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ABOUT CRYSTAL DRAGON KING




Is she strong enough to help her Royal Crystal Dragon take down his King?




A magical accident has left Layla’s Crystal Dragon lover Dusk in stasis. Awakening with new power, he decides to go after his King – the man who oppressed his people for centuries.




Unparalleled in ruthlessness, the Crystal Dragon King will stop at nothing to bury his rival. And when Dusk moves to take the throne, Layla and her Royal Dragons are thrust into danger.




When blood flows, will she be strong enough to help her Crystal Dragon overthrow his King?




Or will she fail – costing everyone far more than their lives?
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AUTHOR’S NOTE




Welcome to the passionate world of the Royal Dragon Shifters of Morocco! 




This series is a billionaire reverse harem dragon-shifter romance, involving a strong, intelligent heroine who attracts multiple sexy bad-boy billionaire dragon lovers over the course of the series. 




The world is racy, opulent, and sensual, with intense action sequences, political intrigue, and dangerous enemies. The themes are uplifting with HFN endings and for the best experience, the books should be read in sequence. 




Thanks for joining the Royal Dragons at the Red Letter Hotel! Are you ready for the heat?
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CHAPTER 1 – VALENTINE
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Layla Price stood upon the balcony, staring out over the bright morning. Snow shimmered in every direction, bending the boughs of laden pines surrounding the Swiss mountain chalet. Blowing steam off her espresso, deep peace suffused her. Birds flitted around the gables of the chalet, darting off into the sunshine as snow shed from the icicle-speared roofline. Dressed in a sky blue silk robe with fuzzy slippers on her feet, Layla smiled as a breeze stirred her sable curls. Scents of cinnamon and jasmine drifted around her, mingling with alpine smells of pine and ice. Layla smiled more, sipping her coffee as that heady mountain aroma curled in with her espresso. 

	That delicious spice scent wasn’t coming from her coffee. But it did complement coffee and slow mornings nicely.

	“Good morning. Happy Valentine’s Day.” 

	Stepping to her back, Adrian Rhakvir’s arms curled around Layla, cinching snugly around her waist and pulling her close to his exquisitely fit, tall body. Beaming, Layla settled back into Adrian’s arms, letting him cradle her to his scalding bare chest. Pleasure moved through her as she felt the blistering energy of their Royal Desert Dragons slide against each other with a delicious ripple of scales and heat. Adrian’s desert magic was like a live thing as it curled around her, licking up her ankles and sliding in through her parted lips. It was like kissing cinnamon and anise as Layla inhaled his power with the espresso’s fragrance, exquisite. Her head fell back, her coffee forgotten as his hands gripped her, one slipping up to knead her ribs as his smooth lips kissed her neck – his magic delving in and teasing her tongue. 

	“Good morning yourself.” Layla breathed, deliciously pleasured. “Do they even celebrate Valentine’s in the Twilight Realm?” 

	Though Adrian’s mountain chalet was in the Twilight Realm, a next-door world to the human one, his refuge in this remote valley of the Swiss Alps was miles from civilization. Silence held court around them in the bright February morning, the two of them quite alone after arriving by helicopter a week ago. After their debacle at Chartres a month ago, followed by Layla’s sudden whirlwind Ownership in the Red Letter Hotel, Adrian had come to her with this idea for a vacation at Valentine’s, and Layla had jumped at it. 

	A chance to spend some long-overdue quality time together.

	“Want some breakfast? I’m cooking.” Adrian murmured into her neck as he kissed her. One of his hands slid up, cupping her breast while the other slid down, slipping under the robe and sliding sweetly between Layla’s thighs. She shivered in his arms as her smile curled more – as his long, hot fingers contrasted with the cold air, stroking her gently, his body radiating heat. 

	“You are cooking,” Layla breathed, her body clenching deliciously in Adrian’s arms. “What say you be my Valentine right now, and we can cook up an appetite for breakfast. Maybe all day long…” 

	“I did have dinner reservations for us tonight in town, but I’m getting the feeling you’d rather skip all that hoopla of chocolates and a fancy meal today.” Adrian chuckled at her neck as his fingers slid into her now, sweet and slow. She bucked in his arms with a gasp, and his free hand took her coffee mug away, setting it aside on the snowy deck rail. 

	“Yup. We’re definitely skipping anything you have planned today.” Layla spoke, shuddering in his arms.

	“Back inside?” He growled at her neck, his fingers delving in slow and deep.

	“Back inside,” Layla nodded fast. “Or I am going to throw you down right here and fuck you in the snow.”

	“Maybe we can melt this whole valley and cause an avalanche. Like we melted my room back at Riad Rhakvir at Yule.” Adrian chuckled, truly grinning at her neck now. 

	Layla laughed, but she got no further. In one smooth movement, Adrian turned her and hefted her up with her legs around his waist, one hand under her ass while his fingers still took their pleasure inside her. He was unrushed, but his kiss was passionate as he turned, stepping them gracefully back inside. Pressed close to his bare chest, feeling him hot and hard through his navy silk sleep-pants, Layla couldn’t help but writhe. Her Dragon roared inside her like gasoline on a bonfire as passion ignited between them, hot and wild with the golden Bind between their bodies. Adrian had been angling for the king-sized bed along one wall of the open mountain chalet, but he didn’t make it. Ten steps from the balcony doors, he collapsed, spilling Layla to an enormous white sheepskin rug before the river rock fireplace. 

	She came down soft but fast as he controlled her fall, his hands bracing in the thick nap of the rug. He shed his silk trousers fast; her robe was shucked in one quick motion. She was naked beneath him now, his skin so hot and delicious against her, his lithe, mean muscles tense with excitement. Layla had a moment to watch his eyes shine like the dawn over the Mediterranean sea – aqua and gold and so many other colors – before he slid into her upon a wave of pure pleasure, making her forget everything else.

	Layla cried out, arching beneath him as he gasped above her. As Adrian moved inside her, it felt like it had this entire week. Like coming home; like there was no place to be but beneath him, gripping him deep inside her as he thrust smooth and slow, using every inch of his impeccable control. Coils of wind and heat surged around them with barbs of delight and powerful muscles. A spiced zephyr lifted inside the chalet, rushing through the old-growth cedar timbers and toppling lamps, swinging the deer-antler chandelier, and making the fire blaze. Layla felt her drakaina roar as Adrian took her with his incredible heat and control. She cried out, scalding with a delicious passion that made her quicken, tightening her legs around him as it tightened her deep.

	The sensation made Adrian cry out above her. He was losing his rhythm and Layla wanted him to lose it. Her drakaina wanted this mating in the bright morning to be an exuberant call of the wild, and Adrian’s drake responded. Layla felt his Dragon roar, felt its scales and barbs tighten around her as a burning cinnamon-jasmine aroma flooded the room. Adrian cried out, shaking on his hands, his eyes opening as he thrust hard inside her now. His eyes burned with blue-gold heat, with too many colors as he lost control at last, and Layla cried out, loving every long, thick inch of him buried to the hilt inside her. 

	Like he’d dug himself into her very essence – possessing his mate.

	But Adrian wasn’t about to let this come to an end so soon. Wrangling his Dragon, he trapped Layla close to his viciously sculpted body, and in one swift movement, lifted her up to a sitting position in his lap. They’d not parted and the new position stole Layla’s breath as her ankles locked around his hips, his legs crossed beneath her. She gasped as their eyes locked, as he changed the angle to thrust as deep as he could get inside her. A sound spilled from Layla’s lips as he gripped her back with one arm, holding the nape of her neck with his hand. 

	Trapped. She was trapped by her mate.

	And she loved it.

	Layla writhed; she couldn’t help it. It was part struggle as her Dragon tried to escape the talons of her mate, but mostly ecstasy. Breathing hard as he fucked her deeper, slower, Adrian watched her with his luminous aqua eyes. The gold in them seared as his winds surged around her, his passions pouring through her body. As if he could pour power and heat through his hands and the press of their bodies, a devouring wind rushed through Layla. Sliding through her with coils and muscle and talons, it raked her insides until everything shivered with pleasure. Throwing her head back, Layla arched in his arms, a sound between a roar and a scream spilling from her lips. 

	And then she spilled over into orgasm. 

	As she spasmed, crying out, Adrian crushed her close, rolling his hips to thrust infernally deep and bring her again. Layla shuddered with pleasure as he quickened. She was an inferno as her power locked to his. She was a wave of scalding heat as he took her, his breath ragged now, his body slick with sweat before the fireplace. As Adrian exploded into orgasm, Layla gave in one last time; they came together, crying out and collapsing into a heap on the rug.

	Laughing breathlessly as the last of their scalding zephyrs careened out the open balcony doors.

	“My god!” Adrian laughed, shaking as he curled Layla around his impressively tall, lean nakedness.

	“Wow! Just… holy fuck wow.” Layla laughed also, cuddling close to Adrian’s inferno as he tucked her beneath his arm. Laying her head on his shoulder, Layla sank into the feel of him. At the beginning, their passion had been unconsummated for months, and it had left this roaring heat inside their bodies too long. But since Layla had bound her Royal Crystal Dragon Dusk Arlohaim at Samhain, some of Dusk’s reasonableness had inserted itself into Layla and Adrian’s Bind – and subsequently into her Royal Siren Reginald Durant and Storm Dragon Regent Rhennic Erdhelm. 

	As if thinking about her bound Royal Dragons drew them near, Layla suddenly saw Dusk’s bright sapphire eyes in her mind. It had been a long while since she had felt anything from him, still entombed in his crystal healing cocoon since their battle against the White Chalice at Yule. But as if called by the explosive sex Layla had just shared with Adrian, she felt a heave from Dusk suddenly through their Bind. 

	In her mind, she saw Dusk’s sapphire eyes flare like diamonds beneath the morning sun. A tremendous rumble passed through their Bind and Layla shuddered, her breath stolen by the force of Dusk’s earthquake. But even as she felt Dusk’s energy smash through her, something exploded their connection – like a crystal shattering into a thousand pieces. Layla jolted from the force of it, but Dusk’s sapphire eyes were gone now as she stared out the balcony doors at the blue winter sky. Layla’s heart thundered; she didn’t know if it was from Dusk’s sudden quake or lovemaking with Adrian. But it left her massaging her chest as Adrian lifted up to one elbow beside her, gazing intently out the balcony doors also.

	“Did you feel that, just now?” Layla spoke, glancing at him.

	“Dusk.” Adrian nodded. The Bind Layla’s magic created between her and her men wasn’t just one-way. These past months, Layla had found the Bind affected everyone in a kind of synergy – allowing each of her Royal Dragons to feel another’s magics at a distance, though the effect was strongest with Layla. 

	“Do you think he’s alright?” Layla asked.

	“That quake was the most powerful we’ve felt from him yet, since his stasis,” Adrian spoke soberly as he settled back, one hand reaching out to trace patterns on Layla’s hip with his fingertips. “I think it’s a good sign.”

	“Do you think he might wake soon?” Layla spoke with an eager thrill. “Come out of his crystal cocoon?”

	“Maybe.” Adrian spoke quietly, his attention returning to Layla, though he was sober. “I hope so. But we can’t know for sure until it happens.”

	Layla was about to say more when she suddenly felt Dusk’s energy shift again through their Bind. Like a sub-sonic quake now, it was deep and raw and wild as she felt his Crystal Dragon power shudder through her in a darkly erotic way. It was like a mini-orgasm and a good stretch all at once, and the sensation made Layla’s eyelashes flutter as she shuddered. Adrian responded with a hot growl also. As he sat up fully, she did too, pushing up to her hands on the soft white rug. But the sensation was too much as it rolled on and on, and Layla raked her fingers through her mussed curls, breathing hard with Dusk’s sexual passion as her gaze locked to Adrian’s.

	“Holy hell, Batman.” Layla gasped, trying to control the enormous sensation from Dusk and failing. 

	“Sleeping Beauty needs to keep his sexy earthquakes to himself while he’s dreaming.” Adrian gave Layla a wry smile, though he rubbed his neck and let out a slow breath through pursed lips as if Dusk’s power had rolled him also. “I don’t care how much he can feel us fucking while we’re on holiday.”

	“Adrian!” Layla laughed, embarrassed. It hadn’t occurred to her that perhaps Dusk could feel it in his stasis when she and Adrian had sex. If so, he had felt quite a lot. It had been a whole week of hedonism since she and Adrian had arrived at the chalet. Their first lovemaking had been here on this same rug, a fast explosion the moment the helicopter had departed from behind the house. Fast or slow, deep or teasing, they’d had sex in just about every way possible this week, and still found room for more each day. 

	Adrian had relaxed now that he was no longer a fugitive from the Red Letter Hotel Owner’s Board. Their past two months at Riad Rhakvir in Morocco had been busy with clan politics, Layla’s new buy-in to Hotel Ownership, and Adrian restructuring the entire Hotel. 

	But now that they were alone, Layla was learning so much about Adrian that she’d longed to know. 

	Firstly, Adrian loved being on holiday, and they’d devoured their time with gusto. Fucking was followed by cooking, laughter, and coffee, then more fucking and afternoon naps. Cross-country skiing had been followed by hot tubbing on the deck with champagne. Relaxing by the fireplace was followed by sex, sleep, then more sex in the deep of the night as the coals dwindled. Layla had fixed them drinks from the amply-stocked bar all week, and had discovered both she and Adrian were vicious pool-sharks when drunk. Adrian was also a voracious reader, the chalet packed to the rafters with built-in bookcases. Most often when Layla woke from a post-coital nap, she found him sitting in his overstuffed chair by the chalet’s big windows, shirtless in his silk sleep-pants with his bare feet tucked up on the seat like a cat, devouring a book. 

	It had been an excellent holiday, of exactly the kind Layla loved.

	“And on that note, I think it’s breakfast time.” With a renegade twinkle in his hot aqua eyes now as if he knew she was thinking about him, Adrian pulled on his silk pants and rose from the rug, stepping to the modern open kitchen. With sunshine streaming in over his sculpted frame and fit shoulders from the high windows, he moved through the kitchen with ease, pulling down a copper-bottom pan from the overhead racks, hauling the chrome fridge open, and cracking eggs into a glass bowl on the cobalt-tiled counters. 

	Donning her robe, Layla went to the balcony to reclaim her coffee, shutting the doors behind her. Adrian was all sexy glances and teasing heat as he whisked fresh herbes de Provence into an omelette then poured it into the pan, chopping chanterelles and gruyere on a cutting board. Adrian was a terrific chef, Layla had discovered. And though he had a taste for all the best things, he maintained his lean, sexy fitness with a rigorous exercise routine – which Layla had discovered included running ten miles each morning on a treadmill. 

	As she poured fresh coffee from the Italian bialetti on the tiled countertop, Adrian snagged her around the waist, wrapping himself around her as he continued to cook. Now a captive audience, Layla could smell the sweet sweat of a morning workout on his skin, in addition to the heady musk of sex as he cooked. As she sipped her coffee, he kissed her neck and reached around, sliding cheese and mushrooms off the cutting board into his omelettes. Adrian moved like lightning over desert sands when he prepared a meal – fast, liquid motions that were almost viciously precise. 

	“I love the way you cook,” Layla spoke, watching his hands.

	“I’ve had a lot of practice.” Adrian smiled as he worked. “My mother used to go into depressions when I was young, so Dusk and I learned how to do the cooking. When Mimi wasn’t around, that is. Your mother was a terrific cook, Layla, and taught me almost everything I know.” 

	Curling Layla into one hand, Adrian moved her out of the way, then lifted the pan and slid the omelettes out upon two plates. As he poured himself a cup of coffee, they each took a plate and moved to the leather bar stools on the other side of the cooking area. With a sexy smile and a kiss, Adrian released her as they slid up to the breakfast bar. Layla tucked in, her stomach growling, their olympian sexcapades making both Dragons intensely hungry. Their food was soon devoured, and Adrian reached for the bialetti, pouring them both more coffee with an enormous amount of cream. 

	“That was a fantastic Valentine’s breakfast. Cheers.” Layla lifted her mug and they clinked. 

	“You’re welcome.” Adrian grinned at her as he sipped his coffee – a decadently sexual grin that said he was talking about more than the food. “I do enjoy helping my woman devour her favorite things on Valentine’s.”

	“My hero. Does Dusk cook as well as you do?” Layla asked with a grin, wiping her finger over her plate to get the last of the melted gruyere.

	“Not by halves.” Adrian chuckled. “But he does make excellent desserts. He’ll never admit it, but whenever he has spare moments, he loves to sneak episodes of the Great British Baking Show. Ask him about making you his apple tarragon tartlets sometime. They’ll rock your socks off.”

	But then Adrian sobered and Layla understood why. They both had talked about Dusk this way in the past months, as if he was still with them even though he lingered in his crystal-cocooned coma back at Riad Rhakvir, guarded by the Desert Dragon clan. 

	As Adrian sipped his coffee with a quieter demeanor, Layla decided it was time to broach the subject of Dusk, which they both had been studiously avoiding. Other than a few rumbles now and then, Dusk wasn’t necessarily improving within his crystal sarcophagus back at Riad Rhakvir. They had consulted all the best Crystal Dragon physicians for the past two months, and no one could tell them if he was healing or not, the cocoon Dusk had built for himself fiercely keeping out all outside vibrations. And now that Adrian and Layla’s vacation was ending in two days, it was time to broach subjects that had been shoved away while they were reveling.

	Particularly, what they were going to do about their beloved Crystal Dragon.

	Especially if he never woke up.

	“Adrian, we need to talk about Dusk.” Layla began, swiveling on her barstool to face him. “I’ve been having a wonderful time with you this week, but—”

	Before she could say more, Adrian’s cell phone suddenly buzzed at the end of the breakfast bar. He’d abandoned it there the moment they’d walked in a week ago, and had only checked it a few times since – a distinct change from when she’d first met him. It hadn’t rung all week, but now it was ringing determinedly, and though Adrian scowled, he reached for it. Looking at the name, he scowled more. “Layla, hold that thought. I need to get this. It’s Rachida, and she hardly ever calls. Probably just a bit of clan business. I’ll be quick, I promise.”

	“Sure.” Layla gestured for him to answer, curious. “Go ahead.”

	“Thanks.” Adrian nodded, then slid his thumb over the touchscreen to answer. Holding it to his ear, his eyes glanced at Layla. “Rachida. What’s up?”

	Layla couldn’t hear what Rachida Rhakvir, Adrian’s Clan Second and paternal aunt, said on the other end. But suddenly Adrian’s straight dark brows lifted as his gaze pinned Layla, his aqua eyes astonished. His handsome face with its high cheekbones, sculpted jaw, and soft black stubble was the picture of shock as he stared at Layla. “Tell them to stay back, give him space. He’s probably just disoriented – try ringing the crystal bowls from his old room to calm him. I know, I know. Rachida, I know he could bring the entire palace down. Have someone demonstrate deep breathing for him in Dragon-form; station people to ring the bowls non-stop. Keep your distance. We’ll be back as soon as possible. Yes, call Ghirard to get us the helicopter, stat. Yes, see you soon. Ok, bye.”

	Layla’s attention sharpened as she sipped her coffee, trying to control a sudden hammering in her heart at Rachida’s news. As Adrian touched the screen to hang up, a swirl of hot cinnamon scent rioted off his skin. Layla watched him, trying to remain calm as Adrian curried his hands through his cropped black hair, though her heart was leaping inside her chest.

	“What did Rachida say?” Layla hedged.

	“Dusk’s awake.” Turning to her, Adrian blinked rapidly. “That pulse you and I felt, it was him, shattering his crystal cocoon and coming back to consciousness. But now he’s gone full-Dragon inside the palace and won’t calm; he’s trying to smash his crystal bower apart, where his sarcophagus was resting. No one can get near him, not even Rachida.” 

	Adrian bit his words, a tense conflict emanating from him as his eyes burned a vivid aqua-green. Layla knew that look; Adrian was trying his best not to cry. Rachida’s news had hit him hard, and though Layla was filled with joy that Dusk was awake, Adrian was filled with fear, rioting through him like a whirlwind. It alarmed Layla to the max as Adrian shoved back his barstool and strode to the balcony doors. Flinging them open as if he needed air, he strode out to the snowy balcony barefoot, gripping his hands into the icy railing. 

	Shock and fear rising through her at Adrian’s reaction to Rachida’s news, Layla followed. Steam rose from beneath Adrian’s hands on the snowy balcony rail and Layla heard the crisp report of ice cracking beneath his preternaturally strong grip as his hands tightened. Stepping up behind him, Layla wrapped her arms around his tall frame and laid her cheek on his sculpted back, kissing his skin. A shiver went all the way through him as he straightened in her embrace. 

	Heaving a sigh, he turned, wrapping her in his arms. “We’ve got to get back to Morocco as soon as possible, Layla. Today. Rachida’s calling the helicopter to come pick us up at once.”

	“Is Dusk ok?” Layla spoke quietly, trying to contain her emotions even though fear was rushing through her now, her Dragon giving a strangled roar in her veins. “Adrian, talk to me. What’s wrong? Is Dusk going to be all right?”

	“Rachida doesn’t know.” Reaching up, Adrian stroked back one of Layla’s curls, his face grim though the tension of tears had left him now. “Dusk’s locked in his beast mind, he’s not thinking straight. And he’s not been able to return to his human mind.” 

	“Shit.” Layla breathed, knowing what that meant. As if all the brightness had been sucked out of the day, the sunlight seemed to dim as her heart clenched. “Dealing with someone locked in their Dragon-mind is tough under any circumstances, but with a Royal Crystal Dragon newly opened to the full wealth of his earth-shattering powers—”

	“This could be bad, Layla.” Adrian spoke, completing her thought as he gazed at her. “Are you ready for anything, with Dusk? Are you ready to put him down if he—”

	“Shh.” Layla reached up, stilling Adrian’s lips with her fingers. “We’ll figure it out. Even if he’s an animal, even if he’s gone rogue, you and I can bring him back. I know we can. We should get dressed. If the helicopter arrives soon, we’ll get back to Riad Rhakvir by this afternoon. And then we’ll see what’s what.”

	“I hope so.” Adrian spoke soberly, gazing down at her with a terrible bleakness in his eyes. But before Layla could say more, his lips descended, kissing her. It was slow and passionate, and contained everything their hearts had said to each other this past week. By the time he pulled away, Layla was breathless, staring up at him. He was gorgeous and intense as he gazed down at her with his perfect face and smoldering Mediterranean-gold eyes.

	“I love you, Layla.” Adrian murmured, watching her. “Whatever happens… I want you to know this has been the best week of my life. Ever.”

	Layla blinked. She knew her lips fell open, yet she couldn’t shut them. She blinked again and Adrian softened, beautiful in the morning. Crushing her close, he nuzzled her nose. “Come on, let’s get dressed and go save our Royal Crystal Dragon.”


CHAPTER 2 – BURN
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The helicopter had taken them back to the Zürich airport, where Adrian’s Learjet waited on the icy tarmac. Hefting their bags out of the helicopter, Adrian gestured Layla on to the jet as its engines whined, heating up. Moving quickly through the biting cold, dressed in tan leggings now, fuzzy winter boots, a cream yoga top, and soft wrap sweater, plus her favorite navy peacoat, Layla was soon inside the plane. Comfortable in the cold in slim jeans, a navy v-neck shirt, and grey cowlneck sweater, Adrian followed Layla up as their French co-pilot moved through for the final check, locking the door as they settled.

	Shucking her peacoat to an empty chair, Layla settled into a seat at the table, buckling her seatbelt while Adrian stepped to the mini-bar and poured drinks. Moving back, he deposited an Old Fashioned in Layla’s hand, keeping one for himself as he buckled in beside her. Adrian raised his glass with a sober nod and they clinked. He was tense as he sipped his cocktail, his jasmine-spice scent rolling through the plane as the engines roared and they began to taxi. Reaching out, Layla took his hand and he glanced over, his fingers curling sweetly around hers. He held her hand as the plane began to rush along the runway. Layla tensed as the jet left the ground; she couldn’t help it, she hated takeoffs. Adrian watched her with a kinder gaze in his aqua eyes now, and she felt a soothing energy pour through his touch like a summer wind as the jet began to rise to cruising altitude. 

