat to get their attention. “The

rules are simple. There are two ways to win. The $rst is to
knock your opponent out or injure them to the point they
cannot rise from the ground within ten seconds. The second
is to force them from the ring and keep them outside the
boundary for ten seconds.” She pointed at a dark ridge of
wood that circled them, about three feet from the edge of
the ring. “No beheadings. Excessive use of talons near the
neck area may result in a disquali$cation. All other moves
are permitted.”

The same rules as always. No surprises.
“At your ready…” Avery raised a red %ag.
Harlow tipped onto the balls of her feet, bent her knees,

and raised her hands and her wings. Fighting stance. Marius
did the same. She noticed immediately that he was favoring
his left leg. It was slight, but she picked up on the subtle
imbalance. She could use that.

Avery released the %ag. “Fight!”
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