	The rush of calming energy was something Dusk did to soothe her, something Adrian had discovered he could also do now that they were all sharing energy through the Bind. Taking a deep breath, Layla felt her tension ease as Adrian smiled at her. “Better?”

	“A bit. Thanks.” Layla nodded, though she didn’t relinquish their touch. “Even though Dusk has been unconscious, you still have his ability in your magic – using your touch to calm me.”

	“It’s gotten stronger, actually.” Adrian’s smile was wistful. “I’ve felt far more conscientious, more compassionate since you bound him, and I know it’s because of his energy inside me through the Bind. Sometimes I think…”

	“You think what?” Layla prompted as Adrian trailed off.

	“Sometimes I think Dusk makes me a better man.” Adrian’s eyes were honest as he held Layla’s gaze. “He’s always been a voice of reason in my life. And now I can feel his energy through the Bind, and I realize what he brings to the table, Layla. Despite his womanizing and outrageous bluntness, Dusk has a depth of love inside him I’ve never been able to match. But now, because you bound us… I feel like I can touch real love in a way I never have before. Like this week, with you.”

	“Wow.” Layla sat back in her chair, though she kept Adrian’s hand. “That’s big, considering how much tension there can be between you two.”

	“You have no idea.” Adrian spoke, his gaze still level with her. “As adopted brothers with decidedly big egos, he and I have always had disagreements. But Dusk comes through for me, Layla, he always has. In some ways, he’s come through for me more than anyone else in my life. And now, I want to come through for him. I need to bring him back from this Dragon-rage he’s trapped in.”

	“I’m sure you’ve come through for Dusk numerous times.” Layla lifted an eyebrow at him, though she felt his deep care for his adopted brother. “Probably as much as he has for you.”

	“I have. That’s true.” Adrian’s lips quirked as his fingers stroked hers, his handsome features serious but soft. “But this feels different. This feels bigger in a way I can’t describe yet. Dusk has a furious energy deep down, and it comes from his love. You saw how he brought down the cathedral of Notre Dame de Chartres when we were facing the White Chalice at Yule. Dusk loves so deep, he becomes everybody’s friend and sees ten steps ahead with people at all times. Dusk saw into me way back when. He was the reason I began to build my wealth in my early twenties. And he was also the reason I applied to become a Red Letter Hotel Owner.” 

	“How so?” Layla blinked, curious as she sipped her Old Fashioned, this area of Adrian and Dusk’s life something she’d not yet heard. 

	“Dusk began working at the Paris Hotel in his early twenties for personal reasons,” Adrian continued with a deep thoughtfulness. “But as soon as he got there, he recognized the access being an Owner could grant a person. Thirty years ago, when we were trying to get a line on Hunter after your birth, and the most recent murders, Dusk saw how we could infiltrate the upper echelons of society to search for information. Him at the subtle level in his position as Head Concierge, me at the upper levels as a Hotel Owner.”

	Layla sobered as they spoke of their nemesis Hunter. The shadowy Royal Dragon Bind had haunted her, Dusk, and Adrian’s lives basically since each had been born. Layla knew Adrian’s long-ago fiancée had been killed by Hunter, as well as his mother more recently, along with countless girlfriends over the years. “Why didn’t Dusk simply buy his way into Hotel Ownership like you did? He’s wealthy enough.”

	“You know Dusk has to keep a low profile to stay anonymous to his Crystal Dragon King Markus Ambrose in Prague,” Adrian spoke soberly. “Though Dusk’s Egyptian Crystal Dragon clan was fabulously wealthy, and he inherits it all since he’s the only one left, he can’t flaunt the kind of wealth it takes to become a Hotel Owner without being noticed by his King. But Head Concierge was a great position for Dusk to make connections, and as soon as I became an Owner and got appointed to Head of the Paris Hotel, Dusk brought me into the tight-knit group of allies he’d already been cultivating: Rikyava, Madame Voulouer, Amalia DuFane, Rake André. The Hotel Board didn’t like having me in their midst; they thought I was too much of a young renegade. But they wouldn’t oust me because Dusk had made us so many strong allies among the Paris Hotel staff.”

	“Why did Dusk originally seek employment at the Paris Hotel back in his twenties?” Layla spoke, intrigued. “And why Paris? Isn’t there a Red Letter Hotel branch in Morocco?”

	“That’s a long story, Layla.” Adrian spoke with a deep tension in him suddenly, sipping his drink as if it was too painful to tell. “One that Dusk really should share with you, not me. There are two Hotel branches in Morocco; one in Marrakesh and one at an ancient Roman city called Volubilis. But they’re controlled by Djinn clans we Desert Dragons have historical conflict with. Suffice to say, Dusk and I had connections in Paris and spent a lot of time there in our early twenties, so it was a natural place for him to stay. I’m half-Parisian through my mother’s clan, the European Desert Dragons. Paris has been my home-away since I was young, and Dusk’s also.”

	“So when Dusk went to the Hotel in his early twenties, what were you doing, Adrian?” Layla tilted her head, tapping her bourbon glass with one finger. “We’ve never really talked about it.” 

	“I began building my empire around the world,” Adrian’s gaze held no bullshit as he watched her. “My father had a decent pile of money when he died and my mother had connections. I used them, and I was good at it. My twenties and thirties were in the Victorian Era and I made a number of smart investments – motorized vehicles, oil, aerospace, electricity, shipping. I invest in anyone who is making waves or has a clever idea, and I have a knack for picking winners. Recently, I’ve gotten in on the ground floor of companies like YouTube, PayPal, Tesla, SpaceX, and BitCoin.” 

	“Holy shit, Batman.” Layla blinked. She had known Adrian invested in tech to finance anything that could possibly outwit Hunter, but she hadn’t known he’d made a killing like that. Her estimation of his wealth suddenly went from the tens of billions to the hundreds of billions range.

	“Ask me again why the Hotel’s Crimson Circle hated me.” Adrian gave her a knowing smile, though it was tight-edged. “I’m more wealthy than half of them, and know better what to do with my money than the other half. They’ve been routed now by the Intercessoria, but I’m still probably more wealthy than the three mysterious members left.”

	“When do you sleep?” Layla joked, though she really was curious how he managed it all – especially during weeks like this when she hardly saw him touch a phone or a computer.

	“I sleep when I’m with you.” Adrian’s aqua gaze darkened to a deep cerulean like the Mediterranean under the setting sun. It was breathtaking, and Layla’s breath was actually stolen for a moment. She felt herself blush as Adrian stroked her fingers. “Besides. I have people I trust managing a lot of it, especially now that I’m spending far more time with you. They know what to do when I’m not available.”

	“But what’s it all for, Adrian? Even before you really knew about Hunter, why build such a fantastic empire?” Layla dug into his current sharing, deeply interested. 

	Sitting back, something moved in Adrian’s eyes as emotions cascaded through him, a brief spiced wind rising inside the jet as his Dragon roiled. “I really don’t know, Layla. Dragons have a history of amassing fabulous wealth just because they desire it. Human legends of a Dragon sleeping on a pile of gold are not far off, especially Crystal Dragons. If you asked Dusk, he’d say I was damaged from the fights my parents used to have when I was young. That I never had a stable home life, so I’m trying to make up for it with excessive financial stability. It may be true. But I don’t really care about money, Layla – I care about the access it gains me. I may never feel safe in the world, but with access, I feel like I have some chance at keeping those I love safe.”

	“Safety your parents could never give you.” It was a ballsy comment, but Layla knew it was true.

	Adrian smiled ruefully as he looked down at their twined fingers. “I loved my mother and father. But in a lot of ways, I was abandoned when I was young, just as much as Dusk. Orphaned right in the middle of two people who were supposed to protect me. As much as I hate to admit it, Dusk was my protection all those years. We fought like banshees, true, but when my parents laid into each other, it was him who took me out to the desert to get away. He would stand as witness while I went ballistic, creating roaring sand-funnels out in the dunes. We bicker, we fight, sometimes we hate each other for a year or two – but in a lot of ways, Dusk’s my truest friend and always has been. It kills me that he’s in a bad way right now.”

	“I didn’t intend for any of this to happen, Adrian. I didn’t intend for him to get hurt in all of this. With the Bind; with Hunter.” Layla spoke quietly.

	“I know. It’s not your fault.” Adrian spoke back. Leaning back in his chair, he took a breath, his gaze piercing. A hot curl of cinnamon wafted off his skin as his Dragon suddenly roiled. “For years, Hunter has been stalking you, me, and Dusk. Like he’s played a long-con with the world as the hidden pinnacle of both the White Chalice and the Red Letter Hotel, Hunter played a long-con impersonating my cousin Adam to delve into Dusk’s and my secrets. When he was Adam, Hunter learned things about me and Dusk that we’ll never be able to know. He can predict our moves; he knew Dusk would throw himself in front of that nullax-lance to save you at Chartres. He may not know everything, but Hunter knows enough to understand how to tear us down.”

	“What are you saying?” Layla spoke, wondering where this was going.

	“What I’m saying is,” Adrian locked her squarely in his gaze, “that you’re the wild card, Layla. You are the one thing Hunter can’t predict. He knows Dusk, he knows me, he’s stalked my clan and Dusk’s and my allies. But other than making a few attempts to manipulate you, Hunter knows very little about you. He doesn’t know how you affect Dusk and me. He doesn’t know how your Bind has changed our magic.”

	“Our magic.” Layla sat with that thought, feeling the truth in Adrian’s words. “My Bind on you, Dusk, Reginald, and Rhennic creates something new with all our magics.”

	“It’s not just with Dusk, Layla.” Adrian’s gaze was penetrating as he stared deep into her. “I can feel my magic being influenced by you and all the other men you’ve Bound. It’s subtle but it’s there, like an orchestra beneath my fingertips, ready to play.”

	Adrian’s eyes closed. Breathing deeply, he sat back in his chair, and Layla felt a wave of power roll out from him, so thick she could practically touch it. It had a solid feel, very much like the crystal defensive walls Dusk could create. With a slow exhalation, Adrian let the effect dissipate, but Layla’s eyes widened, having seen etheric crimson-aqua fire-crystals manifest in the air just before the wall dissolved.

	“Holy shit.” She blinked, astounded. “I’m guessing you couldn’t do that before I bound Dusk?”

	“No.” Adrian opened his eyes. “I shouldn’t be able to manifest crystals of any kind; that’s a Crystal Dragon ability. But since Dusk went into his cocoon, I’ve been feeling odd urges to do it, so I started practicing to see if I could. I can’t make Dusk’s kind of crystals, but I can make my own – which should be impossible. And it’s not just Dusk’s power I can use now. I’ve been able to make a shield-wall of water-fire power drawing on Reginald’s abilities, and one of lightning and fire from Rhennic’s. I’m working on bringing all four powers together, but haven’t been able to just yet. But what I can do so far is an interesting start.”

	“And you think it’s not just you. You think we’re all acquiring the ability to use some mad mix of our magics through the Bind?” Layla took a deep drink of her Old Fashioned, then set her glass down, twisting it on the tabletop as she thought about the implications of what Adrian was saying. 

	“Precisely.” Adrian leaned forward, intense. “And I don’t think Hunter expected that, Layla. He knew you had power. That’s why he took your talisman away; so you’d have to find him so he could teach you how to use your abilities. But down in that cavern, you already knew how to use your power – in the way Dusk and I know how to use ours. You exhibited fighting abilities it would have taken any other Dragon a hundred years to master. Because I have them. And Dusk does.”

	“My power learned how to fight from yours and Dusk’s.” Layla spoke, understanding. “And now your power is learning how to shield with a crystal wall from Dusk, and a water-wall from Reginald. And a lightning wall from Rhennic.”

	“Exactly.” Adrian spoke with a renegade light in his fierce aqua eyes now. “My magic is beginning to assimilate all the ways Dusk and the others can wield their magics – and combining it with the brutal force of yours. And if I’m experiencing this, then I believe all of us will be able to draw on each other’s powers, eventually. If that’s the case, then we as a group are something Hunter never suspected. But we need to find out how far this power-merging goes.”

	“We need to find some way to test it,” Layla spoke as she sat back, “to see if there are limitations. Proximity, time factors. Maybe even emotional factors.”

	“Exactly.” Something bristled about Adrian now, hot power driving through Layla’s skin in the close confines of the jet. “You don’t need Hunter’s teaching, Layla. You and all of us need to experiment with this power-merging phenomenon. And create something he’ll never see coming.”

	Suddenly, something became intensely clear to Layla as she gave a soft laugh. “So that’s why you and Dusk are trying not to kill each other over me, or Reginald and Rhennic.”

	Adrian gave a wry smile as his fingers caressed hers. “If we can all be adults about this, Layla, about us all being Bound to you and sharing you, then Hunter won’t get his talons in you. And I won’t lose…”

	“You won’t lose me.” Layla finished as he went silent.

	Adrian looked down and took a deep breath, then looked back up. “Did I ever tell you about Aicha, the woman I almost married thirty years ago before you were born?”

	“No.” Layla watched him, feeling intensity roaring off him now.

	“She was a Royal Desert Dragon of our clan.” Adrian’s eyes burned and Layla saw a shine of tears in them now, like when he’d received the news about Dusk. “You know she was murdered on our wedding day, but what you don’t know is that I found her in her wedding dress, torn up by Dragon-talons right in her solar. Aicha was an excellent fighter, Layla. I couldn’t figure out how she’d been killed so easily. Now I know it was Hunter, but I can’t have her back. I can’t have her back, or my mother, my six other serious girlfriends Hunter’s killed over the years. I don’t want that to happen with you. Or Dusk. Or any of our other friends.”

	Adrian’s tone was so desolate that Layla gripped his fingers. She sat silent a long moment, feeling his pain. He couldn’t meet her eyes now, gazing out the window of the jet as a tear rolled down his cheek, then another. Unclipping her seatbelt, Layla rose. Looking back, Adrian rose also and Layla wound her arms around him. Lifting up, she kissed him gently on the lips. As his tears slid down his high cheekbones, he shuddered and hitched a breath, as if doing battle within. It wasn’t a sob, but it was enough. Leaning in, Layla kissed his collarbones at his open shirt collar, then twined her fingers in his, tugging him towards the rear of the jet.

	But Adrian surprised her, stubbornly holding his ground. Meeting her gaze with his intense red-rimmed eyes, he used their twined hands to pull her back. “I hope you know, Layla, I don’t want to use you to increase my power. I made a mistake with the hamsa-cuff back in August, thinking I could Bind you. Now more than anything… I don’t want to earn your hate by coercing you into doing battle against a madman. I want this to be your choice, not mine – how far we go against Hunter.”

	“I know.” A soft smile lit Layla’s face as she stepped close, and Adrian wrapped her in his arms. Gazing up at his impossibly handsome face, she saw Adrian’s beauty and strength. It broke Layla’s heart to feel him be so raw and honest, but it was everything to her. As she stroked her fingertips under his open collar to touch his heart, she felt a wave of heat pass through him, flooding them both. She felt the coils of their Dragons twine together, wrapping further into each other’s dark-bright passions than ever before. 

	“We’re in this together, Adrian,” she spoke quietly. “You, me, Dusk – all of us. No matter what comes at us, no matter what our magics can do separate or intertwined, I know you love me for who I am. And I love you for who you are. I know you don’t want to cage me, or my power. But that’s not what this is about anymore. I want to be Bound to you; I want you to use my power to create something amazing that will bring Hunter down. I want Hunter to burn, Adrian, especially because of what he did to Dusk. And I want to be with you when we finally do it – burn him right to his bones for everything he’s done.”

	A deep shudder passed through Adrian as his eyes lit with a golden fire. And then he curled Layla into his arms and kissed her, so long and deep that they were already migrating toward the rear of the jet before she knew her feet could move.


CHAPTER 3 – MOROCCO
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A knock came at the jet’s partition; Adrian’s co-pilot announcing that they’d arrive at Riad Rhakvir in forty-five minutes. Layla didn’t want to come uncurled from Adrian’s lean frame as he kissed her in his king-sized bed of black silk and desert spice scent. She didn’t want their time to end as he slipped naked from bed and stepped to the small bathroom on the jet, showering with the door open. Layla watched him curry water through his cropped black hair; then step out from the shower gloriously wet and towel off, wiping water from his eyes. Those eyes pinned her, vibrantly aqua beneath his straight black brows and Layla shivered in bed, feeling a curl of his desert winds steal over her neck. 

	Adrian’s gaze was knowing as he slung his towel to the bathroom floor and came to her, sitting on the edge of the bed. Reaching out, he ran his fingertips over her face and Layla sighed. His thumb brushed her bottom lip, and then he was leaning in; kissing her. Smooth and soft, his lips were delicious as his desert heat writhed through Layla, coils with sweet barbs and hot winds. She made a sound as he released her, resting their foreheads together. 

	“Did you know I fell in love with you that first night we flew to Paris,” Adrian breathed, “when you were sleeping here in my bed? You asked me to come to you. My heart broke when we kissed – and it’s been breaking for you ever since.”

	“You’re not the only one.” Layla breathed back. “I was hoping it was true, rather than a dream.”

	“Sometimes dreams are the truth.” Adrian smiled at her sweetly.

	“Sometimes.” Layla breathed back.

	With a tender sigh, Adrian cupped Layla’s neck with one hand. “We’re landing at Riad Rhakvir soon; we should get dressed. It’s probably too late for you to shower, though.”

	“I don’t mind smelling like you. Besides, Dragons like a little scent, right?” Layla smiled and Adrian smiled back, both of them lighter after lovemaking, despite what they might face soon with Dusk. Pulling her in, Adrian gave her one last good kiss then let her go. She rose naked from the sheets and saw how he watched her; heard how he growled.

	“God, I love your ass.”

	“Take me on vacation again and you’ll get to see it more.” Layla glanced back sexily over her shoulder as she stepped into her beige lace thong. Bending over, she made sure to present her ass to Adrian as she slid the thong up. A spiced wind seared the air as Adrian rose from the bed. Hot, sexy things moved in his blue-green eyes as Layla pulled on her tan leggings, then turned to don her bra. Before she could get it clasped, though, Adrian stepped in like lightning behind her. Sliding his hands in, he cupped her breasts and Layla sighed, leaning back into him as he kissed her neck. 

	“One more for the road,” Adrian murmured.

	Wordlessly, Layla nodded as he slid a hand down, easing her leggings back down her hips. She was fully wet below as he cupped her throat with one hand, using the other to lift her hands and place them upon the jet’s bulwark. Using his hand at her throat, Adrian pulled her close even as he positioned himself between her legs, pulling her hips back. Layla bent into a delicious arch as he slid in, hard and deep. His sigh in her ear was like a gasp, his fingers spasming on her throat with pleasure. A hot wind roared through the plane as Adrian thrust in again, deeper, and Layla cried out, feeling coils twine in her flesh, hot scales everywhere their skin touched. 

	And then Adrian was taking her, hard and rhythmic; delicious. Layla pressed into her hands, her throat deliciously choked as he fucked her. It was slick and fast, not a slow lovemaking now but just as good as he slid in over that spot that made her shiver and clench as his own breath came ragged. Layla felt heat surge through her, speared by his Dragon’s fury. She felt her own heat twine into an inseparable coil of wind and light with his. 

	When he unleashed inside her with a roar, Layla came also, feeling something scalding lance through her. It was pain and pleasure all at once, like a spear of white-hot power had been thrust through her. Her fingers spasmed into the bulwarks and Layla screamed, only Adrian’s hands holding her up from collapsing. The power passed through her like chain-lightning, scalding up her central channel and lancing down into her hands. As Layla shuddered with a pleasure so deep her equilibrium spun, she saw her fingernails had shifted into long golden talons like a Manchurian empress. Her arms raised against the jet’s bulwark, her talons were trapped in the wall – and as she gasped back to sanity, she saw a dusting of gold crystals shimmer around each talon-rent. Before she could think about it, her long, wicked talons shot back as her real fingernails re-emerged; her skin rippling in a wave of light back to normal.

	Leaving ten massive rents in the inner wall of the jet – surrounded by glittering gold crystals.

	“What the…?” Layla gasped as Adrian cradled her, staring at the crystals even as that white-hot light still crackled through her.

	“Partial Dragon-shifts can happen during sex with a bonded mate,” Adrian gasped at her ear, shivering with his own pleasure from that sudden, enormous energy. Turning her shakily as if her experience had affected him also, Adrian used his towel to gently wipe out her nethers before sliding up her thong and leggings. Still shivering from the intensity of the pleasure, Layla’s head was thrown back just from the touch of the towel. Corralling her close, Adrian’s gaze was infinite as he held her, pleasure shining from his dark aqua-gold eyes.

	“So now we know you can manifest Dusk’s powers.”

	“Those crystals?” Layla couldn’t quite comprehend it, flexing her hands as she gazed at the rent wall. “Like you did earlier?”

	“Not only the crystals, but your partial shift.” Adrian’s gaze held mystery now as he kissed her lips. “A partial shift is more difficult than fully shifting into our Dragon. When someone has a very high level of power and control, you can assume a sort of man-Dragon body, like a human but taller, scales, talons, etc. It’s something both Dusk and I have a decent amount of control over. You were channeling both Dusk’s and my powers just now. A partial shift can be spontaneous, but changing back to human so fast wasn’t.”

	“What does that mean?” Layla looked up at him.

	“That no one should underestimate you, or us as a group.” But Adrian’s face changed, perplexed. “When we get to Riad Rhakvir, if we’re exhibiting strange Bind effects, we should be ready for Dusk to be doing the same.”

	“He could be manifesting fire.” Layla blinked as she realized what Adrian was getting at. “Or other powers from Reginald and Rhennic.”

	“Dusk’s full Dragon form is so new—” Adrian gave a hard sigh. Pulling her close, he set his lips to her forehead. “I’m worried what he’s capable of if we can’t get him back.”

	“We’ll get him back, Adrian. No matter how many powers he’s channeling right now.” Layla spoke stubbornly, not wanting to think about the alternative.

	“I hope you’re right.” Giving her a squeeze then letting her go, Adrian stepped away. Moving to his jeans, he pulled them on and Layla found herself staring at his graceful body, rippling with honed muscle. As he turned and claimed his navy v-neck shirt and grey cowlneck sweater from beside the bed, she felt that hot lance still pulsing through her. As he sat and pulled on his wool socks and winter boots, Adrian watched her also, his eyes roiling through twenty colors of blue and green as his cinnamon-wind still eased through the jet. 

	At last, Layla turned and picked up her lacy beige bra, donning it, then her yoga top. But as she fixed up her curls with clips then pulled on her winter boots, she couldn’t hide the way she flushed every time she felt Adrian’s winds. It was so potent it was almost as if Layla had never bound Reginald and gained his control.

	So passionate that it felt like the first time with Adrian.

	They didn’t touch as Adrian opened the partition and ushered her out. Sitting once more at the table, they were barely buckled in as the jet began to sharply descend to the landing strip over the red Moroccan desert. Adrian clasped Layla’s fingers to soothe her for landing, but as soon as they were on the ground, he relinquished their touch. As the female co-pilot opened the hatch and let down the stairs, Adrian took up their bags, letting Layla precede him to the tarmac. 

	There was no snow in Morocco, only a bright sunny day riding high above the broad red dunes and plunging canyons all around. Beneath the fiercely blue sky, a classic black 1960’s Bentley sedan waited on the tarmac of the small airstrip adjacent to the towering red walls of the Riad Rhakvir palace. A Desert Dragon clan escort in a crisp white shirt and grey slacks leaned on the car, and though Layla had thought it might be Rachida or Adrian’s Battle-Lord Emir Tousk come to meet them in the emergency, it was actually Rachida’s paramour Soukos Alexopoulos. A Greek Desert Dragon with a classically sexy, lean-muscled Mediterranean look, Soukos was just a few years younger than Layla. But though Soukos’ dark brown eyes lit to see Adrian as they descended from the jet, he rushed forward with uncharacteristic haste, his energy spiking like biting ants.

	“Clan First! Thank the sands you’re here!” Making a hasty bow, Soukos knelt on the tarmac before Adrian. The young man was deeply submissive, probably the least dominant person in the entire Moroccan and Mediterranean Desert Dragon clan. But he was beloved, and of the sweetest temperament. Reaching out, Adrian set a hand to Soukos’ crown, caressing the young man’s pulled-back black ringlets in a gentle greeting, though Soukos looked up before Adrian could finish.

	“Soukos. How are things?” Adrian spoke low, as a morning zephyr stirred red sand along the tarmac. It wasn’t as hot as it would be later today, but they wouldn’t want to linger on the runway long. Especially if the panic in Soukos’ brown eyes was any indication of what they would face soon with Dusk.

	“Rachida sent me, my First.” Soukos spoke as he straightened and took the travel bags from Adrian. “She and Emir didn’t want to spare any of the clan Wind-Warders or fighters to come greet you. Forgive us, my liege, for such a poor welcome.”

	“As long as the clan is safe, and Dusk, that’s what matters.” Adrian spoke tensely as he beckoned for the young man to follow, angling toward the black Bentley. “I could give fuck-all about greetings in times of emergency, Soukos. Rachida and Emir know my priorities. Let’s go see what’s going on. Fill me in as we ride.”

	“Of course, my First.” The young man nodded fast, tossing the bags into the Bentley’s trunk and practically running to the driver’s side as Adrian ducked into the passenger seat. Normally, he rode in back with Layla, but she knew the importance of Adrian getting a briefing while they made the quick drive to the palace. Layla settled in back, sliding into the firm leather seat as Soukos fired up the engine with deep roar. The desert heat was cast out as retrofit A/C blasted, Soukos slamming the classic car into first and jolting it as they set out. 

	Soukos was normally an impeccable chauffeur, but Layla watched the young Greek’s tanned hands tremble with tension now as he cranked the wheel and roared away from the landing strip. Pulling a tight turn, he headed the car to the road that connected the private landing strip and hangars to the palace proper. The immense complex of Riad Rhakvir sprawled through the red sandstone desert just ahead, up on a cliff of bedrock above the rest of the desert. Hot dunes already glimmered with a mirage all around, wavering the gargantuan palace’s red walls and white domes with their cobalt-patterned tiles.

	“Take a breath, Soukos, give me details.” Adrian spoke calmly, watching the Greek with his straight dark brows knit in worry. 

	“Dusk won’t listen to reason, my First; when you look at his eyes, there’s no one home inside his Dragon,” Soukos took a deep breath, trying to calm himself as he wound the car up the red ridge toward the palace. “Rachida, Emir, and the Wind-Warders have a barrier up around him so he doesn’t smash down the entire palace. But it’s taking all of them to hold it.”

	“All of them?” Adrian blinked, and Layla saw him blanch. His Wind-Warders were tested warriors, over a hundred currently in-residence at the Riad. Adrian’s Battle-Lord Emir Tousk supervised their training and missed nothing. That it was using all of the clan’s defensive host at the palace to contain Dusk was a bad sign, and Layla felt it as Adrian heaved a hard breath.

	“What else, Soukos?”

	“Dusk has crushed the Crystal Atrium, the Flying Hall, and the East Dining Hall.” Soukos continued as they drove in through the thick red stone wall of the palace, ornate wrought-iron gates parting to admit the car into the verdant garden within the walls. “Rachida’s got everybody holding their wind-ward around the area, but it’s a war-zone. Nobody can get close, even in Dragon-form. Dusk just goes ballistic, thinking he’s under attack. We implemented the singing bowls like you suggested; they’re helping a little. But still, no one can get inside the wind-ward to calm him.”

	As Soukos spoke, he navigated to an alabaster flagstone drive inside the walls. Wide enough for the car, it was a modernization of the palace in recent times like the runway. All around, the ornate gardens of Riad Rhakvir sprawled in luscious grace, the palace a true oasis in the desert and large enough to house a thousand people. It was like a mini-city as they drove through, ornate tiled fountains burbling beneath stretches of towering palm trees that cast shade over alabaster minarets and domes. Bird-of-paradise flowers and white jasmine vines rioted thorough everything, fruit trees in massive cobalt-glazed pots lining every ornately carved walkway. Moroccan zelij tiles decorated everything in vibrant colors and classic patterns, though their scenes often depicted Desert Dragons. 

	Pulling up next to a broad alabaster path that led to an orange-grove courtyard with a tiled fountain in the center, Soukos cut the car’s engine and hopped out. Adrian and Layla were quick to follow, leaving everything in the car. Already, Layla could see the damage as she followed the Desert drakes with quick strides, moving in the direction of the carnage. White alabaster dust coated the glossy orange trees like someone had been jack-hammering concrete; pieces of colored glass tiles littered the plaza like a dozen car-bombs had gone off nearby. 

	As they picked up into a fast trot with Adrian in the lead, Layla heard a roar so loud it shuddered the ground under their feet. A rolling earthquake heaved through the plaza as a shockwave hammered the air, shaking the palms with a hurricane force. Layla felt the sharp compression slam into her; Dusk’s power felt like someone had just hit her with a two-by-four. She staggered but kept her feet, running after the men as they rounded the broken edge of a building that had once been a lovely glass-roofed breakfasting hall with a view out over the eastern desert. 

	The breakfasting hall was gone. As Layla rounded the broken wall after Adrian, she staggered to a halt beside him, breathing hard in shock. Before them was a war-zone, big as a city block. All around in an uneven ring, standing on rubble that had once been buildings, Adrian’s hundred Wind-Warders held a barrier around the carnage. Some were still in human-form with their arms spread wide to hold the enormous wind-barrier swirling around the devastation, while others had shifted into Dragon-form. 

	Red, umber, and sand-colored, the Desert Dragons of Morocco and the Mediterranean were fierce with their vivid blue eyes and cruel talons gouging the ruins as they roared to the high noon sky. Cast from all the colors of the desert, they had only forelegs and no hindlegs, their arching necks and backs vicious with mantles of sleek spikes, their elegant skulls arching back and up with elongated pairs of corkscrewing horns. Large as a bull elephant or small house, they resembled Asian art, some coiling aloft on currents of wind from their magic, some curled up into defensive positions in the rubble as they swirled their magics into the wind-barrier with flowing breaths and writhing movements like a sidewinder over desert sands. 

	But despite the magnificent display, Layla saw how the Wind-Warders already in Dragon-form trembled. These defenders were less powerful than those still able to stand as human, and as Layla watched a number of them shudder viciously from exhaustion, she saw they couldn’t hold the wind-wall much longer. 

	And within the ring of wind, she saw why.	

	In the smashed rubble that had once been the palace, the gargantuan Crystal Dragon fumed. Layla’s breath caught to see Dusk in his Dragon-form once more. Towering over the ruins, the massive drake was a vision of diamond and white, sapphire and sky-blue beneath the high desert sun. A mantle of serrated diamond spears cascaded from his stout skull, blinding with light like his cruel diamond talons. His muscled body was fierce with serrated diamond-sapphire scales, cobalt along his spine and a bright sky-blue along his belly. Diamond spears ridged his back, flexing as he coiled and arched his massive neck, bellowing another shockwave of earth-shattering power from his huge chest, his enormous maw of fangs large as mammoth tusks. 

	The drake had a tail of crystal spikes, terribly acute as it whipped, smashing a broken wall and making defenders flash back fast. As a Dragon of the earth, the Crystal Dragon didn’t have wings, and that was the defenders’ one salvation. Dusk couldn’t fly – he wasn’t going anywhere if he couldn’t break through the Desert clan’s barrier. Layla watched as he stamped a hugely-muscled rear leg, splitting the ground in a jagged fault line that blasted rubble up fast, hammering the ring. With a cry, a whole section of Wind-Warders in human form lost their footing as rubble shifted beneath them.

	And the wind-barrier around the enormous Crystal drake wavered.

	He saw it. Dusk raked those massive diamond-talons through the earth with mean accuracy now, hurling chunks of red sandstone bedrock at the barrier as he roared a shockwave through the air again, turning in a three-sixty to menace every last Desert Dragon holding the barrier. The blocks were bigger than cars as they hit the swirling wind-barrier, shuddering the whole damn thing and making even Desert Dragons in their beast-form snarl with strain. Though Layla saw the human side of Dusk wasn’t home, she saw the beast’s vast intelligence. Layla saw the Crystal drake’s clever sapphire and diamond eyes assessing his containment. He wasn’t raging anymore, he was biding his time; testing their defenses. He wasn’t confused after waking from stasis now – he was simply trapped. 

	And his Dragon didn’t like being trapped. 

	As Layla watched, a section of wind-wall swirled out as a small rust-colored Desert Dragon collapsed in a dead faint. Stepping in fast, two Royal members of the clan still in human form closed the gap. But the glittering Crystal drake had seen it. With a nasty smile in his enormous face of serrated diamond-sapphire scales, he turned toward the next-smallest Dragon holding the barrier. 

	And gouged his diamond talons into the ground again.


CHAPTER 4 – DRAKE
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“Drop the barrier!” 

	In a scalding command, Adrian’s roar whirled out on a wave of hot desert winds to every ear. In Riad Rhakvir’s devastation, his Desert Dragons held their positions all along the wind-barrier, many trembling in earnest now from the strain of containing Dusk’s Crystal Dragon with its tremendous attacks. All eyes glanced to Adrian, vast uncertainty showing in every face, human and Dragon alike. Everyone knew what Dusk was capable of if they dropped the barrier. As a Royal Crystal Dragon strong enough to be First of his extinct Egyptian clan, Dusk could have the whole palace crumbling from shockwaves in moments.

	And no one wanted to die today.

	“Drop the barrier!” Adrian repeated, his snarl scathing now as he roared his command through the entire area, shuddering every ear with his desert winds. “He doesn’t like being contained!”

	Layla heard a sharp whistle like a hawk’s cry from her left. A tall man with a Spanish-Moorish smolder stepped forward, dressed in an all-black suit with a militaristic cut. Brush-cut black curls, deeply tanned skin, and hard black eyes smote the Desert Dragons as Emir Tousk spoke after his whistle, in a voice that boomed through the air. “You heard our First! Drop the barrier!”

	Layla saw all hands come down as tight bodies came uncoiled; she felt the Desert Dragons’ wind-magic dissipate. With a popping in her ears, the tremendous pressure of the barrier they had manifested suddenly swirled out. While the winds had been slow on the outside to not blow dust and rubble around, Desert Dragons were able to manifest a thickness to their winds, and it blew fast like a hurricane in the center of the barrier. Layla felt a heaving swirl as the barrier exposed the vicious central ring, casting up funnels of red desert sand and white alabaster dust as they swirled out over the palace complex. 

	But Adrian didn’t wait for the dust to settle. Striding in fast as the barrier came down, he approached the mad dragon in the rubble and addressed it mind-to-mind. 

	Dusk. Stop this. Be reasonable.

	Layla didn’t often feel Adrian use his telepathy; it wasn’t a talent he showcased openly. She’d only felt it a few times in the past month, as she had sparred with Emir and Rachida in Dragon-form out in the desert and Adrian gave her silent tips to break their attacks. But now, Adrian’s telepathic command sliced through Layla’s mind like a hot firebrand as it came to her through their Bind. And not just her – Layla saw it tremble a number of Dragons in the ring as Adrian moved into the devastation, his bright aqua-gold eyes pinned on the Crystal drake.

	It snarled at him. Dusk wasn’t having Adrian’s commands, Layla saw right away. Even as Adrian came fifty paces from the massive creature, it snorted, flaring the gargantuan spread of diamond-spikes that cascaded back from its skull. Diamond-spines rippled all along its back as it coiled into a posture of striking power, wrapping its viciously-spiked tail around its solid forelegs for a bastard of an attack. Arching its neck, it lowered its blocky skull, flaring its mantle of spikes and rolling them in a wave. Glowering at Adrian with hot diamond eyes, it snorted again – baring enormous fangs and breathing a slow coil of blistering diamond-fire from between its teeth.

	Adrian saw it. With a shocked motion, he halted. Breathing hard, Layla felt his astonishment that Dusk could make fire, even such a strange fire as was curling from Dusk’s lips now, dripping like smelted diamonds as it eased from his maw. But Adrian didn’t let it stop him, that Dusk was exhibiting Desert Dragon powers through their Bind. Fixing his gaze on the furious creature, Adrian’s mind thundered out again, pummeling Dusk’s. 

	Don’t be a dick, Dusk. We’re not fighting right now. Stop it.

	Coiling up tighter like a viper, the Crystal Dragon roiled that mantle of diamond-brilliance again, opening its maw so Adrian got a good view of the molten diamond-fire it was manifesting, along with a blast of heat that made mirages in the air. It would have been gloriously beautiful had it not been so menacing, and Layla knew Adrian’s approach wasn’t working. She felt someone step to her side, and Layla spared a quick glance. Adrian’s Clan Second and his paternal aunt Rachida Rhakvir stood by Layla, her cunning emerald eyes fixed on the scene. 

	Graceful, Rachida was a mature woman still in her prime. Her long waves of copper hair were loosely bound over one shoulder, her spring-green caftan the kind of thing Moroccan elite would wear to elegant dinner parties. A fighter and a fury, Rachida’s magic was enormous as she came abreast of Layla, like volcanoes burned in the woman’s veins. Layla had no doubt whom it was that had been holding the majority of the wind-barrier all day. But Rachida hadn’t even broken a sweat in the heat, looking as put-together as if she’d just come from the powder room.

	“Fool Adrian! He’s going to get himself killed.” She commented in her smoothly accented alto, rich like buttercream molasses. It wasn’t a Moroccan accent, or even a Spanish or Italian one. Rachida was over two thousand years old and had traveled the world for centuries. The birth-mother of the actual Gaius Julius Caesar – a Desert Dragon – she had a history of dominance in battle, and knew when it was going badly. “Dusk isn’t responding to regular kinds of negotiation. Only the singing-bowls are helping.”

	Now that the wind-barrier had fallen, Layla could hear a sound ringing through the air, lovely and haunting. She finally noticed over a hundred people in human form hanging back in the shadows of arches and standing in high galleries away from the destruction. Each had a crystal or metal singing bowl in hand, slowly running a wand of wood or crystal around the rim and making them vibrate. Haunting tones rang through the air like a gamelan orchestra. Flowing like water, they sang like Sirens of the earth, and as Adrian’s mind-commands settled and he listened to the singing bowls also, Layla felt the enormous Crystal drake pause.

	Listening with them.

	“He’s listening.” Rachida blinked as she glanced to Layla. “He’s listening because you’re listening, and Adrian is. He’s feeling what you’re feeling through your Bind. Focus on the singing bowls, Layla. Make both your Bound drakes feel them.”

	Watching the big beast, Layla knew Rachida was right. As Emir Tousk stepped up beside Rachida now with his black gaze attentive on Dusk, he gave a brisk nod. “Listen to the music, Layla,” he spoke in his rolling Spanish accent as his dark gaze pinned her. “It is the only thing that has soothed the beast so far. We need to bring Dusk back. Perhaps this can.”

	“I’ll give anything a go if it will help.” Taking a deep breath, Layla faced the enormous Dragon that was Dusk. Opening her mind, she let herself be swept away by that haunting orchestra as Emir waved his hand to the players, motioning for them to keep going. The music surged with renewed vigor as all eyes watched the rubble now. Wind-Warders stepped back, taking a much-needed break as the rest of the clan took over.

	Playing those singing bowls for all they were worth. 

	Impossible harmonies flowed through the air; haunting, vibrant melodies. The sound engulfed Layla on the warm desert air as it flowed through every stone lattice, every walkway, and garden. She felt like she was moving upon the tones as she walked slowly forward, crunching through the rubble in her boots. Climbing carefully over mounds of blasted alabaster stone and Moroccan glass, she opened her entire body to the sound as it engulfed the air. She opened her heart to it, letting it fill her with its soothing, wistful majesty. Layla let it take her as she approached the creature, opening her emotions and letting the music wrap into her heart. 

	And as she listened, she felt the music flow through her – deep into her Bind with Dusk.

	Paused, he watched her come, his diamond-bright eyes pinned on her now rather than Adrian. Watching her with intelligence, the muscled serpent had ceased to vibrate with power, its flaring mantle of spines stilled. As Layla opened herself to the music, she saw Dusk slowly close his maw and cease to drip smelted diamond-fire from between his fangs. She saw that enormous mantle of spears begin to flow with a soothing ripple now, as if it surged with the music through Layla’s body. Dusk’s breathing slowed. Layla saw his tightly-coiled posture loosen – his spiked tail no longer ready to skewer Adrian, as Layla stepped calmly to Adrian’s side.

	“He’s listening to you.” Adrian breathed as she gained his vantage, glancing over with his intense aqua eyes. “Keep going. I’ll listen and see if I can add to the effect. We can tame Dusk’s beast, Layla. We have to.”

	Layla could feel the tension in Adrian. He was afraid. She didn’t need him to say it; he was terrified for Dusk’s life. If they couldn’t calm Dusk somehow, they’d have to kill him. A raging Dragon with no human mind left was a dangerous animal, and Dragons that went rogue were hunted down by the Intercessoria if they escaped containment. With a Crystal Dragon as powerful as Dusk, containment wasn’t really an option. 

	They had to bring him back. Now.

	“Dusk. Can you hear me?” Layla spoke, listening to the tide of the music as she gripped Adrian’s hand, adding his touch to their Bind. The sound of the music vibrated into every sinew and all through her bones as Adrian added his power to it. Adrian was a single-minded creature when he wanted to be, and his attention to the sound was immaculate. Layla felt music pour through their Bind like a waterfall; she could almost see it flow out from her in etheric golden waves, rippling out from her body.

	And as the first edge of that wave flowed over Dusk, she saw his head draw up slightly – his mantle of crystal spikes dropping for an instant as he watched her.

	“Layla, did you see that?” She heard Adrian’s swift in-breath, even as he kept his mind focused on the music. “I think you’re manifesting Crystal sound-waves. Keep going. Talk to him about human things while I focus on the music for both of us.”

	“Got it.” Layla spoke softly, feeling and almost seeing those waves still flowing from her in smooth ripples as she watched the big diamond-diabolical Dragon in his mountain of rubble. Squeezing Adrian’s hand, Layla stepped forward and Adrian let her. All of a sudden, as if Adrian had only been playing at listening to the music, Layla felt him re-focus his attention on it so hard she nearly lost her balance as an enormous wave of sound passed through her. It stopped her, casting her head back in a moment of ecstasy as music flowed through her chest in a bright wave, warming her heart and easing everything inside her. 

	It was exactly what they needed. As Layla opened her eyes, breathing deep with that ecstasy of sound pouring all through her, she saw it cast out in waves that actually shimmered the air now as they passed from her to Dusk. But these waves weren’t the crystal-sapphire color of Dusk’s magic, they were the pure gold color of Layla’s magic as they flowed out and inundated the big Crystal drake. 

	He paused. Layla saw him breathe deeply into his massive chest as he watched her come. They were matched now in their breathing, and as Layla climbed a hillock of blasted alabaster stone to get better eye contact with the beast, she felt resonance pass between them. Like Dusk had entrained with those waves of golden sound pouring out from Layla, thanks to Adrian’s furious single-minded meditation on the singing bowls, Layla could feel them breathing in synch as they watched each other. 

	Pushing up to standing on top of the fifteen-foot pile of rubble and brushing off her hands, Layla was close to the beast. She was within striking range; if he whirled and cracked out that big armored tail, she’d be toast. But she trusted the clan to shield her, and she trusted the waves of sound passing through her from Adrian’s focus. As she faced the beast, she felt the music pulse out from her in time with her breathing and Dusk’s, yoking them both together.

	And as Dusk’s cunning diamond-sapphire eyes watched her, she knew he was listening.

	“Do you remember when we first met, Dusk?” Layla spoke, setting a hand to her heart and opening her emotions, letting them flow through the Bind along with the music. “It was at my Red Letter Hotel Paris entrance interview. You were so smooth, so brisk and put-together, my eyes found you the moment you breezed into the room. You had this crazy debonair energy that was so deep and compelling, it was like a shot of good bourbon rolling down my throat. I felt you; I was arrested by your indomitable power the moment I saw you. But it wasn’t your power I fell for, the moment your eyes met mine. It was your heart, Dusk.”

 	She felt them truly resonating now, as the Crystal drake’s mantle of diamond-spears finally settled. Lifting his head, he wasn’t menacing anymore, just watching her in a deeply alert way. His big talons had ceased to flex into the ground, and as Adrian’s waves of music flowed out from Layla’s body, she saw that big armored tail come unwound from its coiled defense. Slowly, his body undulated as the massive drake shifted his position, watching Layla.

	“I fell for your heart, Dusk,” Layla continued, opening her heart as wide as it would go as the music poured through her. “In that moment you startled to see me in that drawing-room, I saw how much you cared. You looked at me, really looked at me, as if nothing else existed in the world. As if you’d do anything to protect me, as if you’d fight any foe and beat any odds. As you walked into that room, I felt your heart underneath your Head Concierge do-it-all nature. I felt that you would do it all, for me. Because your love wouldn’t allow it to go any other way.”

	The Crystal drake was truly listening now. As Layla felt waves of emotion and magical sound flow from her into him, she saw a spark of personality in his bright eyes at last. 

	And then he moved so fast, Layla hardly saw it – flashing to her mound of rubble in a side-winding movement like a viper.

	Layla’s breath caught, her pulse hammering as she suddenly came face-to-face with the Dragon. Like a mountain of diamonds and sapphire, he coiled around her rubble pile, engulfing it. Arching his serpentine neck, he lowered his tremendous head, watching her. Barely five feet from her now on all sides, Layla could see his nostril-slits flare as his gargantuan chest heaved with slow breaths. His chest was so big, Layla could only see the rest of him in her peripheral vision, dazzling serrated crystal-sapphire scales reflecting the noontime sky like mirrored glass. 

	Lines of blue light ran through those scales, Layla saw now that she was up-close and personal with the creature. Like facets or veins of minerals running through each scale, it created a dazzling, refracting effect like a crackle glaze on pottery. But as Layla watched Dusk breathe, as her gaze traced those rivers of light up though his neck all the way to his scaled face, she saw Dusk’s majesty. He was truly a creature of the ages; a pinnacle power in their world. Armored like a tank and more powerful than a tsunami, Crystal Dragons were an apex predator. 

	But they were also beautiful.

	“Because they love so deep.” Layla whispered, suddenly understanding Dusk. “Your love is like a mountain of crystal rooted in the bowels of the earth, isn’t it? That’s why Crystal Dragons have so much power – because of their love.”

	The understanding broke Layla’s heart wide open. Music poured from her in golden waves as a tear shed down her cheek, then another. She felt it choke her; how deeply he loved her, and how deeply she loved him back. She felt it pour in through every vein as a love as deep as the earth rushed through their Bind. As if Layla’s heart had finally opened his, Dusk heaved a sigh. As that impossibly enormous love flooded Layla, breaking her so wide open that she sobbed, feeling Adrian do the same as the power found him, she suddenly felt a human thought from Dusk.

	Don’t cry, Layla.

	With the sweetest earth-rumbling growl, the Crystal drake lowered its cheek to hers. Stroking its smooth diamond-scales over her cheek, it breathed in slow, humming waves. Those waves passed directly into Layla’s heart, flooding her with the light of stars. It was glorious, stunning her even as she reached a hand up, stroking the creature’s cheek. She felt its scaled lips touch her neck as it breathed into her hair. Where its breath passed, slow waves of gold-white light flowed through Layla, deep. 

	Don’t cry, Layla. I hate it when you cry. Even though you’re still beautiful when you do it.

	Hearing his true voice at last, Layla finally shattered, hard. All her fear for Dusk’s life these past months came flooding out as she heard his soothing baritone ease through her. Waves of light poured into her as he breathed, diamond-spears sparkling as they undulated all down his spine. Coiling around her as Layla broke from her fear these past months of not knowing if Dusk was going to live, he soothed her with his deep-light. She reached up as she sobbed, cradling his enormous jaw in her hands as he set his scaled lips sweetly to her forehead. 

	And then she felt all that power focus inward. In a tremendous wave of light, Dusk suddenly flowed up and in through his own skin. Cascading down as he also drew up, his refracting wave rumbled as it deposited him in human form right in front of her. Like his whole body had been scooped up by that wave, Dusk flowed back into human with the most control and grace Layla had ever seen from a shape-shifter. 

	And then he was holding her in his strong arms, pressing her close to his naked chest with his soft lips still touching her brow. 

	Layla clutched Dusk close. Throwing her arms up around his neck, she crushed him to her as she choked a sob, trying to keep her shit together. But it was useless as his strong hands rose, stroking her hair and back, pouring his soothing vibrations through her. They hummed in synch with the waves still flowing through Layla from Adrian’s concentration on the singing bowl orchestra. As Dusk moved his lips from her forehead, cuddling her close with their cheeks pressed together and their hearts pounding as one, she felt him give a soft smile.

	“Hi, baby.” Dusk spoke at last, human once more. “Did you miss me?”


CHAPTER 5 – HUMAN
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Layla didn’t know what to say to Dusk’s sweetly cheeky and entirely human question. It was perfect and insane all at once, and she laughed, despite being choked with sobs. Her heart filled with light to have him back, and as she hugged him fiercely, laughing and sobbing, he hugged her deeply back. And then he pulled back and found her lips, and they were kissing on top of the mound of broken rubble; kissing as if they could breathe each other’s very last breath. It went on a while, as Layla lost herself in the feel of him come back to her.

	Every rumble and laugh and flow of powerful magic.

	They were breathless by the time he pulled away. Layla’s heart glowed as he smiled down at her, his eyes a bright diamond-white as he laughed, nuzzling her nose. She hadn’t realized Adrian had used a wind of power to whisk himself up to the top of their rubble pile until he stood beside her. Reaching out, Dusk corralled Adrian into their trio as he turned his head, setting a hard kiss to Adrian’s forehead before they set their foreheads together.

	As Dusk held Layla to his glorious nakedness, he shook Adrian by the back of the neck. “Don’t you know by now that yelling at me just pisses me off, Adrian? It doesn’t matter if it’s done through telepathy.”

	Adrian laughed, his bright laugh of joy that Layla loved so well, his blue-green eyes sparkling. “Asshole. Tore down half my palace in your dumb rage. I was right to yell at you.”

	“Come on. It’s only a tenth of your palace. Nothing you, Rachida, and Emir can’t rebuild in a month or so.” Dusk chuckled with bravado though tension tightened his eyes. Layla could feel it inside him, that he knew what his Dragon had cost them. It was a relief to him also that they’d been able to bring him back to his human mind. 

	And that more hadn’t been lost today.

	As Layla watched him now, she realized Dusk had changed. Like a gemstone, Crystal Dragons were never done growing, never done maturing in their magic. His stasis these past months in the crystal sarcophagus had changed him, and as Layla watched his skin, it seemed to shine now with a subtly-refracting light beneath the sun like it was made of diamonds. As Dusk turned his head to watch her, Layla saw a flash of gold ripple along his high cheekbone and into the midnight-blue serrated Dragon-scales at his outer cheek. It was beautiful, like the shine of a peacock feather, and as Dusk watched her, she saw his wry smile.

	“Changed again, have I?” He chuckled, though something in it was pained.

	“It’s amazing.” Reaching up, Layla traced that flush of gold-blue, turning his cheek so she could see it again. As she caught it in the sunlight, she saw it arched down the side of his strong neck into his collarbones, flooding out in a fractal pattern over his strong chest and fit shoulders. Stepping back, Layla blushed as she watched those spreading fractals of gold trace his lines of Dragon-scale back in over his hipbones to his groin. Normally a grey-blue color, his phallus was colored now with that gilded flush, and as it rose to excitement as Layla blinked at him, Dusk pulled her in close with a masculine chuckle. 

	“Don’t stare, Layla,” he growled into her neck, hot. “It’ll make me think about a lot more than what we should be thinking about right now.”

	“But it’s so pretty.” Layla felt dumb as she stared up at him, melting into his strong embrace and dazzled by his change. It felt stupid to be admiring him like staring in a jewelry shop window, but it was instinct. 

	Ladies loved shiny – and Dusk was oh-so-shiny.

	“How is everyone here?” Dusk spoke again, as he glanced to Adrian. “Did anyone get hurt?”

	“A few injuries, some magical exhaustion.” Adrian spoke levelly as he regarded Dusk. “Rachida gave me the report as you shifted back. No casualties, just a mess.”

	“Thank god.” Dusk heaved a sigh of relief. “I’m so sorry I lost control in the palace, Adrian.”

	“It’s just good to have you back.” Corralling Dusk by the back of the neck, Adrian gave him a little shake. A deep camaraderie passed between the adopted brothers, and Layla felt how much they loved each other. Like the sweetest river passing through her with a warm wind, it curled through her body and through the Bind, making her heart glow with golden light all over again. As if both drakes felt it, they gazed at her as one.

	And then a slow, winsomely cheeky smile lifted Dusk’s perfect lips. “So, you can make Crystal sound-waves now, Layla? When the hell did that start?”

	“I didn’t know I could.” Layla shook her head, starting to smile as Dusk grinned handsomely at her, his irises returning to a more normal sky-blue sapphire as she watched. “Adrian and I are manifesting strange abilities ever since you had your first full shift. He can make fire-crystals. Or rather, crystals that are on fire – or made of fire, maybe?”

	“Shit.” Dusk’s dark eyebrows rose as he glanced back to Adrian. “For real?”

	“For real.” Adrian nodded soberly, though Layla saw a hint of pleasure lift his lips. “I think we’re all sharing a lot more now that you’ve leveled up.”

	“Maybe more than we know.” Dusk frowned, suddenly gazing out over the rubble, taking it all in. Layla wondered if he was thinking about that smelted diamond-fire he’d menaced Adrian with before they got him to listen. Heaving a sigh, Dusk’s hands massaged Layla’s waist as he glanced to Adrian. “I’m so sorry about the palace, Adrian. Truly. I loved the East breakfasting hall.”

	“Nothing that can’t be replaced.” Adrian spoke quietly as he held Dusk’s gaze, gripping his shoulder. “Come on, let’s get you inside, get you some clothes. Feeling human enough to sit down and have a talk while the clan rests? I know they could use it.”

	“Sure.” Dusk nodded with a wry grimace. “I owe them. I feel like I’m going to have to grovel to the clan for a hundred years for this pissing-fit my Dragon stirred up today.”

	“Groveling is not necessary, Egypt. We’re just glad you’re alright.” A growling voice spoke as someone else ascended the rubble pile. Layla glanced over to see Emir gain the top, a deep pleasure in his black eyes though he didn’t smile. Moving forward, he gripped Dusk’s shoulder, and the two shared a moment. Layla knew the clan’s Battle-Lord had been a surrogate father-figure to both Adrian and Dusk when they were boys. They’d trained hard in magical fighting under his tutelage, but Layla had learned Emir was a fair and decent person. As he stood with them now, Layla felt the history they shared, both men regarding Emir as family. And as Rachida ascended the rubble, holding up the hem of her elegant caftan from dragging with one hand, her green eyes sparkling with pleasure, Layla felt the family’s love.

	A family she was part of now.

	“You are in serious trouble, young man!” Rachida scolded as she came to Dusk, seizing his face in her hands and planting a fierce kiss on his lips before pulling back and shaking him. “I have half a mind to ground you for a decade for all this mess!”

	“I’m a Crystal Dragon, auntie, I’m already grounded.” Dusk chuckled sweetly, though Layla saw in his eyes how relieved he was that he hadn’t hurt Rachida.

	“Still!” Shaking his face once more, she laughed, her hands falling from him to touch Layla’s shoulder. “You are lucky your mate was here. We all are. I am going to drain those bank accounts of yours dry to get this palace fixed.”

	“Still more money than anyone has seen in their entire life.” Dusk chuckled with wit, though he frowned, glancing to Adrian. “Let’s head down. I’d like a snack, I’m fucking hungry, but I have things I need to tell you. All of you.” He continued, glancing around the group. 

	“Things, like what?” Adrian asked, frowning also.

	“Things I’d rather not have the entire clan hear.” Dusk spoke, gripping Layla’s waist with his strong fingers as tension suddenly flooded him. “I was dreaming while I was in stasis. Dreams I need to tell you all as soon as possible.”

	Layla knew Dusk could read people’s dreams, and often gained insight from his own dreams as he opened to the vibrations of the world while asleep. As Layla watched him now, she saw he had a perplexed look, as if his dreams in stasis had been challenging. But he didn’t seem frightened, only unsure, as if facing a decision he knew he needed to make but was afraid of the outcome. Though her Bind usually gave her insight into Dusk’s emotions, she couldn’t read him right now. As if he’d erected a crystal wall inside himself, Layla frowned as she realized she couldn’t glean his thoughts. 

	Dusk glanced at her, and the knowledge in his eyes made Layla realize he felt her prying into him. But he was keeping those thoughts private right now, and with a nod, Adrian gestured down the rubble pile. Everyone turned, making their way down with Adrian and Rachida’s winds to steady their progress. As they descended, Layla saw the Desert Dragon clan emerge. With smiles of relief, they gathered at the edge of the rubble, and the approximately three hundred people actually started clapping. Amazement was in their faces as they watched their Clan First and his Bound trio descend the destruction, having exhibited such formidable and complex magics today. 

	But there were a few who were not impressed, a group of ten or so Royal Wind-Warders who crossed their arms and scowled deeply as if today’s destruction were all Adrian’s fault. Layla knew who Adrian’s challengers would be if his power ever slipped. She saw it in the faces of those ten as she passed, in their hostile red-blue or sand-gold eyes. Some of the Moroccan and Mediterranean Desert clan did not consider Adrian being Bound to a Royal Crystal Dragon an asset.

	Or Adrian being bound to a Royal Dragon Bind.

	Moving beneath an undamaged arch at the edge of the orange tree plaza, Adrian ushered Dusk and Layla, Rachida and Emir into the formal dining hall of the Emerald Room, patterned in ornate emerald glass tiles and frescoes. On the other side of the Emerald Room was the quadrangle of the Blue Courtyard, where the infamous fountain-spring that fed the grounds of the palace lay. As they stepped through the Emerald Room and into one of the long outdoor halls of arched Moroccan columns adjacent to the Blue Courtyard, Layla felt herself take a relieved breath. The precious courtyard, the oldest part of the palace, was still intact, the large tiered fountain of blue tiles at its center with its wide square basin untouched by Dusk’s chaos.

	Proceeding along the outdoor hall under shade now from the desert sun, they moved into an enclosed hall with chandeliers of silver filigree and Moroccan glass extending down its length. Fountains in the walls burbled along its length, potted jasmine trailing everywhere. Stepping to a set of massive ebony doors carved with Desert Dragons, Adrian pushed inward. The room was not one Layla had seen, but immediately knew whose it was. In the family wing, this room was obviously Dusk’s. Crystals lay everywhere, in every vaulted niche. Crystals sprouted up through the alabaster floor, grown in a hodgepodge of smoky quartz and citrine, red jasper and ruby. As Layla gazed around, she noticed no statues of Buddha or Kwan Yin like Dusk had at the Paris Hotel, but the suite was his all the same – his childhood room, the crystals grown in a riot like he’d been experimenting.

	As Dusk glanced to where Layla was looking, he grinned. “This was my room as a kid. I kind of blasted apart the crystal atrium I usually sleep in when I’m here, but at least this room has a bunch of my stuff.”

	As Dusk spoke, he proceeded to a set of ebony doors and threw them wide. Walking into an enormous closet with modern mahogany details, he flipped on a light. Crystal chandeliers brightened overhead, displaying row upon row of fine suits. But as Dusk walked into all that opulence, he passed it by, heading for a set of mahogany drawers in one corner. Hauling out a pair of jeans, he pulled them on commando. Zipping them up, they left a nice bulge in front, the soft, well-loved fabric fitting his strong thighs like a wet dream.

	Layla stared as he took out a white v-neck shirt from the drawers. As he hauled it on over his head, she watched the muscles in his back and sculpted shoulders move, showing through the thin shirt as he stretched it. Clearly, the outfit had been worn by a younger, slightly less fit Dusk in the past, but the way everything pulled in his excellently fit state now was incredible. Layla gaped at him with her lips open as he turned – giving her a smoldering look.

	“I can feel that, you know. Like firebrands searing all through my back and ass.” He chuckled, his devastatingly handsome sapphire eyes flashing a hot diamond as he teased her.

	“Sorry.” Layla mumbled, though she really wasn’t. Her heart was pounding, her loins already spectacularly wet. When had Dusk gotten this handsome? He’d been fit as a god before, and panty-dropping gorgeous, but something about him was different now since his full Dragon-change. Layla couldn’t quite place it, but it was like he was giving off excellent pheromones now.

	Pheromones she was really responding to.

	He chuckled as he approached her, with a lithe, almost catlike stalk. His eyes were hot with the echo of his Dragon as he corralled her in his arms, gripping her firmly around the back and neck. It was sexy and dangerous, an entirely new side to Dusk that Layla had never seen. His body thrummed with power as he held her. His energy scalded as he kissed her, soft and gentle, yet biting and forceful. Layla’s blood surged in her veins as she made a needful sound at his lips, and he chuckled deep in his chest, rolling that sound through her in a powerful wave. It was ecstasy. Layla melted into him until his strong arms were the only thing holding her up as he gripped her, kissing her on and on.

	Someone cleared their throat by the closet doors. “If you two are quite finished?” Emir’s grating basso voice rumbled into the walk-in. 

	Breaking from Layla with a slow growl, letting his amazingly soft lips linger for a moment, Dusk turned murderous eyes to the doors. “Don’t interrupt, Emir.”

	“Don’t treat me like your lackey, Egypt.” Emir’s voice was harder now, and as Layla glanced to him, she saw the wiry older Battle-Lord had crossed his arms, staring Dusk down with a hard commander’s edge in his black eyes. “You called a clan meeting and our time is valuable, especially with this much destruction today and with so many people injured. I could be healing the clan right now but I’m here waiting on you, and so is Rachida. Talk now. Do your kissing later.”

	Emir Tousk was not a romantic. As he stared Dusk down, Layla felt the man’s impeccable battle-prowess. Emir had been Battle-Lord for the clan for over six hundred years. He’d been in plenty of combat situations, and the hard practicality of it showed in his posture now. Layla had thought Dusk would acquiesce to Emir with his commonly affable nature, but instead something in him bristled. Layla felt it like a wave of spikes that thrust all through the air, flashing toward Emir. With a snort, Emir threw a hand up, casting that wave away with a whirl of scalding wind.

	But as his eyes sharpened on Dusk, their meaning was clear. “Strike me again, Egypt, and get more than you’re asking for.”

	“You can’t fight me.” Dusk’s growl was not his own, and Layla blinked as she looked back to him. Something dark possessed Dusk’s eyes, making their bright sapphire viciously blue now, almost inhuman. Layla saw the edge of his beast’s madness showing through from earlier and she seized his face in her hands, making him look at her.

	“Hey! Easy! Easy…” 

	She saw that snarl and fury blaze in Dusk’s eyes one more moment, before he gave a deep shiver. Inhaling, Dusk closed his eyes, pulling her close and setting their foreheads together. “I’m sorry. I just… I need to talk, Layla. Please? My Dragon is just going to keep raging until I do.”

	“Of course. Probably sooner is way better than later.” Stepping back with a frown, Layla took Dusk’s hand. He came with as she stepped out of the walk-in and Emir moved back, letting them pass, though Layla saw his dark scowl of concern. As they returned to the room, Adrian and Rachida glanced over from where they talked near a citrine pillar. Adrian frowned, and Rachida’s copper eyebrows arched as they saw what Dusk wore, rather than his usual impeccable Italian suits. But no one said anything as they exited Dusk’s room, moving toward the family kitchen adjacent to the Blue Courtyard.

	As they stepped into the kitchen’s vaulted reaches, good smells already issued out in profusion. Soukos was cooking up no fewer than fifteen Moroccan and Greek dishes at the enormous kitchen’s stove-spread, and sparing a glance for the company as they entered, he gave a relieved smile. Wearing an apron, he’d taken his shirt off and it showed his deliciously sculpted muscles as he turned back to his work. Moving over, Rachida gave her young paramour a sweet kiss, which he avidly returned. They shared a moment as everyone settled at the large family table in the kitchen. Appetizers were already upon it: dolmades, couscous salad, and grilled chicken skewers with tzatziki to tide them over until the real meal was ready. In classic Soukos style, he was cooking on every surface available – making a meal for hundreds so the whole clan could eat tonight if they wanted to after such a devastating day.

	As everyone settled, Layla still holding Dusk’s hand while Adrian chose the head of the table, Rachida and Emir sat opposite. No one said anything as Soukos moved briskly about his work, his catering effortlessly efficient even though he had no fighting skills whatsoever. At last, Dusk heaved a deep breath, and Layla felt a tremor pass through him. Lifting his gaze to the table, his eyes were a pure, incredible blue as he finally began to speak.

	“You all know I went crazy today. What you don’t know is why.” Speaking low, Dusk’s smooth baritone was resonant as he paused, then continued. “Because we love so much, Crystal Dragon rage also runs deep, especially when it has cause. My rage began surfacing when Layla Bound me back in October. But when I went full-Dragon for the first time at Yule, it consumed me. I didn’t just shatter that day into my beast – I blew up every wall I had against my own deepest darkness. While I was in stasis in my crystal sarcophagus, my darkness came pouring through me. Every doubt I ever had, every regret, every time I didn’t speak up when I should have. Every time I turned away from my history, my destiny, and my deepest desires. Well, those desires are here now and I can’t stop them. Over and over while I was in stasis, I dreamed of Egypt. Of my home, of my clan’s temples on the Upper Nile and the caverns beneath, calling to me. And through it all, I raged. I dreamed of blood on my father’s talons in battle. I dreamed of my mother slain, somewhere far away in the Czech Republic. I dreamed of my Crystal King’s eyes – and saw his madness was even greater than mine.”

	Silence smote the table. Even Soukos had paused at one industrial fridge, staring at Dusk with his mouth fallen open. Surveying them, the new fractals of gold on Dusk’s cheeks flushed with a shimmer as he watched everyone with his intensely blue eyes. “In my dream-state, I saw my destiny. I saw what I must become, to fight my inner rage. I saw what I have to do, to take back what was stolen from my life and all the regrets I’ve had for not reclaiming it. It is time for me to step from the shadows. It is time… for me to reclaim my throne.”

	No one said anything as they all stared at Dusk. It was as if he’d dropped a crystal bomb on them, and yet, as everyone watched him with knowing eyes, Layla realized it was what everyone had seen coming someday. Dusk’s devastating wrath today proved it beyond a doubt – he was a Royal Crystal Dragon to be reckoned with now, and there was no hiding it anymore. But as Layla watched him, she heard Adrian voice the question that rose in her.

	“Do you mean re-take your Egyptian Crystal Clan homeland on the Nile?” Adrian spoke softly, watching Dusk with a deep intensity. “Or do you mean take the Crystal Dragon Kingship from Markus Ambrose in Prague?”

	“Taking my clan’s homeland back is where I have to start.” Dusk spoke softly, meeting Adrian’s gaze. “But if King Ambrose comes for me… I’m not backing down this time, Adrian.”

	As Dusk held Adrian’s gaze, Layla felt a deep rumble pass through the room. As powerful as Dusk’s tremors in Dragon-form, this one was smooth and controlled, heaving miles down beneath the earth like the bowels of hell, producing a deep unease as it rolled slowly through the hall. Layla had never felt Dusk do anything like it, and as the rumble passed, his eyes lit with diamond fire, burning a blue so hot Layla thought it might just melt the walls. Twining his fingers through Layla’s, he held her hand and she felt all that earth-shattering power core through her – enormously soft and subtle. Glancing over, Dusk was not home for a moment as his Dragon stared at Layla.

	And then he looked back to the group, and his gaze smote all eyes. 

	“I’m not running from my Crystal Dragon King anymore, no matter the cost.” Dusk spoke softly. “And I will never run from him again.”


CHAPTER 6 – DECISIONS
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In the Gaming Hall at Riad Rhakvir, the evening was tense, and it was just getting started. Seated beside Adrian in a gold Moroccan gown of shimmering silk chiffon accented by diamonds and gold beadwork, Layla gazed around at the assembled Desert Dragon clan, seeing wariness in all eyes as servers circulated bearing champagne. Adrian had popped his best tonight, a private-reserve Armand de Brignac Brut he’d had made just for the clan and only brought out on the most special occasions.

	Or for the deepest discussions.

	Sitting on his ornately-carved ebony chair writhing with Desert Dragons, up on the modest dais at the front of the hall, Adrian’s gaze held all eyes as he surveyed his people. Wearing a midnight blue tux with rounded black lapels and gold-diamond cufflinks to match Layla’s gown, he was effortlessly in-command as his deep aqua gaze swept the hall. Adrian ran the Desert Dragons of Morocco and the Mediterranean like a democracy, even though as Clan First he had the final say in any matter. He valued the opinions of his clan, and everyone got a vote in sensitive clan matters. 

	And so everyone was here tonight, or as many as could come on such short notice.

	People were getting settled on bright silk settees and rollback chairs in the hall as Layla watched, younger members and children claiming silk poufs on the floor. Fountains burbled all around as Adrian received a glass of champagne with a nod to the server, a younger clan member with silky black hair named Alina. Wearing a little black dress, Alina handed a glass to Layla with a smile as she held her etched silver tray perfectly level despite almost thirty glasses of champagne still occupying it. Alina was a waitress in Grenada in her normal life, and had recently gone through a bad breakup with a Storm Dragon boyfriend, thus moving in with the clan at Riad Rhakvir when Adrian had opened his doors at Yule. She smiled at Layla and Layla smiled back; she liked the sweet, tempestuous Spanish fireball, one of her first real friends in the clan. 

	Alina passed and Layla sipped her champagne, many clan members doing so as Adrian sipped his. Though the gaming hall with its pearl-inlaid tables of backgammon and chess was packed with people, a deep tension moved in the clan tonight. It caused a brisk wind of magic to sweep the room, stirring cobalt-tiled urns of palms and jasmine near the ornate lattice-carved room dividers. Watching his clan as everyone settled, Adrian held an unmistakeable air of authority. Extending his hand to Layla, he gave her a small smile as she took his fingers, his blue-green eyes deep. Swinging his gaze back to the assembly and seeing everyone was mostly comfortable on their settees now, Adrian at last raised his resonant baritone through the hall on a smooth flow of power, lifting it to every ear. 

	“Welcome, Desert Dragons of Morocco and the Mediterranean. Thank you for coming to this emergency clan meeting tonight. Since our origin, our clan has been egalitarian in its principles, and for those of you living among us now at our clan-home, I wish to reinforce those principles tonight. We have a dire discussion ahead of us, and I wish every voice to be heard that wants to speak. I will listen with an open mind before the issue is voted upon. The topic we discuss tonight is the concern of the First of the Crystal Dragons of Egypt, Dusk Arlohaim, living among us. He has shown incredible Royal Crystal Dragon power today and our clan has suffered. While I care deeply for my adopted brother, I also have a responsibility to you all. Let us begin the meeting. I open the floor to discussion.”

	Sitting back with his hand still holding Layla’s, Adrian’s piercing aqua gaze swept the hall. Though Layla was on Adrian’s left, Rachida sat at Adrian’s right as his Clan Second, Emir beside her, both watching the hall as closely as Adrian. Wearing a fresh ultra-black suit like earlier, Emir’s dark gaze was unreadable as he took in the clan, no champagne to hand. Lounging in a marine-blue beaded caftan gown tonight, Rachida was as alert as Emir was cool, her emerald gaze like a biting wind as it swept the room. 

	People fidgeted. No one wanted to start a discussion about the Clan First’s own adopted brother, who had been like a son to the clan for over a hundred years. But no one could ignore what Dusk was becoming, and though he wasn’t allowed at this meeting, Layla felt his absence in the hall like a hole in her chest. She knew Dusk was in the kitchen with Soukos, cooking tonight on Emir’s orders as penance for all the destruction he’d caused today. Dusk and Soukos’ handiwork was already being set up on a long series of side-tables that the clan would enjoy at their leisure later. 

	But Dusk’s position in the clan was on the line tonight, and everyone knew it.

	“The Crystal Dragon is becoming a liability, Adrian. I hate to be the first to say it, but it’s what we’re all thinking.” Speaking in a calm baritone, one of the older members of the clan finally began the discussion, a man of Roman descent with brush-cut sandy hair and deeply green eyes. He looked like a small, wiry Spartacus, sitting calmly on a purple settee with a nice white shirt open at the collar and his sleeves rolled up, dark blue jeans, and black oxfords. Emir’s second-in-command and Adrian’s Clan Fourth, his name was Aranio DiFiumici, a Royal Desert Dragon whose calm presence in the clan held clout. 

	His gaze settling to Aranio, Adrian gave a peaceable nod. “I am wondering the same thing, Aranio, otherwise I would not have called this meeting. Dusk is a force of nature; perhaps more than any of us here. He has spoken to me just tonight of his desire to re-open his clan home in Egypt, and I am of a mind to aid him in that endeavor.”

	“The Crystal Dragon just destroyed a tenth of your home, Adrian. Are you not going to punish him?” Another strong Royal named Justin René spoke up. A wealthy clan member from the Côte d’Azur in France, Justin flashed fierce green eyes in his arrogantly handsome face. Well-built and deeply tanned from a life on the beach, he gave Adrian hostile energy in a whirl of scalding wind as he shifted on a settee. Flashing a diamond platinum rolex as he adjusted the French cuff of his light grey suit, his posture told everyone what he didn’t mind displaying. 

	That he’d be Adrian’s challenger, if Adrian ever began to slip in his power base. 

	“And how would you suggest I do that?” Adrian gave Justin deceptively still energy back, like the sky before a storm. “As a Desert Dragon, I have no jurisdiction over Dusk. I cannot punish my adopted brother the way I might punish you for stepping out of line in the clan, Justin.”

	Adrian’s warning was not lost on anyone there. Justin prickled, a sensation like stinging ants biting Layla’s skin as his gaze flicked to her. “She’s the cause of all this.” He continued stubbornly. “Her and her witch-magic, driving our Clan First and the Royal Crystal Dragon insane.”

	Layla could practically feel the tension in the hall crank up ten notches as everyone blinked incredulously at Justin, then looked with bated breath to Adrian to see how their Clan First would handle the slur. Calling someone a witch in the Twilight Realm was essentially like calling them a human bastard, a person of minor magic who had no definitive place in either the Twilight Realm or the human world. They were half-breeds of Lineages, carrying only a fraction of magic from their ancient ancestors. 

	It was like calling someone retard in the human world – a definite no-no.

	“I am going to give you one chance to apologize to Layla, Justin, for your derogatory remark.” Adrian spoke softly, as his vibrant aqua gaze pinned Justin, burning into him like an oil-fire.

	“Or what?” Justin spoke arrogantly, spreading his hands over the back of his settee like he didn’t care, though he gave Adrian fierce eyes. “Would you challenge a lesser Dragon to a duel, my First, in the middle of a clan meeting?”

	Technically, a Clan First challenging a lesser member wasn’t done, but it was within Adrian’s rights to use magical force to put someone disobedient in their place. A clan meeting, however, was supposed to be a forum for all concerns to be heard, no matter how bold or insulting. Layla saw Adrian war with that knowledge as he flared hot to Layla’s touch. 

	“I don’t need your apology, Justin,” Adrian spoke with a small smile, “but Layla does. As per clan rules, she is welcome to pick a champion if she doesn’t wish to fight you personally over the insult – even a champion from a different Lineage. I know a certain Royal Crystal Dragon who would stand up for her, currently cooking in the kitchens. Under the circumstances, him being her champion could be very bad for you.”

	Layla watched the color drain from Justin’s face, before he flushed a deep crimson. Narrowing his eyes on Adrian, he finally gave an irate sigh before glancing to Layla. “Dragon Bind. Apologies. I retract my statement concerning witchcraft.”

	“Apology accepted.” Layla didn’t want to start a row right now when they were supposed to be having a peaceful discussion, but she let her flat gaze pin Justin nearly as hard as Adrian’s. She saw him hesitate as he watched her, before glancing resolutely away, done being an asshat for the moment as he was put in his place.

	“Though I disagree with Justin’s tone against our Clan First,” Rachida spoke up now, giving the Frenchman a chastising stare from her cultured elegance, “I do agree with the problem that has awakened here. Let’s say Dusk had stood as Layla’s champion in a fight. Because of his formidable strength and his current… tempestuousness… the potential is high for his Dragon getting out of control again. I love Dusk like a son, but I fear for the clan’s safety if he continues to stay here as his new power awakens. He needs other Crystal Dragons around him to help soothe his changes. Singing bowls were a stopgap measure, and we were all thankful your Bind was able to express Crystal-resonances today, Adrian, Layla. But what if it hadn’t?”

	Layla knew what Rachida was saying. Rachida loved Dusk, but in her hard green eyes was the woman who had survived countless battles and eons of strife to protect her clan. Like Emir, Rachida was infinitely practical, though she had the more expressive temperament. 

	“Today was a battle, and our wounds reflect it.” A petite woman spoke from the edge of the crowd, standing near the doors. Wearing a silky white v-neck shirt French-tucked into skinny jeans with gold strappy platform heels and a gold medallion belt, her exotic features were exquisitely Middle Eastern, a glossy black ponytail cascading down to her perky butt. Their First Healer, Yasmin Khoury hailed from Lebanon, a refugee in Adrian’s clan from the Desert Dragons of Saudi Arabia and the Middle East. Women healers weren’t allowed to practice in the Middle Eastern clan, and she had escaped to Morocco on pain of death from her First. Yasmin was the most talented doctor and magical healer Layla had ever met, and a lot of fun at parties. But she was sober now, her pale jade-green eyes fixed on Adrian as she stood in the doorway, fingertips tucked into the pockets of her skinny jeans.

	“Yasmin, thanks for taking a break from the wards,” Adrian nodded in her direction. “What’s your report on injuries?”

	“Twelve cases of magical exhaustion, recovering,” Yasmin spoke briskly, with a doctor’s swift professionalism. “Fifteen people with crushed or broken bones, all on the mend. Six cases of crystal-skewering. Not recovering.” She spoke more darkly now, holding Adrian’s gaze. “The wounds won’t close even when the injured shift. They’re resisting with some kind of crystalline powder coating the edges. I’ve called the Arizona Crystal Dragon clan healers, and they’ve given us a few tips on how to use singing bowls to shatter those crystals so the wounds will heal. It’s working, but very slowly. And those six individuals are in fucking awful pain.”

	“Casualties?” Adrian asked quietly, his gaze intense. 

	“None so far.” Yasmin returned just as intensely. “Though the amount of morphine I’m having to pump through those injured so they don’t scream their lungs out is insane.”

	“Keep going. Summon me if anyone becomes critical overnight.” Adrian held her gaze a moment longer, and Yasmin nodded. Swiping a falafel sandwich wrapped in warm pita from a tray on a table, she gave a casual flick of her long ponytail as she stalked out the doors, heading back to her wards.

	“Yasmin is a blessing to our clan,” an old white-haired man spoke as she departed, a fellow named Mehkar who had been in the clan for ages, and had no last name. “But against Crystal maladies we have few tools, my First. And Dusk seems to be an anomaly even among his own kind – is he not stronger than most Royals of his Lineage?”

	“He is.” Adrian spoke quietly, not about to bullshit his clan. “Vastly stronger.”

	“So let him be off to Egypt, then.” A woman spoke up, a curvaceous dark-eyed beauty with long waves of silky brown hair and a distinctly Italian accent. Wearing a crimson cocktail dress that fit her tall curves, she wore spiked blush heels and diamonds around her neck. Gorgeous as a Victoria’s Secret supermodel, Paloma Andretti hailed from the Desert Dragons of Rome, who had only recently joined the Mediterranean clan. A small but exquisitely wealthy clan, the Desert Dragons of Rome were proud, and Paloma would have been their First had her mother not negotiated a treaty with Adrian’s mother forty years ago. Paloma was still chafing at having had her position stripped from her, but she wasn’t strong enough to challenge Adrian, or at least hadn’t yet. Slowly working her way up the ranks, she had recently battled into the Clan Seventh position, and was eyeing a higher berth.

	“I really don’t see any problem,” Paloma continued pleasantly, smiling around the assembly now with her lovely dark eyes. “If Dusk wishes to re-start his clan in Egypt, let us wish him buon viaggio. There is no need for bad blood or tension. Dusk is becoming a powerful Royal and would take leadership of a powerful clan. Would it not be in our best interests to help him do so and then make friends with the Crystal Dragons of Egypt – one of the wealthiest clans who ever lived?”

	Clearly, Paloma had done her homework. But as Adrian’s gaze rested upon her, Layla felt his energy tighten. Paloma was a clever manipulator, and it showed as her dark eyes glittered, holding Adrian’s calmly. Heat sighed off her as she watched her First – the kind of heat Layla knew all about. Paloma’s glance flicked to Layla, and Layla saw a clever smile twitch her lips.

	Layla set her jaw as she gave Paloma cold eyes back. 

	No way was she going to get in Adrian’s pants, not if Layla had any say in it.

	“I would give Dusk all he asks,” Adrian returned, not responding to Paloma’s sexy heat. “As my adopted brother, he is precious to me, and his welfare is akin to the welfare of family. If he truly wishes to travel to Egypt and re-start his clan, I would support him. But I’m not inclined to simply push him out of Riad Rhakvir, if he wishes to remain here. This has been the only home Dusk has ever known.”

	“It will be the last home any of us will know if you allow him to stay.” The arrogant Justin rejoined the conversation, glancing at Paloma as the two shared an accord. “It was miraculous lives weren’t lost today, Adrian. Dusk needs to be with his own kind. Your father may have tried to do him a kindness by taking him in, but in doing so, he endangered the clan. Don’t tell me you can’t see that.”

	Adrian gave a hard sigh. Stroking Layla’s fingers as if for comfort, he turned to Justin again. “I can see it, Justin. Dusk will never cease maturing in his magic, and there are many people here who possess little Desert magic and could never protect themselves from him. As Clan First, I protect them. And though my magic is strong, even I failed to give Dusk what he needed today. Only Layla could.”

	Adrian’s gaze rested upon Layla, and she felt the weight in it, the sadness. Adrian knew Dusk didn’t belong with the Desert Dragons anymore, but the problem was that Dusk didn’t belong anywhere at the moment. His power was too unbalanced after his first full shift to return to the Hotel, but it was far too dangerous to stay here and threaten Adrian’s clan. Layla watched Adrian close his eyes a long moment, but when he opened them, they were clear.

	“It’s time to vote. Either we allow Dusk to remain here in residence at Riad Rhakvir… or we help him return to Egypt and re-start his clan. I would have amnesty in either decision, and if we vote to return Dusk to Egypt, I will see that it is done personally. All in favor of allowing Dusk to remain in his childhood home of Riad Rhakvir, here among our clan?”

	A few hands went up, but only Desert Dragons that Layla knew were friends of Dusk’s personally. Adrian looked stricken as he glanced around the hall and saw how little the clan wished Dusk to stay among them. “Thank you. And now, all in favor of helping Dusk return to Egypt, and maintaining a good relationship with the new Egyptian Crystal Dragon clan as he re-establishes it?”

	A wave of hands went up in the hall; the vast majority. With a deep inhalation and a nod, Adrian acknowledged the vote. As he glanced to Layla, she saw his heartbreak, though his decision was made. Adrian was a good Clan First, and protecting his people meant not having a raging Royal Crystal Dragon opening up to insane power in their midst. Layla saw his gaze drift past her to a group of children seated on a turquoise ottoman. They were from the most recent group-hatch only seven years ago, and Layla saw Adrian’s decision firm as he took in their small faces and big eyes.

	As she watched him, Layla saw a flicker of memory surface through their Bind. Adrian had been like those children once, tender and innocent, watching his parents smash their way through the palace fighting each other in Dragon-form like savages in their rage. He didn’t want to subject any more innocents to that kind of violence in the place that was supposed to shelter them.

	Or give them the scars it left behind.

	“My decision as Clan First is made.” Adrian spoke at last, looking back to the hall with his piercing aqua gaze as his hot spiced winds moved through the evening. “Dusk will return to Egypt. And I will go with him, to make sure he settles in. We will leave in three day’s time.”

	The weight of his pronouncement moved through the gaming hall as everyone shifted in their seats, watching their First. As Rachida’s pained gaze found hers, Layla felt how much this was going to break their family up, and she watched as Emir reached out, quietly taking Rachida’s hand. They held hands, and for the first time Layla realized Emir was more than just a good Battle-Lord. He was compassionate in his stern way, and as his gaze found Layla’s, he gave her a solid nod, though something in his dark eyes was both tired and sad. 

	Rising, Adrian extended a hand to Layla and she claimed it, coming to stand at his side. She didn’t have an official position in the clan yet, but it was common knowledge she was Adrian’s mate and a Royal Dragon Bind, which gave her the ability to be at his side in clan matters. It didn’t give her clout, though, and as Layla gazed around, she saw a number of hostile gazes upon her – some of Adrian’s opponents thinking Layla was nearly as much a liability as Dusk, though that had not been on the agenda tonight.

	“Be merry of heart,” Adrian spoke in his smooth baritone as he surveyed the hall. “None have perished this day, and the might of our clan has prevailed in a dire situation. I would like to personally thank our Wind-Warders for holding such a strong barrier for so long, and also give thanks to those who played the singing bowls today. To the healers who are still working, let my words be known – you are the heart of our clan, and we cherish you. To those who protected the younglings today – you saved our future from harm. Know that I am sad for the news I must now deliver, but I am glad we stood strong today. You are all my brothers and sisters, and I would weep if I lost any one of you. Drink well tonight, eat and make merry, and let the air clear. We will address cleanup of the palace tomorrow, but tonight, let us celebrate being alive.”

	It was well spoken. Layla saw faces glow to hear their Clan First give such a touching speech on such a hard day. A refreshing wind swirled through the hall now, making candles in the lanterns flutter. It began to clear the air, and as it did, Adrian turned. Escorting Layla from the hall, he didn’t head to the kitchens yet, but took Layla out to the gardens. 

	And though everyone else was calming, Adrian wasn’t. Stepping to a waterfall of tiered ponds surrounded by palms and jasmine in the nighttime gardens, Adrian’s energy whirled as he gripped his hands into the alabaster stone rim of the pool. As he dug his fingers in, water washing over them, Layla saw steam curl up from Adrian’s hands. But when even that relief wasn’t enough for his frustration and fury, Adrian kicked off his shoes and strode into the fountain barefoot. Shucking his jacket, he tossed it aside in the bushes, then flopped down to a seat right in the shallow water.

	Bracing his elbows on his knees, he curried his hands though his cropped back hair – over and over and over.	


CHAPTER 7 – LEAVING
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Kicking off her high heels, Layla stepped into the pool with Adrian. Sitting in the water of the shallow tiered fountain, she didn’t care about ruining her silk gown as she cuddled close to him. Pressing a hand to his, she stopped his restless currying of his hair before he pulled it all out. Glancing up, Adrian stared out over the moonlit gardens. A tear rolled down his cheek from his vibrant aqua eyes, then another. Closing his eyes, his straight black brows drew into a tight frown as he sighed hard.

	“Sometimes I hate being a Clan First the way I am, running a pseudo-democracy.” Adrian spoke softly. “And now I have to go banish my brother from his home. Fuck, fuck, fuck.”

	“That you listen to your people’s concerns is a good thing, Adrian,” Layla spoke, smoothing a hand over his back. “And you know Dusk considers the Paris Hotel more of a home than Morocco.”

	“I know.” Adrian sighed, still staring out at the gardens as big white moths and luminous fireflies floated by beneath the palm trees, weaving through the jasmine vines. “But still, it feels like I’m casting him away.”

	“You’re not casting me away, Adrian. I know the choice I made.” Moving into view along one alabaster stone path in the moonlight, Dusk rounded a planter of palms as if summoned by their conversation. Walking towards the fountain in his jeans and t-shirt, he kicked off his shoes and stepped over the rim of the basin to sit in the pool with Layla and Adrian. As he settled he gave a wry chuckle, containing a soothing rumble for them all as he reached out and gripped Adrian’s shoulder. 

	“You heard the decision?” Adrian spoke, watching Dusk.

	“I heard. Rachida told me.” Dusk responded gently, holding Adrian’s gaze. “Guess I’m going to Egypt after all.”

	“Dusk, I—” Adrian began, but Dusk stopped him with a shake to his shoulder.

	“I don’t want to hear it, Adrian.” Dusk smiled wryly as he spoke. “You made a decision and it’s a good one for your clan. Rachida agrees, Emir agrees, and I agree also. Besides, I made my choice the moment I unleashed my Dragon at Yule. There was no way my life wouldn’t completely change once I unleashed my beast, and I’ve made peace with it. I’m sad to be leaving Riad Rhakvir… and perhaps not even returning to the Paris Hotel… but there are some things in life a man must do. Egypt is calling me, deep in my bones. I felt it the entire time I was in stasis, and now I know it won’t ever let me go.”

	Adrian nodded at Dusk’s words, though he was still being hard on himself, Layla could feel it. Dusk, however, had embraced his situation. His sapphire eyes were luminous as they reflected the moonlight. Layla could see the change in him even in the semi-dark, as fractals of gold shimmered at the edge of his high cheeks, his skin seeming to shine beneath the moon. It was lovely, like watching a crystal glimmer with phosphorescence in the deep places of the world. Glancing over as if he could feel her regard, Dusk lifted a dark eyebrow, something almost dangerous in how sexy he was now that his Dragon was finally unleashed. 

	It was compelling, and Layla shivered, but not from fear.

	“Crystal Dragons are rooted to the place they were born, more than almost any other Lineage,” Adrian mused as he gave a sad half-smile in the darkness. “Though part of me knows that about you, I just don’t feel it in my heart.”

	“That’s because you’re a Desert Dragon,” Dusk chuckled as he scooted over in the pool to sit right beside Adrian, all three of them watching the moon now above the Riad. “You go where the winds blow you, Adrian, you always have. Your people are natural nomads – mine aren’t. Crystal Dragons don’t even take each other’s territory when they kill another clan off. They’ll steal wealth and mates and bring it all home as spoils and hide the greater part of it deep beneath the earth… but most of us never wander far from the rock where we first bedded as an infant. The vibration of our homeland is imprinted, quite literally, in our bones.”

	“If you want to re-start your clan,” Layla took up the conversation, curious, “how do you convince Crystal Dragons from other clans to join you in Egypt, if they’re rooted to their own homelands?”

	“I send out a pulse.” Dusk spoke, something in his gaze dire as he looked over and met Layla’s. “Those who feel my pulse will come. My magic will re-imprint theirs with the vibration of my homeland, rather than theirs. They might resist it for a time, but eventually, they’ll come to Egypt.” 

	“Won’t your Crystal Dragon King Markus Ambrose feel that?” Layla asked again, something twisting deep in her gut.

	“Most likely.” Dusk held her gaze quietly. “He doesn’t miss much, energetically speaking. I’m sure he felt it when I shifted at Chartres, and again here when I woke from stasis – probably the entire battle today. His dreams are far more alert than mine; he feels the vibrations of his people half a world away, if they’re big enough disturbances. And now… I’m definitely making waves.”

	“What will you do if Markus calls you to the Czech Republic, to his palace in Prague?” Adrian asked, watching Dusk intently.

	“I’ll go.” Regarding them both beneath the high desert moon, Dusk’s gaze was viciously fierce in a way Layla had never seen. She saw the power in him now, the real power shining through the affable personality he’d built all his life. Dusk had been a lover his entire adulthood because he couldn’t be a fighter; not with the threat of his King constantly breathing down his neck. But now the fighter in him was coming to the forefront, glowing in his luminous sapphire eyes beneath the high desert moon. But even as his Dragon showed its vicious calm, Layla still saw the lover in him. Dusk would never let that go – a deep part of him that had survived every other trial in his life.

	Or so Layla hoped.

	“What about the Bind?” She asked. “Where does that leave us, if you get summoned to Prague?”

	“I don’t know, Layla.” Dusk’s gaze shifted to her. “I don’t know anything concrete, really. I want to be a part of the Bind; to be with you and Adrian and still help in our aims against Hunter. But… I need to do this. I hope you would support me if King Markus ever sent for me.”

	“Of course.” Layla knit her brows, her heart reaching out to him as she reached across Adrian, taking Dusk’s hand. “You know I would never leave you to face your King alone.”

	“No matter what happens, you’re not doing any of it alone.” Adrian spoke also, watching his adopted brother with a fiercely loving gaze as he gripped Dusk and Layla’s hands in his. “I’m not leaving Egypt until I’m certain you’re settled-in, I hope you know that. Whether or not King Markus summons you. And if he does summon you… we are going to do everything we can to get you through that. Alive.” 

	“I know.” Dusk chuckled, squeezing Adrian’s hand. “You’re just as stubborn as I am and I know you wouldn’t have it any other way, Adrian. Actually, I would love it if you both accompanied me home to the Crystal Plateau in Egypt, my clan’s ancient citadel near Luxor. It’s… something I fear. Returning back there. Even as much as I feel called to go.”

	“Why?” Layla asked, feeling complete touching both her bound mates in the night, though the conversation was still intense. “Is it because your home is empty now?”

	“It’s because it’s still full.” Dusk spoke quietly as his fingers stroked hers. “The battle between my clan and the Tunisians was never cleaned up, Layla. There was no one left to do it. I’ve heard through the grapevine that King Markus never sent anyone in to clean up the dead either, because he believes a curse lies on the Crystal Plateau now. He’s tried to tunnel into the Thin Ways that connect to my home, but he’s not been able to. No one can. Those who try to tunnel into my people’s ancient citadel and its wealth… end up dead. Badly. Like Indiana Jones-style dead.”

	“Shit.” Layla breathed, though Adrian didn’t react, as if he knew the story already. “So your entire clan is still there? Their bones are still on the battlefield?”

	“And the Tunisians.” Dusk spoke with a nod. “Their bones are probably fully crystallized by now, but still. I’m not certain what energy I’ll find when I arrive. And it keeps me up at night.”

	“Crystal Dragons tend to linger in the earth they die on,” Adrian supplied softly, glancing to Layla. “Their spirits and magic don’t precisely move on until their bones are either returned to the earth or used to make something new.”

	“Make something new?” Layla blinked and frowned. “What do you mean?”

	“We can use the bones of our dead to make new places,” Dusk smiled softly. “A temple, a bathhouse, even an entire city if there are enough dead. Many of the anomalous places in the world were created from a Crystal Dragon charnel-pile, because we’re one of the few shape-shifting Lineages that don’t shift back into human when we die. Our Dragon-bones are enormous and become crystallized in death, like granite or purer gemstones. Ever wonder where the black granite came from that’s inside the pyramids and makes up a number of monoliths around Egypt?”

	“It’s Crystal Dragon bones.” Layla spoke wonderingly, amazed. 

	“It is.” Dusk gave a quiet nod. “A lot of granite in the human world does actually come from normal quarries, but some of it – and most of it in the Twilight Realm – is from Crystal Dragon dead, their bones resurrected into buildings and monoliths. Those Dragons were laid to rest by their kin. My kin haven’t been laid to rest yet. And it worries me… that they might be angry.”

	“With you or with your King, for not putting them to rest?” Layla spoke, feeling like it was King Markus’ responsibility to take care of his people’s dead, rather than put that on a six-year-old survivor of an inter-clan war.

	“With everyone.” Dusk spoke knowingly back. “Ghost stories don’t just exist in the human world, Layla, we have them here in the Twilight Realm, too. And Crystal Dragon ghost stories are some of the scariest. We learned early on to respect our dead. Because if we didn’t – they had a tendency to come after us. And everyone we love.”

	A breeze stirred the night, fluttering palm fronds high above, and Layla shivered. Thinking about ghosts haunting Dusk’s homeland was not helping her feel any better with how fast everything was changing, and how different their lives would soon be. Burbling softly all around them in the moonlit darkness, the fountain’s water felt chill to Layla now rather than warm. She didn’t know if it was just the desert night cooling off or if it was fear at everything they might soon face once they set out to call Dusk’s clan back together. But she felt the first stirrings of a black pit deep inside her, something she hadn’t felt since she’d bound Rhennic at Yule. Rhennic’s bright, steady energy in their Bind kept her dark void-emptiness mostly at bay now, but as a black energy stirred inside her at everything Dusk had said tonight, Layla shivered again.

	Putting an arm around her, Adrian glanced over. “I think it’s time we got out of the wet. Anybody up for a nightcap in my rooms where we can get dry and discuss this further? I don’t think I’ll be heading back to the clan party, all things considered.”

	“I could use a drink. Maybe some dinner, too. I didn’t get a lot in the kitchens earlier.” Pushing up to standing, Dusk held out a hand to help Layla up as Adrian rose and boosted her from behind. Their sudden combined efforts ended up launching Layla into Dusk’s solid body as she came up out of the shallow water of the fountain. Dusk caught her to his firm chest with a masculine strength, and the suddenness of being pressed up against all that hard, sexy muscle suddenly made Layla’s energy do a quick one-eighty – flaring her Dragon’s heat and banishing the black void of worry inside her. 

	It was like a furious roil of wildfire pouring through her veins and Layla gasped, having not felt her Dragon come so fiercely to attention in a while. As Dusk pulled her close, gripping her around the waist with his solid, warm hands and pressing her to his deliciously wet jeans and thin t-shirt, he growled in a sub-basso roll that rumbled all the way through her.

	“Layla…” Dusk breathed at her lips with a slow, dark pleasure as he nuzzled her nose. “I can feel your Dragon rioting all through me. How can this conversation possibly make you think about sex right now?”

	“It’s been a while.” Layla breathed back, shaking now from the tremendous energy her drakaina was pouring through her, gold and bright and hot with passion – unconsummated for months while Dusk was in stasis. She wasn’t cold anymore in her sodden gown, but blistering as curls of steam rose up off her skin in the night. “You were in your sarcophagus a long while, remember?”

	“Your energy is spilling out all over the place, Layla,” Adrian agreed with a hot growl as he stepped close to her back, caressing his soft lips over her neck and inhaling her spiced bourbon-orange scent as his arms wound around her from behind. As the Bind flared between them all from Layla’s eros, it wasn’t just Dusk responding to the Bind’s passion, but Adrian also. “God, it’s like you never bound Reginald… fuck, that’s good…”

	“Blame Dusk.” Layla gasped as she was flooded with sensual heat from both her men, holding her close in the waters of the fountain. Caught between them, she could feel their drake’s energies surging through her now like molten wind and smelted diamonds. “He’s got… more pheromones or something since his stasis. I can’t… my drakaina isn’t… I mean, I’m not exactly thinking straight here.” 

	“Maybe we should move inside?” Dusk gave a sexy growl as he massaged his hands into Layla’s waist, glancing over her to Adrian. “Talk this out?”

	“I think that’s a good idea.” Adrian spoke hotly as his lips grazed Layla’s neck again, though she felt him trying to wrangle his Dragon back so they could all think straight about the situation. “Let’s stop by the kitchens to get some dinner before heading to my rooms. Maybe some coffee and a bite to eat will help us settle so we can continue this discussion about Egypt and figure out how to best go about it.”

	“What about the clan, Adrian?” Dusk frowned, though something in him was still decadently alert with the hot tension rioting from Layla, a sub-basso rumble trickling off his body and shuddering the pool as if he couldn’t quite contain his Dragon’s arousal. 

	“They can entertain themselves tonight.” Adrian spoke firmly, as Layla felt him working hard to plan their next move. “This takes precedence. There’s no way we’re sending you to Egypt without fully talking all this through and coming up with a game plan. Come on. Let’s get out of these wet clothes and have a bite to eat, and we’ll take it from there.”

	But as Adrian kissed Layla’s neck, taking her hand and leading her out of the pool, his energy rioted in a wave of hot jasmine-musk scent, surging all around her with a delicious sensation of coils and barbs. Layla swayed, and behind her now, Dusk caught her, the deep passion between her and Dusk stretching like hot, sensual candy as he growled into her neck. 

	Layla’s eyelashes fluttered; her knees buckled and she couldn’t stand. Stepping back into the pool, Adrian gripped her waist and lifted her up over the rim of the fountain, pulling her close to his body as Dusk slowly let her go. Layla could feel Dusk and Adrian’s magics both coiling around her, the energy of one subtly contesting the energy of the other. But where once they might have fought over her, it was different tonight, as if Layla’s heat and their response was creating a sexy game between them all. 

	A game of hot, delicious passion – as if both were eager to have her, at the same time. 

	Corralled close to Adrian, Layla opened her eyes, watching Dusk step gracefully out of the pool. Passion burned in Dusk’s eyes, making their sapphire a bright white-blue beneath the moon. The danger lurking behind them now as his Dragon watched her was fucking sexy as hell. Layla couldn’t get a breath as Adrian held her, his lips warm by her ear as her gaze was pinned to Dusk’s. 

	Dusk gave a sub-basso chuckle as he stepped from the pool, hot murder in his eyes. Layla could almost feel the dark, viciously sexy thoughts he was thinking, thoughts influenced by the danger of his Dragon. As she let Adrian pull her away, back to the kitchens with Dusk following, she could still feel heat rioting between them all as Adrian and Dusk’s energies subtly fought over her, trapping her between their coils. 

	As they stepped through the vaulted ingress of the kitchens, they saw Soukos cleaning up alone. The young Greek glanced up as they entered and a hot flush immediately took his caramel cheeks, feeling the energy surging between Layla and her men. He shuddered from head to heels as their trio stepped into the kitchen, Dusk heading to a spread of leftovers on the side-board and starting to assemble a big silver tray of food and drink.

	“My First…!” Soukos’ voice was breathy as he gazed at them all with rapturous eyes, a deep need trembling his entire body. The young man actually licked his lips, his gaze riveted to their trio. Layla knew her Bind-passion could be felt by others; months ago it had been a problem at the Red Letter Hotel Paris before she had bound her Royal Siren Reginald Durant. But now, it was as if the Bind was just as potent as it had been then, surging and twisting, hot and delicious with a smelted golden coil through Layla and her lovers.

	And Soukos wanted it. Stepping forward shakily as if compelled, he exhaled a shuddering breath, his dark brown eyes burning with heat.

	“Do you need anything, my First? Layla?” He spoke, his gaze deeply hot as it moved to Adrian, then Layla, then Dusk. As he stared at Dusk with obvious entrancement, it hit Layla suddenly that Soukos was bisexual. Dusk lifted a smoldering eyebrow at the Greek, though he kept gathering foodstuffs for their trio onto two big silver trays.  

	“No Soukos.” Adrian gave the young man a smile, shaking his head. “We’re just grabbing a bite of dinner and heading back to my rooms for the night.”

	“I could deliver it for you, give you all the best bites…” The way the young Greek said it made Layla shiver, and as the young man stared at Adrian, then Dusk, practically trembling for both men to take him six ways to sundown, Layla knew something was different about their Bind tonight.

	Very different, since Dusk had come into his full Dragon-power.

	“We’ve got everything we need, thank you.” Adrian spoke kindly but firmly as Dusk finished piling the trays. Tucking bottles of champagne under his arm, Dusk nodded at Layla to pick up a silver Moroccan coffee pot with three glasses. She did, trying to focus on not dropping anything in her heightened erotic state. The temperature of the Bind scorched between them, even as everyone focused on getting what they needed while Soukos looked on, basically frozen with desire. 

	“Soukos. As you were.” Adrian spoke, nodding the young man back to his dishwashing. 

	Soukos shuddered, blinking his dark lashes as if coming out of a trance. He took a deep breath, then gave a small bow to Adrian. “My First. Please excuse me.”

	As Soukos turned back to his dishes, Adrian nodded his chin at the door. And as Layla took up the coffee pot and exited the kitchen first, still feeling the subtly-fighting passions of her Bound men coiling all around her, she wondered just what kind of conversation they might be in for tonight.

	Maybe all night long.


CHAPTER 8 – LOVE
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Having gathered everything they needed from the kitchens, Layla and her men departed down the adjacent hall back to Adrian’s rooms. Though she could hear raucous talk and music in the Gaming Hall now, this wing of royal suites was empty, only Emir and Rachida having rooms down this corridor other than Adrian, Layla, and Dusk. Moving far down the ornately tiled Moroccan hall of vaulted arches and filigreed stone to one of the last rooms on the left, Adrian opened a set of tall ebony double-doors, ushering everyone in. 

	Stepping inside Adrian’s suite, Layla felt instant relief. Like a low-level hum inside her body, she could generally feel the passions of everyone within a thousand-foot radius with her Bind-magic. But it ceased humming with the imprints of everyone else in the palace as Adrian locked the ebony doors. Adrian had had this suite magically insulated after he’d taken it for his quarters, and the way all vibrations suddenly ceased as Layla walked in was a blessing. Dusk looked similarly relieved, and heaved a sigh as he moved towards Adrian’s breakfast table with his big silver tray of food and drink.

	But as if the cutting-off of outside energy made the connection between the three of them ratchet up a hundredfold, the hunger of Layla’s Bind-energy for her two men was suddenly screaming. It hit her so hard and fast she actually sank into the nearest chair, re-learning how to breathe as her Dragon scalded her veins with wave after wave of eros. It was as delicious as it was disorienting, and as her head spun, Layla heard Dusk grunt like he’d been punched. Staggering to set a hand to the wall, Dusk barely got his silver tray onto a nearby table before he dropped it. Adrian had made it to his breakfasting table, but stumbled against it – and did drop his tray with a hard clatter, scattering dishes upon the table as they jumped the tray’s boundaries. 

	All three looked up at the same moment, meeting each other’s gazes. As they did, a hot spike of golden energy went racing between them. Though Layla could barely keep from falling out of her chair, she felt something open between Adrian and Dusk as that energy raged. As she watched, a mirage of energy shivered the air, flashing like smelted golden diamond-fire between the two men before it was gone. 

	With a blink, Layla knew what she had seen. The Bind was trying to make a new connection – directly between Adrian and Dusk.

	“What the hell?” Layla’s lips fell open as she watched that gold dissipate. She saw Dusk and Adrian stare at the place it had been also, their eyes wide. Inhaling a deep breath as she gazed from one man to the other, Layla suddenly understood something was happening between them, but didn’t know what it was. 

	“Adrian… Dusk…” She spoke softly, looking to them both. “What is going on?”

	“Power-up.” Dusk breathed hard, though he wasn’t looking at Layla. His gaze was pinned to Adrian, who had straightened now at the table as he let out a long, slow breath.

	“Shit.” Adrian growled, rubbing his chest as if it hurt from whatever had just happened. As Layla watched, Adrian held a hand out palm-first toward Dusk. As if the two were twins, Dusk extended a palm out toward Adrian. It almost looked like an Egyptian tableau on a temple wall as they stood there a moment, paused. Suddenly, a diaphanous curl of smelted diamond-fire simmered into the air between them. Stronger than before, a flash of fire-bright color went flowing through Dusk’s scales and hair as Adrian’s eyes changed also, so fast Layla might have missed it had she not been looking right at him. But all of a sudden, Adrian’s eyes swirled into Dusk’s perfectly clear, sapphire blue color.

	Before the mirage of power disappeared between them.

	“What in the actual fuck?” Layla asked with awe as she watched. Holding each other’s eye contact, her men lowered their palms, clearly understanding something important she wasn’t party to. Dusk’s blue gaze flicked to Layla, then returned to Adrian. Both hesitated, as if neither exactly wanted to talk about whatever was happening. 

	At last, Dusk gave a nod, and Adrian glanced to Layla.

	“Layla. You know how I told you Dusk and I fought over a woman back in our early twenties, and it drove us apart for decades?” Adrian spoke with a tired sigh. Pulling out a chair at the table and angling it so he faced both her and Dusk, he sat heavily. 

	“Yeah?” Layla frowned, confused at where this was going.

	“I lied. And Dusk lied about it, too.” Adrian spoke carefully, as if expecting wrath from Layla. “In fact, we lied to everyone in our lives about that summer in Julis. And everything that occurred afterwards.”

	“What do you mean?” Layla asked, feeling unease to hear about another of Adrian’s lies, which she thought they were past now with how much they had opened up to each other recently. 

	“Adrian means that he and I share a lot, and have ever since we were very young.” Dusk spoke quietly as he came to the table also, pulling out a chair and joining them. “In our childhood, we fought as brothers, but also supported each other. In our teens, we fought over women, but also shared them. He and I have shared a woman between us numerous times. But one summer when we were both in Julis, sharing a French Storm Dragon woman named Emilie Garnier in a wild three months of sex, hedonism, and general debauchery, something happened.”

	“You two have been a threesome?” Layla’s mouth dropped open; she couldn’t help it. 

	Dusk and Adrian exchanged a glance, but it was Dusk who answered. “With a woman between us, Layla. Not together. I’m bisexual, but Adrian’s not.”

	Layla felt a long pause stretch between Adrian and Dusk. She sat very still, suddenly wondering if they were going to fight as that simmering fire-bright tension suddenly swirled through the air between them again. It was contentious and pleasurable all at once, as if their Dragons fought to create a dark-bright heat between them, sexual and powerful. As Layla watched, that fire-diamond energy manifested between them again, though it was only a flicker this time. 

	The tension suddenly reminded Layla of the time Adrian had discovered her and Dusk at the crystal bath-house at the Red Letter Hotel Paris. That night, they’d almost had a threesome, but it had gone horribly wrong when they’d discovered Sylvania Eroganis’ body in Adrian’s bed. Even though the three of them had shared a bed together for closeness since then, they’d never come back around to the threesome idea. But as they sat now with that strange power rioting between them, Layla was about to speak, when Adrian got to it first.

	“Our first lovemaking with Emilie began just like our threesomes with others.” Adrian’s gaze held no bullshit as he glanced to Layla from where he’d settled at the table. “It was the Victorian Era in the Twilight Realm, and every night was a party in the city of Julis. Drugs, absinthe, dancing, much like it was at the time in Paris also. Dusk and I have always been competitive, and we both became intrigued with Emilie. Wooing her started like all the rest, as a game where we tried to out-compete each other for her attention. But what we really enjoyed, was competing in the bedroom.” 

	“But that’s when things got… complicated.” Dusk spoke, and he and Adrian exchanged a glance.

	“What do you mean complicated?”  Layla blew out a slow breath as her world reeled, though she was trying to handle it. It was basically her wet dream to have both Adrian and Dusk at the same time, and Layla tried to still her Dragon’s hot surge of passion as she waited, knowing there was more to the story.

	“That night, when the three of us were… going at it for the first time,” Dusk took up the narrative, “I started to refract with light and pulse with incredible vibrations. Nothing like it had ever happened to me before, and it was like an aphrodisiac in the bedroom. You’ve felt my refractions, Layla, when you and I are together, but this was when it started. My vibrations went wild, and it pushed us all into an orgiastic state – and suddenly, in that crazy overwhelm of pleasure, Adrian’s and my magic skipped Emilie completely and began… well, twining together for lack of a better word.” 

	“It was good, Layla,” Adrian spoke quietly as he continued the story. “And it was so good, that Dusk, Emilie, and I fell into it again the next night, and the next. It was like an extra dimension to our magics that Dusk and I never knew we had. As Dusk’s power increased from it, so did mine – a lot. Though it was like fighting in the bedroom, our Drakes increased each other’s power exponentially, and it’s why both of us were able to gain so much power in our magics so young. Strange phenomena began to happen between us, like what you just witnessed. Coils of power forming; cascades of fire-diamonds bursting across the room. Before we ever had a Bind between us, we had… our own Bind, I guess. Even though neither of us has ever exhibited Bind powers before or since.”

	“You two had a Bind back in your twenties? Long before I was born?” Layla’s lips were still open in shock.

	“Of a kind.” Adrian spoke quietly, holding Layla’s gaze before his eyes shifted back to Dusk. “We weren’t certain that’s what it was, as it didn’t match stories of Binds. But magic can mutate, Layla, and both Dusk and I are Royals with strangely strong abilities. We were experimenting with what was happening, living night after night of passion unlike anything either of us had ever felt, until late one night, we got a visitor. A friend of my mother’s in King Markus Ambrose’s court in Prague, a Crystal Dragon named Marlise Czerny came to us with a dire warning. That King Markus was feeling our new ability in his dreams at night – every night. Feeling Dusk, specifically. Because of our trysts and the strange power it was producing, Dusk had suddenly been moved up from a long list of possible threats to a very short one – whose names were being crossed off as King Markus invited them to court.”

	“King Markus’ most wanted list.” Layla spoke softly, understanding. “Crystal Dragons he saw as threats to his rule.”

	“Understandably, it terrified us.” Dusk continued, glancing to Adrian. “We took Marlise’s warning to heart and ceased our experimentation that same night. And have been careful to remain predominantly apart ever since.”

	Layla blinked hard, finally seeing what had happened long ago. “You broke up your magical Bind, to protect Dusk from getting a summons to King Markus Ambrose’s palace. The one-way ticket.”

	“We did.” Adrian spoke, pausing as he looked to Dusk, his Mediterranean-blue eyes bright with gold though they were clear. “The story we told everyone was a lie, that we had fought over Emilie and it was our fight that had split us apart. We couldn’t tell anyone the truth about the resonance that had begun between us. And we couldn’t stay together, it was too dangerous for Dusk. I took off around the world, while Dusk remained in Julis. But there were… consequences to breaking apart that budding magic.”

	“Consequences?” Layla lifted an eyebrow, glancing to Dusk.

	“I went into magical withdrawal when Adrian left,” Dusk spoke darkly, watching Layla. “Something about me having such an immense ability awaken, then be interrupted caused a vicious magical illness in me, like heroin withdrawal times a thousand. It was only because I went to see Sylvania Eroganis at the Paris Hotel that I found my solution. Sylvania found the energy of my new magic was devouring me from the inside out and needed to be expressed, sexually. Numerous times a day, with as many partners as I could give it. And so began my career at the Red Letter Hotel – where I’ve had to be ever since, to keep my magic sated enough to save my life. And keep me off the watch list of my King.”

	A wave of knowing rolled through Layla as she glanced from one man to the other. “So you began your career in Concierge Services because you needed sex constantly, and had to remain where it was easily obtainable. And once the dust settled, Adrian bought his way into the Hotel and became Hotel Head so he could be close to you. Adrian, you feel guilty that Dusk had to remain permanently at the Hotel to calm his magic – because of you. That’s what this is really about. Why you feel you owe him.”

	“We had been rash, Layla, experimenting so heavily with a power we didn’t understand. And when I left, even though we’d agreed upon it, my leaving almost killed Dusk.” Adrian nodded, his face grave. “It confined him to the Paris Hotel for decades. Though I had my own problems from our experiment. I wasn’t able to visage-shift prior to that summer, but when I left… I couldn’t get control of my body’s sudden, uncontrollable shifts unless I changed it to become someone new every few days.” 

	“Which didn’t end until you both met me.” Layla blinked, seeing the entire pattern. “Until I Bound you both. Dusk, you still needed multiple partners every day, to keep from getting sick. And Adrian, you still needed to be alter-egos constantly, to stop your body from spontaneously shifting. Until both your powers had somewhere to go through our Bind… they had to be discharged.”

	“Don’t get me wrong,” Dusk spoke as he watched Layla. “I love sex, Layla. But do you think I would naturally choose to have such an obscene number of partners? Or do you think Adrian would have chosen to be so many alter-egos constantly?”

	“Wow.” Layla couldn’t even say more, her head was spinning so hard. “You two are Binds.”

	“I don’t think we are,” Adrian spoke quietly, “but we can manifest something unique between the two of us, yes. And you are augmenting that phenomenon, waking it up, Layla. By being the third between us, bringing us back together and also a Bind for real… our magics are re-discovering what they could once do.”

	“Big time.” Dusk breathed, and it came with a shudder as his gaze pinned Adrian’s. 

	“So what does it all mean?” Layla asked, glancing from one man to the other.

	“It means Dusk and I already know we can create something unique out of our combined magics,” Adrian looked back to her, “we just don’t know the extent of it yet. Combined with you, Reginald, and Rhennic, with Dusk’s and my intensely dominant drakes fighting each other and the other men bound to you – neither he nor I have any idea how big this could get.”

	“And if it gets big,” Dusk spoke softly, “King Markus notices.”

	“And if King Markus notices and kills Dusk,” Adrian continued, “our Bind breaks. Maybe leaving the rest of us mad, maybe dead. Maybe some other combination we don’t want to have any part of.”

	“Like what happened to Hunter when his Bind broke.” Layla finished with a black sensation in her gut. “So you’re worried that if Dusk goes to Egypt, all of this will fall like Dominoes.”

	“Yes.” Adrian’s gaze was level with her, dire.

	“I’m going to Egypt, Adrian.” Dusk spoke softly, watching them both. “I’ve been running from King Markus a long time, hiding my true self. I don’t want to abandon either of you; I want my life at the Hotel to continue. But this feeling… I don’t know how I can possibly describe it to anyone who’s not a Crystal Dragon. I have to go home to Egypt. I have to call my clan. I have to.”

	Dusk’s words were firm with the determination of his Dragon, but even as he said them, Layla saw a bleak agony roil through his eyes. Layla felt his energy become jangled in a similar way to how he’d been at Yule prior to his shift. It made alarm rise inside her as she rose from the table. Seeing her get up, Dusk rose also. As Layla reached out, pulling him close, he gave a deep sigh, corralling her around the waist. Reaching up, Layla touched his face, searching his lovely blue eyes and seeing all the pain he’d been covering for years. 

	“You really don’t have any other choice, do you?” She spoke quietly. “This call is stronger than anything you’ve ever felt, isn’t it?”

	“Almost. Your Bind calls me nearly as hard.” Dusk spoke sweetly, impressing his point on Layla with a wry curl of lips. “But I’m at war inside, Layla. My saner mind says, what about the Crimson Circle and Hunter and my life at the Hotel and everything I’ve been building for years? But my instinct only says, Go home. Fight for Egypt.”

	“We’ll go.” Layla spoke, tracing the gold at his cheekbones with her fingertips. “If you need to go home, if you have no other choice, we’ll support you, Dusk. You know that.”

	“Thank you. I just… I hate that I’m putting us all in this position.” Closing his eyes and resting his forehead against hers, Dusk breathed a hard sigh as if the tension inside him would never ease. Rising also, Adrian stepped to them, but hesitated as he reached out to touch Dusk. Dusk turned his head, regarding Adrian with a complex look, and Layla wondered at their relationship. Their history was all coming home now as Dusk’s Dragon gave him no options – raising its brutal, uncompromising head in Dusk’s life. It was casting a monkey-wrench in everything Dusk and Adrian had built these past hundred years. 

	And everything they had avoided building.

	As Layla clasped Dusk’s hand, twining her fingers through his, he glanced back to her, a deep vulnerability in his gaze. But as Adrian tried to touch him, the power leapt between them once more. Adrian pulled his hand back as if he’d been shocked, his eyes wide as he gave a shaky exhalation.

	Dusk pulled back also, shaking his head. 

	“I can’t be here right now. I need to go. I’m sorry. Forgive me.”

	Turning towards the doors, Dusk couldn’t even meet Layla’s gaze as he departed, so much conflict warring within him. He ducked out so fast that Layla and Adrian were left blinking at each other in the sudden hush. Adrian’s brows had knit with a deep concern, but though he gave a hard sigh, his eyes were clear. Glancing at Layla, he gave a sad quirk of his lips. “Would you go after him, Layla? Dusk needs a friend right now… but I don’t think that friend is me.”

	“Of course.” Moving to Adrian, Layla gave him a sweet kiss, then sighed as she leaned into him, resting her forehead on his lips. “This is shitsnacks complicated, Batman.” 

	“I know what you mean.” Adrian sighed, his lips warm on her skin as he smiled sadly. “Dusk and I have shared so much over the years. Though we’re not romantically inclined, we have a certain… understanding in our warring opposition and brotherly love. It’s competitive and it’s like a fight in the bedroom when we have a woman between us. And it’s powerful.”

	“I can’t believe the two of you have been… what?” Layla shook her head. “I mean, what do you even call that?”

	“I have no clue.” Adrian smiled. Kissing her forehead again, Adrian lifted her chin to kiss her lips. When he pulled back, his eyes were intense with aqua-gold fire. “Go after him. Please. Give him support tonight. For both of us.”

	“Of course.” Drawing back, Layla held Adrian’s hand a moment, gazing at him. He seemed so tired, as if this night was somehow more exhausting than everything they had dealt with earlier. With a sad smile, Adrian nodded his chin at the doors. With an answering smile, Layla moved to the egress and pushed out.

	Following Dusk’s vibrations through their Bind, she moved off, deep into the night.


CHAPTER 9 – MIDNIGHT
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Layla followed Dusk through their Bind, feeling her way out into the night. Heading into the moonlit darkness, she traced his winding course through the gardens. Flickering lights in Moroccan glass votives held a deep peace in the stillness, fireflies swirling all around as Layla moved through unoccupied sections of the palace. The complex was enormous, and as she arrived at an area where no one generally came, she finally felt Dusk halt.

	Rounding some potted orange trees, she saw him sitting up on a high veranda, alone. Lit by blue glass votives on wrought-iron stands, the veranda was ringed by dense gardens, alabaster steps leading up to the solitary spot. Moving up, Layla watched gauzy white veils on the veranda’s ebony day-bed move like ghosts in the midnight breeze. Laying on the bed with his bare feet dangling off the side, Dusk was on his back with his hands laced behind his head. 

	Still wearing his jeans and white t-shirt, Dusk glanced up at Layla’s arrival, the beautiful muscles in his biceps and abdomen tensing. But his soft smile was welcoming as she stepped up. Sliding onto the bed’s white mattress, Layla stretched out on her side next to him with her hand propping up her head. The gauzy canopy was open above, permitting a glorious view of the night as a breeze blew the aromas of night-blooming jasmine and honeysuckle through the bower.

	“I thought you might come after me.” Dusk spoke, his smooth baritone soft in the night as he watched her rather than the stars now. His blue eyes were almost cobalt by the light of the votives, though they caught the glimmer of the moon high above.

	“Do you want company?” Layla asked, not offended if he wanted to be alone.

	“I want your company.” Dusk gave a smile, rolling to his side so he could slide a hand out and touch her. A thrill passed through Layla as he stroked her fingers. Even though he wasn’t using his magic, he’d changed since he’d fully shifted, and Layla felt it like a pull deep inside her as they touched. Her Dragon quickened in her veins with a wave of heat and Dusk’s full lips quirked, a dark knowing taking his eyes. “Your drakaina likes what I’m becoming.”

	“She does.” Layla agreed. “She feels the danger and passion in you, and she wants it more than ever before. You’re not hiding what you are anymore. And it’s like she’s encouraging it.”

	“I feel it.” Dusk spoke, still caressing her fingers. “Ever since you Bound me, Layla, I felt your magic pushing me. Like it wanted me to find my real self. To stop hiding and to blow every fault line that had ever gotten stuck in my life. I can’t stop it. I can’t resist it. And I don’t want to.”

	“I like this new side of you.” Reaching out, Layla caressed his chest where the stark muscles of his pecs met the edge of his v-neck. “It’s like you’re becoming whole, stepping into who you’re supposed to be. You have all the makings of an incredible Clan First, Dusk. The way you make friends, the way you hold space for people. The way you solve problems and face everything with courage and heart – and now with the fight of your Dragon. You’re the kind of leader we need in the world.”

	Taking a deep breath, Dusk sighed. Reaching out, he began to stroke Layla’s collarbones above her gold caftan-dress, mirroring her touch. “It’s more than that, Layla. The dreams I saw when I was in stasis, the path I felt unfolding before me… it’s more than just re-starting my clan. Adrian knows it; that’s why he’s so upset with me right now. He thinks I’m throwing my life away. But for the first time… I actually feel I have a shot.”

	“A shot at what?” Layla frowned.

	“At taking the throne from my King.” Dusk’s eyes were piercing in the night as his gaze found hers, solid and terrible. Layla felt a tremor shudder all through her as he said it, but it wasn’t from his magics. It was because of her sudden understanding that Dusk didn’t just wish to re-start his clan and hope his Crystal King would leave him alone. He was going back to Egypt and would re-take his land as a deliberate challenge. Dusk wanted King Markus Ambrose to notice his fuck you move.

	And then he wanted to go to the palace and face his King.

	“You want to challenge your King.” Layla breathed, feeling the enormous weight of everything that meant for Dusk, Adrian, and for the Bind. “You want to take him down.”

	“King Markus Ambrose has held my Lineage in terror for too many years,” Dusk spoke darkly, the vicious gaze of his Dragon in his eyes, though he wasn’t angry at Layla. “Anyone with even an iota of power is terrified of him. Anyone with even a little bit more power than that gets invited to his palace in Prague and is never seen again. He’s not been directly challenged for over a thousand years because he’s preemptively killed off anyone who could challenge him. He’s killing my people. And I want it to stop.”

	Layla shivered, feeling the ferocity inside Dusk. He wasn’t just angry; he was furious in a way that had no name, because it had been buried and churning for so many years. Just before his clan and the Tunisians had killed each other off, Dusk’s mother had gotten a summons to King Markus’ court and never returned. Layla saw it now, the deep rage inside Dusk ever since. It flashed his eyes to a seething diamond-white before they returned to sapphire – and Layla felt a tremor so deep inside the earth that it felt like the world might just split apart.

	“Do you think you can challenge him?” Layla asked, a black fear moving inside her that woke the edge of her dark void deep within. “Do you think you’re strong enough to challenge your King?”

	“I know I am.” Dusk’s voice was quiet, and though his gaze was fierce, his tone held no bravado. “Just like he feels me, Layla, I can now feel him. I can feel my King’s vibrations in a way I’ve never felt before. It’s a phenomenon called core resonance, that happens when a Crystal Dragon meets someone of nearly their power level. But Markus Ambrose is a devious bastard and has thousands of years on me. Even if I’m strong enough to challenge him, he knows ways of using his magic that I’ve never dreamed of. And since he’s killed off anyone who even approaches having Royal Crystal Dragon power, I’ve had no one to train me. Everything I’ve learned to do in a fight, I’ve learned on my own, or from reading ancient texts. Adrian knows this. And even though he and I are resonating with our strange Bind-like energy again, which is powerful… he thinks I’m about to embark on a suicide mission.”

	“He’s worried he might lose you, Dusk.” Layla reached up, cupping Dusk’s jaw. “He cares about you.”

	“I know.” Taking a breath, Dusk exhaled as he reached up, taking Layla’s hand and trapping it to his heart. “Adrian and I are friends, comrades, adopted brothers, even adversaries. He cares about me and I care about him, even though we fight like banshees occasionally, especially over you. But now that I’ve leveled up, this power between us is resonating stronger than ever before. It’s almost like… Adrian’s drake is driving mine, challenging it to be stronger, more dominant, fiercer than ever before – and my drake is responding. In a way I haven’t let it do since our twenties.”

	“You’re afraid if you explore that power and use it to fight your King, that you’ll harm Adrian and me. Through the Bind.” Layla understood.

	“Or my King will harm you.” With a hard sigh, Dusk rolled to his back, propping his bare feet on the bed as he stared up at the sky, still cradling Layla’s hand to his chest. “I want to explore this, Layla. I can feel your interest in us having a threesome vibrating all through you. It just flat excites you, the possibility of Adrian and I sharing you. But it’s a lot more complicated than that.”

	Layla’s couldn’t lie. Thinking about herself, Adrian, and Dusk together made her burn with passion as her drakaina rose high in her veins. But as she smoothed her hand over Dusk’s chest, she wondered. “You were willing to try a threesome back when Adrian found us at the crystal pool-house in the fall. What changed?”

	“I was heady with passion that night, Layla,” Dusk chuckled as he glanced over. “You and I had just had the most mind-blowing sex I had ever experienced in my life. I had finally realized you were my mate, and I wanted you come hell or high water. It flared my Dragon high that night, burning away my hang-ups. And when I saw Adrian’s wrath and power, his need to have you also to compete with me… I don’t know. The moment just swept me away. Your presence in our lives has brought him and me closer than we have been in decades. When we both hold you in bed sometimes… I want to engage the game. I want to fight his power to fuck you. I want to feel that way again. But untested magic has consequences.”

	As Dusk cradled her hand upon his chest, Layla felt him heat. As if he was thinking about sex, Layla felt a deep tension take him. Glancing over, his gaze burned dark now with the dangerous look of his Dragon. As if it was thinking about fucking her, that look caught Layla’s breath as it devoured her. In a lithe movement, Dusk was suddenly up on one elbow. 

	And then he rolled her down to the bed – far faster than Layla had ever expected.

	It made her gasp with a spike of fear and eagerness, her drakaina wanting dangerous play. Falling back beneath him, Layla let Dusk corral her with his rock-hard body, setting his soft lips to her neck. A tense, dangerous desire was in him as he moulded his strong body to hers, pressing down so she couldn’t get away. Layla’s pulse raced, pounding as Dusk sucked gently at her neck, then bit – grazing her with his teeth and making her body grip; hard.

	 His body began to move atop hers as a deep growl poured through him. Layla moved with it, arching as he bit deeper into her neck. She could feel the power in him; the dark danger of his Crystal drake. Something in her was deliciously afraid of it, knowing he was a far stronger Dragon than she. Even if she struggled or shifted, she couldn’t get away. He was just too big, too fast, too male – and everything about it excited her.

	Layla felt her Bind-magic unfurl like some enormous underground flower as he kissed and bit at her skin, moving down. As the Bind’s golden cords twined them, it pushed their eros higher. Layla gasped as Dusk reached her collarbone. He bit it, growling mean and eager into her skin as he shuddered a low roll of his magic into her. Sliding a hand up, he cupped her breast through her thin gown, sliding his thumb deliciously over her nipple. Layla arched beneath him, crying out, and he pressed her down, trapping her to the bed with his formidable strength.

	“I want you,” he growled, pouring his magics into her throat like a waterfall. They flooded her chest, stronger than ever before, pouring down into her abdomen and deep into her groin. The erotic sensation bent Layla’s back as she cried out, clawing her hands into the bed. Her head fell back as his lips kissed the front of her throat. It was possessive, and Layla surged beneath him as he gripped both hands into her gown and ripped it; shredding it down the front with force and baring her breasts to the night.

	“Dusk…!” She gasped as he gave a growling rumble, burying his face in her breasts. Sliding a hand up under Layla’s skirt, he gripped her bare thigh as he teased her nipple with his teeth, biting and suckling. Slipping his hand up her groin, he cupped her sex with his warm palm, scalding through her lace underwear. She mewled, squirming. With a low growl, he slipped his middle finger under her thong – and slid in deep. 

	Arching upon the bed, Layla pressed up into him with a cry as he sucked her breast. Delving into her as he bit her nipple, he licked his tongue over her, with strokes that were matched below. Layla arched into him harder, moving to his deep, hard rhythm. She was close; so close. With a growl that rumbled straight from his lips into her groin, he let her have it, annihilating her with pleasure. His touch and magic brought her, hard. She gasped as she contracted into him, gripping and shuddering with release. He held her close by the sex and the back of her neck, corralling her to his firm body as she shattered. 

	And then she fell back as his hand rubbed her sweetly, slipping out.

	Dusk’s eyes burned diamond-bright with pleasure and darkness as he hauled his shirt off over his head, baring his incredible body. Layla’s lips fell open as she saw the amazing, strong planes of his sculpted chest and abdomen curling with serrated scales of midnight and sapphire, decorated with golden lines and new iridescent fractals. He was amazing; godly beneath the stars and moon, and Layla gasped to behold such beauty as he crawled slowly over her, danger and passion in his eyes.

	As his power poured down her throat with their next kiss, he teased her breasts with his knuckles, pulling and rolling her nipples, and Layla went mad. Her power exploded through the night as her hands tore at his jeans, desperate to get them undone. She could feel his promise beneath; so hard, so terribly thick, and she needed it. Hauling his jeans open, Layla watched him spring free, straight and ready. His eyes were fierce as he seized his fly with both hands, tearing his jeans in two from the crotch down just like he’d done Layla’s dress – ripping them away from his amazingly built body. 

	His strong thighs were powerful as a sprinter’s as he rolled down to the bed, hauling Layla up to straddle him. She gasped with pleasure, arching atop him as she suddenly felt the thick heat of him pressed between her spread legs. Raising up, he kissed her neck, devouring her, licking power from her skin and swallowing it. Sliding his hands up beneath her gown, he gripped her thong between his fists; tearing it and casting the ruined lace aside. He was lifting her; effortless, weightless in his strong hands. And then he was sliding her down.

	Burying himself to the hilt inside her. 

	Layla gasped. Rocking all his tremendous girth and length deep inside her until they were pressed pelvis to pelvis, it was pain and it was bliss all at once as they found their perfect fit. As Layla cried out from the sheer joy of it, she heard an answering cry from Dusk. Opening her eyes and looking down, she found his wild diamond ones. They were devoured by fractals of gold as he began to rock her with his hands, lifting his hips and thrusting up on the bed in a way no human man could ever match. 

	Power surged through every thrust and Layla cried out, gathering that magic deep inside her and releasing it. As they fucked so deep and complete, she felt something enormous spiral up from her, right through her heart. An answering funnel spiraled up from Dusk, and as they locked together through the Bind, the magic of their Dragons shot up into the starry night with such force that it slammed the garden around them with a hard shockwave of rumbling earth-energy and scalding wind. 

	Twisting, thundering, coiling, dancing, Layla could feel that power surging inside her like drums in the darkest places of the world, driving through her with every thrust. It was inside her and inside Dusk also, and as they thundered together, quickening as Dusk thrust with abandon, Layla felt their beasts roar. 

	It was like thunder in the mountains; like earthquakes in the great caverns of the earth. It was like a storm of meteors concussing the earth and Layla screamed, erupting into climax. Dusk screamed beneath her, his fingers digging into her hips, his body shuddering into hers, hard. She screamed again, climaxing a second time, and he echoed it as their beasts hammered through each other in an endless dance. Power thundered through Layla’s body. Spasms roared through her in orgasm after orgasm, from thrust after thrust. Dusk roared with the bass notes and impossible overtones of his Dragon as he exploded beneath her, throwing his head back and concussing his power to the wide night sky. 

	As their drums surged through the night, Layla felt their beasts come together; roaring into each other with one final, hedonistic surge. Layla’s and Dusk’s scents twisted together like oranges chilled in river-water as a ring of diamonds on fire with gold burst from their bodies, scattering out over the veranda. As they blasted through the palms and vines, everything lit like white fire.

	And then the power roared away, far out into the deep desert night.

	Panting, sobbing, Layla ached deliciously through her entire body. Breasts bared to the cool night, she collapsed atop Dusk’s chest, into his encircling arms. He held her tenderly, heaving hard breaths, both of them too exhausted to move or speak. They could only gasp together, their scents smelted beneath the stars as the night glittered all around them now, both above and below. 

	“God, I love you, Layla Price!” Dusk choked at last, gripping her in his arms, shuddering but still hard inside her.

	“I love you too, Dusk Arlohaim.” She gasped, still feeling their energies pounding through each other, though quieter now. Nuzzling her nose into Dusk’s neck, she breathed him in. Reaching up, Dusk lifted her so he could kiss her as she lay atop him, breasts to his chest, skin to skin. He held her close as they kissed, a chill wind sweeping in from the desert as he finally pulled away and they snuggled close. Their magics were spent, everything exhausted, but Layla felt mellow and warm in his arms as she breathed his clear scent, her lips at his chest. Glancing down as he cuddled her, Dusk smiled softly, kissing her temple as he watched the millions of flicking fire-diamonds they’d shed into the night gardens. Nuzzling her nose, he moved his lips to hers and Layla obliged, lifting up to kiss him again – sliding into each other deliciously with tongues and lips. 

	Layla’s Dragon gave a sleepy purr, as one last curl of gold-diamond light flowed through her. 

	“I could kiss you forever,” Dusk rumbled as he pulled back.

	“Then do it.” Layla breathed with sass, smiling beneath his lips.

	“Well, kissing is nice, but what I really want is to fuck you again,” Dusk growled temptingly.

	“Then do that.”

	Something viciously intrigued flashed in Dusk’s sapphire eyes, heating them all over again. Gripping her close, he changed the angle of his hips, sliding back in deep between her legs and making his rumbles pull hard at her loins once more. Layla’s breath hitched; his rumbles and her exhaustion made her deliciously weak and flooded with pleasure. His strong hands held her as he pushed up from the bed, gripping her to his tall, muscled body. Wrapping her legs around him, he used his hands to tear her dress completely away now, ripping it like his jeans. 

	Pressing up deliciously inside everything that was so sore between Layla’s legs, Dusk heaved them both up from the bed with his hands beneath her thighs. Not letting her leave his body, he turned Layla’s back to the nearest ebony bedpost. She wrapped her legs around him as he kissed her, as he pressed her to the stout bedpost. It pushed him all the way inside her, so deep, and they both gasped, pausing as they breathed together. 

	Holding her up with his incredible strength, Dusk began to rock inside her with a slow gripping of muscles, as the fire-diamonds flickered more brightly on the veranda, etheric flames trapped inside their facets. Supported by Dusk’s strong hands, Layla arched, pressing his firm length deeper inside her, matching his rhythm. As he set his forehead against hers, a soft wind breathed through the leaves, flaring the light of the fire-diamonds in slow waves like an endless tide at the end of the world. 

	Rocking with him, Layla closed her eyes as she wound her arms around his neck. She could see the garden, the stars, and the fire-diamonds all around them, even with her eyes closed. As Dusk filled her over and over, deep and slow, Layla could hear the wind sigh through the palms and the wings of moths flutter. Her breath was the breeze, her undulations like fountains pouring deep into the earth. As they moved together, Layla became the forest and ground, the water and wind, the diamonds and fire. She dissolved into the earth, feeling slow currents move through Dusk also.

	Emptying them both into the elements even as they were filled by each other.

	Breathing at her lips, Dusk thrust so slow it was only a shiver of his muscles now, deep. Opening her eyes, Layla watched him as they moved and he watched her back, awe radiating from his beautiful eyes. Time and light swirled in his gaze, his eyes shifting through every color like faceted diamonds as they sighed with each other’s breath, as they beat with each other’s hearts. Dusk moved his lips gently over hers as he thrust again, and Layla arched for him, feeling like she pulled him up deep inside her from within. Dusk gasped, almost a sob as his head fell back in ecstasy – Layla drawing his energy up and in, deep into her body from the Bind.

	“My god…!” Dusk breathed, arrested by ecstasy, his dark eyelashes fluttering.

	“My god.” Layla breathed back, watching him succumb with pleasure. She gripped him again, drawing him in and up, and he shuddered; shivering, undone. She drew him in one last time and he climaxed, crying out and hauling her onto himself hard with his hands.

	Dusk’s climax brought her again in a deep, blissful wave. Layla arched, crying out with a smile. She fell back as his hands held her, one sliding up her back so her head hung, her throat open as she breathed; bound in his arms yet so free. Pulling her in, Dusk’s lips smoothed over her throat, kissing her and thundering her with the deepest growl, his voice so low it was almost not his own. Pulling her back up, he cradled her close. Sharing a moment still bound, they listened to the wind. And then with a soft kiss, he let her slide down, slipping out with a shudder and holding her as they stood together, breathing with the glimmer of stars and diamond-fire all around.

	“Wow.” Layla spoke at last. “Holy shit.”

	“That was cosmic.” Dusk agreed by her ear, kissing her neck beneath her curls. Obliterated, Layla couldn’t even hold herself upright as he wrapped one arm around her waist. She was putty in his hands as he stroked his fingertips over her bare back.

	“I would give it all up for you, you know,” he spoke suddenly. “Re-building my clan. Going after my King. The Paris Hotel – even Adrian. Just say the word and I would abandon it all. Go live somewhere in the Bahamas with you, drinking rum on the beach…” 

	Pulling back, Layla gazed up into Dusk’s eyes. Something complex moved through them, settled into their usual sapphire blue once more. Something inside Layla leapt at his simple dream, imagining them sailing off to the Caribbean and living happily ever after on some remote island. But Layla knew better. Life wasn’t some fairyland, even in the Twilight Realm; Dusk had promises to uphold – and Layla had them, too.

	“You know I would never ask you to abandon yourself.” She spoke quietly. 

	“I know. I just wanted you to know how much you mean to me.” His sapphire gaze was deep as he looked down, somber. 

	“I know. Because you mean that much to me, too.” Layla breathed, lifting up to kiss him. He wrapped her in his arms, kissing her back. As he kissed her, she suddenly felt him smile. Layla smiled also, and she felt him smile more. Her lips split into a grin, and he grinned also, chuckling. 

	And then they were both laughing, spent and whole in each other’s arms at last.


CHAPTER 10 – LUXOR
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In the rear of Adrian’s Learjet where the bed was, Layla didn’t even know she’d slept until Adrian sat down on the bed with her, stroking her cheek and murmuring softly for her to wake up. The muted sounds of the engines hummed all around as her eyelashes flickered open. Blinking to clear her mind as she pushed up to sitting on Adrian’s black silk bed, Layla yawned, covering it with the back of one hand. She had been having strange dreams about crystal monoliths and shadowy dunes with Hunter standing out in them, watching her. Combing out her curls, Layla shivered the dream off as Adrian smiled at her, tucking one of her curls behind her ear. 

	“Good morning.” Adrian spoke sweetly, kissing her lips. “We land at the Luxor International Airport in twenty minutes. Might want to freshen up. We’ve got a room in Luxor overnight, but we’ll be lighting out early tomorrow to travel to the Crystal Plateau, Dusk’s home.”

	“Are we really almost there already? God, that was fast.” Layla spoke, pushing up off the bed and heading for the bathroom in the back of Adrian’s jet. Leaving the door open, she flicked on the lights and started the faucet in the sink, splashing her face. 

	The last three days had been a whirlwind since the decision to escort Dusk to Egypt had been made. Palace clean-up had been organized by Adrian, with Rachida and Emir to supervise the re-build. Dusk had made calls to the Paris Hotel to get Rikyava to pack up some of his things and ship them to Luxor, though he was traveling light for his first excursion home. Adrian had set Rachida to take over the clan during his absence and had been constantly on the phone with his Associate Hotel Head Quindici DaPonti back at the Red Letter Hotel Paris to make certain everything was running smoothly. Quindici had assured them there had been no retaliation from the last three unknown Crimson Circle members, and everything on the Hunter front was exceptionally quiet. Layla had made calls to both Rhennic at Chambord and Reginald at his clan home in the North Sea, and had been encouraged by both to go support Dusk, though Reginald had been strangely quiet. 

	The last three nights she’d barely slept, two with Dusk as he caught a few hours in his old room, and one with Adrian when Dusk was on the phone all night with allies from the Hotel. They’d gotten up before sunrise to get on the jet this morning, and now, Layla stared blearily at the mirror as she re-applied some blush, cover-up, and eyeliner to be at least mildly presentable when they arrived.

	“So we’re landing in Luxor, Luxor, right?” Layla spoke to Adrian as she did her makeup. “Not some Twilight Realm version of the city?”

	“Luxor, Luxor.” Adrian chuckled in agreement as he watched her. “There’s no airstrip at Dusk’s homeland in the Twilight Realm, and human Jeeps are better in the desert than most Twilight methods of travel. Luxor is the closest airport.”

	“Can’t Dusk and I ride on your back while you fly in as a Dragon or something?” Layla grinned as she combed out her sable curls with her fingers, re-pinning them at the side of her neck. She felt strangely elated now that she was more awake, as if the closer they got to Egypt, the more she was looking forward to the whole thing. It all felt like a fascinating adventure suddenly, as if she had stepped into some strange version of Raiders of the Lost Ark.

	“No flying by Dragon Airways.” Adrian chuckled, his aqua eyes flashing humor. “Crystal Dragons protect their territory with intense wards, and other Lineages have a damn hard time getting in through the air or below-ground. So we go by Jeep, and once we arrive Dusk can help us get through the barrier, directly into their citadel on the Crystal Plateau.”

	As Layla watched Adrian’s eyes sparkle with gold like the sun on the Mediterranean sea, she realized he was in high spirits also. Wearing beige linen slacks with russet Oxfords and his usual crisp white shirt with the sleeves rolled up and the collar open, he looked like he was going on holiday. His brush-cut black hair was sexily mussed and as she watched him, he grinned suddenly.

	“What?”

	“You just… look like you’re ready for an adventure.” Layla spoke as she exited the bathroom, straightening her outfit. She’d gone Egypt-appropriate today also, a cobalt blue jumpsuit of flare-legged pants with long flowy sleeves and a high collar, though with a nicely fitted waist and a woven cream belt. Rather than ostentatious jewelry, she wore her gold wrist cuff and matching torque from her Courtesan’s debut, plus some gold hoop earrings. 

	Picking up her red leather purse from the bed, Layla checked that she had the black fringed scarf she’d borrowed from Rachida, in case she got any flak for having her head uncovered in public. She’d be traveling with her men, and was also wearing a gold band on her left ring finger that matched one Adrian wore, just in case. Egypt was a fairly Islamic country, and Layla didn’t want to draw attention to herself. Fortunately, after living a few months at Riad Rhakvir, her tan was caramel, and it made her look her half-Moroccan heritage. In his white and beige, Adrian looked similar. And though his eyes and Layla’s would never blend in, their Egyptian accents practicing Arabic these past days were coming along, both he and she reasonably fluent, though Dusk spoke Egyptian Arabic best.

	“I am ready for an adventure, actually.” Adrian smiled handsomely as he rose from the bed and came to her, netting her around the waist and giving her a sweet kiss. “I don’t know, I realized somewhere in the past three days that this isn’t just something I get to do for Dusk, it’s something I want to do. He’s never been home, Layla, ever. And we get to be here with him – experiencing it all with him as if for the first time.”

	“I can hear you both talking about me!” Dusk’s rumbling chuckle reached them as he stepped through the open partition, leaning in the doorway with his hands tucked in his pants pockets. Annihilating as always, Dusk had gone for metro-chic today with slim midnight blue trousers, a black belt and sexy black collared shirt with a slim-fit midnight blue jacket. A black silk pocket square popped at his jacket, and he wore his black shoes without socks, chic dark sunglasses covering his eyes. Grinning at Layla, he showed beautifully white teeth in his darkly tanned, handsome face. But Dusk had taken a glamour today to hide his midnight-blue scales and golden Dragon-coloring, and Layla thought it a shame that he looked so human.

	Though when he flicked down his sunglasses and peered at her over them, giving her the full force of his stunning sapphire eyes with a cheeky waggle of his dark eyebrows, Layla laughed.

	“This is your doing, isn’t it?” She shook her head as she moved to him, seizing his lapels and giving him a little shake. “You’re so excited about this trip, you’re winding Adrian and me up through the Bind like it’s Christmas!”

	“Can’t say I’m sorry.” Dusk chuckled, reaching out and corralling Layla around the waist, though he only gave her a brief kiss with Adrian looking on. “I just feel this crazy excitement in me today, bubbling up more and more the closer I get to home.”

	“Clearly!” Layla laughed, shaking her head again. “I can feel it fizzing all through me like Pop Rocks and Coke. So do you know what you want to do once we get to Luxor?”

	“I’ve arranged for us to rendezvous with my agent Yousry Haddad when we land, actually,” Adrian cut in, glancing from Layla to Dusk. “He’s got a crew to store your things from the jet for the month, Dusk, so all we need to take with us is personal luggage. Yousry will take us to our hotel, but then the afternoon is ours. We can do whatever you’d like.”

	“I think I’d just like to wander the temples and the city, actually.” Dusk smiled, taking the shades off and tucking them into an inner pocket of his jacket. “It’s been a while since I was in Luxor, and I haven’t seen Yousry in ages. Layla, what about you?”

	“I haven’t ever been to Luxor.” She glanced at Adrian, still feeling excited. “I had a guided tour to Cairo, but the Nile tours between Cairo and Luxor weren’t sailing then. I really only got to do tourist stuff near Cairo like the great pyramids, the sphinx, shopping, riding camels – you know.”

	“Well, you’re with two Dragons now,” Adrian smiled at her, something sexily deviant in his gaze, “and Luxor is riddled with hidden places run by Twilight folk. Like when you were at Manarola, Luxor is what’s known as a crossover city. It’s deeply interwoven with the Twilight Realm and has gateways everywhere. Paris and Julis are separate, mirror-cities to each other, but Cairo and Luxor are both mazes of intertwining – growing wild through both Realms simultaneously.”

	“Most places in Egypt are like that, actually,” Dusk spoke with a sparkle in his eyes. “It’s why the human Egyptian culture developed such fantastic god-lore with so many mythical beasts. Because they actually had contact with the Twilight Realm, constantly.”

	Just then, Layla felt the jet begin to angle down sharply for landing, and she reached out, gripping Adrian’s arm in a sudden panic. He held her steady as Dusk rumbled a comforting flow through her, and as Adrian nodded to the main cabin, they all went to the table and buckled in. Layla had a death-grip on Adrian’s hand as she watched the curved loops of the Upper Nile sparkle beyond the window, with broad vistas of greensward near the river and desert beyond. Her other hand clutched Dusk’s arm as they bumped to a fairly gentle landing on the tarmac of Luxor’s small airport at the edge of the city. 

	Beyond the jet, Layla could see the broad swath of the city, unmarred by mirage so early in the spring but vibrant with plenty of greenbelts, irrigated from the Nile. As they taxied to a berth and Adrian’s French co-pilot opened the doors, Layla felt a warm breeze curl in, the mid-February morning clear and in the upper eighties rather than the vicious hundreds it would become by summer. Riad Rhakvir was in the Moroccan desert, but its environs were moderated by magic that kept the palace lush and green, not to mention a regular temperature with pleasant scents. But Luxor was a normal human city, a cacophony of vivid smells hitting Layla like a battering ram as she stepped down the jet’s stairs.

	As per Adrian’s usual, a sleek black Bentley sedan waited for them on the tarmac beside the jet. An Egyptian man in a slim black Armani suit with gold jewelry leaned up against the Bentley. As they descended the jet, he flashed a hundred-megawatt smile, giving a bright laugh. Tall and ferociously sexy, he removed expensive mirrored shades, showing stunning blue-green eyes in his darkly tanned face, his glossy curls pulled half-back. Moving forward with open arms, he embraced Adrian like a brother, laughing like a wild man. As a smile blossomed over Layla’s face at the greeting, the man shared an equally jubilant embrace with Dusk.

	“My lads!” The man spoke in a resonant tenor, laughing brightly as his eyes sparkled. “Welcome back to Luxor! Such a long time it’s been! And who is this stunning creature you have brought Yousry, eh? A thousand and one nights could not quench such a lust as every man must feel for her, no?”

	Layla found herself blushing at once as Yousry moved forward, taking up her hand and pressing it with a grinning kiss. Lean and quick, bubbling with good energy, Layla could tell Yousry was going to be a very fun guide for their stay. 

	As he grinned at Layla, Adrian spoke introductions. “Yousry Haddad, meet Layla Price, my mate.”

	“The Dragon Bind!” Yousry’s stunning eyes went wide as he grinned even wider. “A cruel temptress for Yousry, that she is not of my Lineage! And she is your mate, Adrian? Such a fate of winds you have.”

	“Are you a Dragon?” Layla asked, not quite able to pinpoint just what Yousry was, though with those stunning eyes, he was clearly magical.

	“Ah, my beauty, no!” He grinned, giving an elegantly strange wave of one hand. “The winds call me, and to the winds I go. I am a Rogue Djinn, and go where the desert blows me.”

	“Rogue Djinn are generally unaligned with any clan, aren’t they?” Layla asked, finding it incredible that Adrian had a Djinn as a close friend. Generally Desert Dragons and Djinns were at constant war with each other, or in very unreliable truces.

	“Yes, quite so. Rogue Djinn are the way-knowers of the dunes, and travel where we wish,” Yousry smiled cleverly, taking up Layla’s hand and kissing it again. “My Lineage are soothsayers, story-tellers, and wind-readers, sweet beauty. We are able to tell those in other Djinn clans how their fates align and share the tales of the winds. Thus, we are permitted to travel where we will in any territory, as our people did of old.”

	“Yousry is one of my most trusted operatives for the greater portion of my business ventures, Layla,” Adrian smiled at her, as if enjoying showing her this side of himself at last. “Because of his wind-reading abilities, he has incredible instincts for business management, and has even schooled me a time or two on selecting good investments. Many times when I’m on my phone, I’m corresponding with him.”

	“Wow! Great to meet you.” Layla smiled genuinely at Yousry, fascinated and wanting to hear the story now of how he and Adrian had become aligned. 

	“The pleasure is all mine.” He smiled brightly, effortlessly winning. “But come! This week we shall tend no business! This week is about taking care of family. And as we are all family here, let us allow uncle Yousry to take us around his beloved Luxor, eh? Into the car, lovelies, and let’s away!”

	They needed no second urging. The day promised to be hot as a zephyr flowed up from the tarmac beneath the morning desert sun. Settling their luggage in the trunk, they were soon piled in, Adrian up front in the passenger seat beside Yousry as he drove, Layla and Dusk in back. As they pulled out of the airport, heading west towards the city and the Nile, Layla admired the modern buildings interspersed with greenbelts, ancient ruins, and far more modern hovels crowding all around. The city sprouting up along the twisting Nile River reminded her of Nice on the French Riviera, a combination of dirty and chic – a place of history and modernity all at once. As they drove into the chaos of the city proper, sprouting up against the vivid desert sky, Yousry struck up a blithe conversation.

	“So! Adrian. All is prepared for our journey to the Crystal Plateau. I have a Jeep outfitted for the desert, and I have cleared my schedule for the week to be your guide. We have a residence in the city tonight, and tomorrow morning we drive across the river, heading west towards the Valley of Kings and the Crystal Highway. The Crystal Highway into the Plateau is heavily warded, but I am supposing our young Egyptian drake can get us through.” He glanced in the rear-view mirror at Dusk.

	“I’m fairly certain I can,” Dusk spoke up, though he frowned a little. “But I can’t be one hundred percent sure. I’ve heard even King Markus Ambrose hasn’t been able to penetrate my homeland since the war.”

	“Indeed.” Yousry spoke soberly now, glancing at Dusk again in the rearview as they arrived in the heart of town and traffic began to slow around the Bentley. Though there were no skyscrapers, palm trees lined touristy avenues chock-full of six-story apartment buildings, hotels, and shopping, thick with the press of humanity all around. Turning right on an avenue that followed the sweep of the river, they headed through the hotel area, out towards where the hotels gave way to the Luxor Temple on the river’s banks.

	“King Markus has been through Luxor many times in the past century.” Yousry continued as he drove. “He has been turned away from your land again and again, and became so furiously angry that he declared the Crystal Plateau cursed by your clan’s dead, Dusk. I do not hear of curses from the wind, but I hear of angry spirits. We shall see when we arrive, but I believe your dead are restless, and it has caused a barrier, almost a rift in that area of the Twilight Realm. The earth roars and shudders in your homeland, and Djinn cannot pass. It is why I am so eager for this adventure – I will be the first man of the winds to see it in recent history! Such a tale I will tell, after we are through.”

	But as Yousry spoke, Layla saw Dusk darken. Despite the excitement of the adventure before him, the mention of his clan’s restless dead troubled Dusk deeply. Reaching out, Layla slid a hand over his thigh, and he glanced at her with a brief smile. But she felt how much weight lay upon him now, deepened by Yousry’s eagerness to get a good story out of the whole thing.

	To Dusk, his clan’s extinction wasn’t a good story. As he glanced out the tinted windows, watching the river pass by as they headed towards the Luxor Temple, he clammed up. Yousry prattled on about winds and history, but as Layla caught Adrian’s gaze in the rearview mirror, she saw his concern for Dusk also, and even Yousry’s eyes flicked to Dusk as he talked. As much as this journey seemed like a holiday, it wasn’t. It was a homecoming to a dead land with a dead people, and on some level, they all knew it. As Layla mulled that over, feeling Dusk’s mood darken away from his excitement earlier on the jet, she realized his past was something he almost didn’t want to face.

	But he had to, if he wanted to start his clan again.

	And his rising Dragon wasn’t giving him any choice in the matter.


CHAPTER 11 – TOUR
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Layla had thought Yousry was driving them to a hotel in the human world, when he pulled up to a fairly barren greensward right beside the Luxor Temple ruins and rolled down the window of the car. As he waved his hand in an elegant gesture beside a ruined stone heap, producing a curl of wind and flashing a gold and ruby ring on his index finger, Layla suddenly experienced the white vision and disorienting whine that meant they were headed into the Twilight Realm. As he pulled the car forward, the sprawling park with its handful of tourists resting under the tall palms was transformed.

	Into a six-story hotel surrounded by lush greenery.

	Layla’s mouth fell open as birds of thirty different varieties took wing at their arrival, flashing up from a massive fountain as they drove in to the hotel’s semi-circular drive. Inlaid with cobalt glass and gold tiles, the hotel shone in the morning sun. Surrounded by high palm trees, the hotel was like a dream oasis, filled with enormous urns of bird-of-paradise, jasmine, and numerous other varieties of vines and flowers. Blue lotus blossomed in a riot in the fountain’s stunning white basin, the hotel’s façade between the tiles carved from the same blinding white stone in ornate, mosque-like arabesque and geometric patterns. 

	As Yousry parked the car and everyone got out, bellhops in crisp white caftans and loose white pants whisked quickly out from the colonnaded arches, fetching their luggage. The bellhops didn’t carry the luggage, but swirled their hands in a manner similar to Yousry, and the bags were fetched up into tightly-controlled funnels of wind that the men whisked quickly inside. One of the younger men, a sexy dark-haired fellow with blue eyes so vivid they were almost electric, winked dashingly at Layla as he swirled her bag up from the trunk. Layla was left standing by the car staring as Yousry laughed. As the bellhops departed, an older gentleman flowed out of the building towards them, embracing Yousry, then Adrian. 

	Their host was elderly but upright, tall and slender but not infirm. His fantastic mane of white hair moved in its own wind, his silk-slippered feet not so much walking on the earth but flowing over it in a way Layla’s eyes could barely track. He was there but also not, as his body swirled out to nothing and then reappeared, his white and red-striped caftan now just edges, now full fabric, now so sheer he was damn near invisible. But his eyes remained a ferociously electric turquoise in his tanned, high-cheeked face as he turned and gripped Dusk with easy familiarity. As their host turned those too-bright eyes upon Layla, she suddenly felt like when she’d initially met Queen Justine Toulet of the Storm Dragons of Europe – like their elderly host had swept a deep wind though her, reading her life, her magic, her dreams.

	Everything.

	“Layla Price, Royal Dragon Bind,” their host spoke in a flowing tenor voice, his electric eyes smiling down upon her from his tall frame, “be welcome in the House of Everwinds. I am Tarik Malhoum, First of the Rogue Djinn and proprietor of this wayfarer’s hotel. This is a place of peace, where all are permitted to rest upon their journeys. Please, be welcome in my home.”

	“Thank you.” Layla spoke, too stunned to say much. She was still trying to see the man as he became a silhouette, then bright-edged like a ghost, then fully present again. Watching her, he laughed as he gestured a hand absolutely covered in gold jewelry for them to follow him inside. 

	As Layla followed Tarik and Yousry beneath the vaulted arches and into a fantastic courtyard open to the sky and devoured by greenery, with a matching fountain like the one in front, Layla watched how Yousry was influenced by his Rogue Djinn First. Yousry hadn’t shown any Djinnic power other than passing them through into the Twilight Realm, but now he began to shimmer and become bright edges and moving etheric winds similar to Tarik. It was a haunting effect, and Layla found herself mesmerized by the two of them talking in Egyptian Arabic now rather than English and waving their hands – their wrists and fingers flashing gold as much as the elegant courtyard and hotel around them. 

	The ornate Djinnic hotel was just as stunning as their hosts, fabulously appointed in an old-world Egyptian way. Teak screens carved with flowers and detailed arabesque patterns made secluded niches in the courtyard, complete with scroll-back chaises in bright silks for lounging. Walls of white stone were carved through, permitting glimpses of fabulous sitting-rooms beyond in bright teals and sapphires, warm desert reds, golds, and plum. Crystal chandeliers cascaded from the vaulted ceilings, along with silver chandeliers of brightly colored glass votives that matched each room’s decor. Gold glinted everywhere, from the gilded edges of cobalt ceramic pots full of flowers, to gilded screens, to bright gold tassels of silk throw-pillows on the chaises. It was opulent and sensual, yet so gorgeously whimsical that it felt like a playful wind teased through the entire place.

	And a wind did. Lifting up through the vaults and flowing around the courtyard, Layla watched the winds of the Djinnic hotel swirl and dance as they picked up fresh flower petals clearly scattered throughout the garden to create just such an effect. Whirling high up to the topmost story of the hotel, the winds carried petals of chrysanthemum and rose, jasmine and iris up to the furthest balconies, then dove down in intricate patterns. Swirling through the waters of the fountain, they twisted the water and sculpted it, braiding layers of dancing petals through every tier of cascading water in a spectacular dance. The sight of it filled Layla with joy, the warm winds sweetly teasing her hair and outfit until her curls were full of flowers. 

	Watching her with a smile, Dusk stepped over, picking rose petals out of her hair as he chuckled. His dark mood from the car had been eased by the whimsical space and their warm welcome, and Dusk beamed at Layla and Adrian as he gazed around the courtyard also. Taking a deep breath of the playful winds, he sighed, and Layla did the same as she wound her fingers through his, holding his hand as they watched the winds dance. The air was scented with the flowers of the sprawling courtyard, and as Layla breathed, she caught rose and honeysuckle, jasmine and cinnamon, like a tapestry of scents woven by the winds’ dance. Stepping to them, Adrian laced his fingers through Layla’s other hand, and they stood together a long moment, breathing together.

	“The Dragons are enchanted by our Courtyard of Dancing Winds, yes?” Tarik spoke as he stepped up beside them with Yousry, both of the Djinn watching the winds with them. “This courtyard was a holy place, long ago. The winds would dance around this spring from which the fountain still flows, playing with the oasis and flowing out to the waters of the Nile. We have guided them into patterns, but still, they dance of their own doing. Come. There will be plenty of time for you to enjoy such holy delights later. Let me show you to your rooms.”

	Beckoning them away from the central courtyard toward a set of grand red and gold-painted stairs that wound up to the second level, Tarik showed them to their rooms. A little ways down the corridor, three opulent suites next to each other waited with their doors open. Each suite overlooked the broad fountain courtyard, and had a fountain basin of tiny gold tiles adjacent, as if for washing off the sand of the desert when one entered one’s room. Moving inside her suite, Layla admired it as the bellhops finished leaving their luggage on ornately-carved teak luggage stands. The sexy young Djinn with electric eyes winked at her again as he departed, though he didn’t say anything. All of them bowed to Tarik as they left, who nodded to each with a pleasant smile like a benevolent king. 

	Turning a full three-sixty in her suite, Layla admired its opulence. Beneath a vaulted dome of white stone, a four-post teak canopy bed carved with arabesque flowed with bright turquoise silk jacquard drapes edged in gold tassels. Tiles of turquoise and gold, cobalt and a bright sea-green decorated the walls of her suite with ornate patterns, the bed set on a platform of white stone as decadently carved as the bed, the floor as gleamingly bright though smooth like white glass. Ornate silk rugs lay everywhere, and her own private fountain burbled in the sitting-area with its plush silk chaises and chairs. The suite even had its own aviary, birds of bright colors with long tails flying in through carved screens over the doors and roosting in a living tangle of vines and flowers that devoured one wall. 

	But the view was the real kicker. As Layla moved to the vaulted windows with their recessed niches and sitting-alcoves for reading, throwing open one carved teak screen, her breath was stolen. Staring out over the lush greenery surrounding the hotel, she saw the Luxor Temple with the broad banks of the blue Nile shimmering beyond. But though her mind knew the temple had been ruined for ages in the human world and half-repurposed into a mosque, here it stood strong and proud, hale and bright in its original splendor. Painted in colors as vivid as Layla’s room, fresh turquoises, emeralds, bold reds, and saffrons, this temple had never been ruined by time. Every statue, every tall column was pristine, not even sand-pocked – all of it shining in the bright midday with broad greenswards and beautiful gardens, irrigated by clever sluice-ways engineered off the river. 

	Turning, Layla gaped as Dusk, Adrian, Tarik, and Yousry shared beaming looks as they watched her. Stepping forward, Tarik spoke as his electric blue eyes smiled. “The Temple is lovely, is it not? For thousands of years my people have kept it, though sadly we could not do so for its counterpart in the human world. Many of us Djinn cannot control our powers, and our figures blow as our winds take us. Yousry is one of few that can; and one of few that crosses through the Realms to keep safe what is left of our temples upon the other side.”

	“But I thought Yousry worked for Adrian?” Layla blinked, cocking her head.

	“He does.” Adrian spoke with a smile. “But he also sits on companies for me that sponsor excavation and restoration of temples here in Egypt. It was part of our deal – he works for me, and I put in money to protect Djinnic works in the human world that lack protection. Many of the restoration projects happening throughout Egypt continue because of my investments.”

	“You never told me you were a philanthropist.” Layla smiled, her heart brightening as she saw how much pleasure shone in Adrian’s eyes while speaking of protecting the ruins.

	“He’s not!” Yousry joked with a pleasant laugh. “He’s a robber-baron who enjoys old art. All the better for us Djinn, and all the better for Adrian. His pledges to us Rogue Djinn have given him access to many places in the desert he otherwise wouldn’t enjoy as a Desert Dragon, our historic enemies. Alas, he has money and most of our clans do not – even though we can often predict smart investments, we Djinn are quite terrible at hoarding money that isn’t worn right on our persons. Except myself, of course. Yousry is an anomaly in many ways.” Waggling one hand with its plethora of gold rings and bracelets, Yousry gave a bright laugh, and Tarik echoed it. 

	“Come, young friend.” Tarik spoke pleasantly, throwing an arm around Yousry’s shoulders. “Let us allow these three Dragons to get settled in while we go smoke a pipe. I wish to hear tales of your travels these past moons. Come.” With that, Yousry and Tarik laughed themselves away, brightening and fading and brightening again as they swirled off like winds in the desert.

	“So those are Djinn?” Layla blinked, watching them go, impressed.

	“Those are Djinn.” Adrian chuckled as he stepped to her side, admiring the view beyond her windows. “They’re impossible to pin down and ridiculously hard to best in a fight. How do you fight something that can just become wind? I promised myself long ago that I’d make friends with some, and it’s paid off over time. The Rogue Djinn and even some of the Egyptian Djinn are becoming friendly to me, though unfortunately that doesn’t include the Moroccan Djinn yet.”

	“If Rogue Djinn travel like nomads, why does Tarik keep this hotel?” Layla asked, gazing around her opulent suite as Dusk meandered to the pass-through and had a glance in his rooms – similar to Layla’s but decorated in midnight blues, royal purples, and gold.

	“Tarik’s the Rogue Djinn Clan First, but it means something different to Rogue Djinn than other clans,” Adrian commented, still gazing out over the incredible view of the Luxor Temple. “A Rogue Djinn Clan First is the person who acts as the touchstone for all the other Rogue Djinn. He’s the anchor to their winds, the keeper of their stories, and has pledged himself a steady center and place of rest for all. Tarik will keep this hotel until he dies, and is replaced by someone else who takes the pledge. The Rogue Djinn First isn’t necessarily their strongest member, and doesn’t have to fight for the position. It’s someone who loves peace, serenity, and storytelling – an expert negotiator and host. Tarik’s mate Jaleera used to be their First, but she passed on about a hundred years ago. Now Tarik keeps this hotel with his son Ahmes and his daughter Amira. Amira is Tarik’s likely replacement as First when he dies – I’m sure we’ll see her later during dinner.”

	“Ahmes.” Layla’s brows knit, suddenly thinking of the young bellhop with the electric blue eyes – the same blue eyes as Tarik. “Was he one of our bellhops?”

	“The one who winked at you.” Dusk confirmed as he moved back into Layla’s suite with a wry grin. “Boy needs to learn to keep his winks to himself. He’s harmless, though. So. What does everyone want to do now that we’ve arrived?”

	“Looks like there’s a bazaar happening out in the temple’s courtyard,” Adrian commented with a flash of a smile and a nod out the window. “Anyone up for a little shopping and then maybe hit a hookah bar for a smoke and some mid-afternoon coffee? Tarik’s making dinner here, so we should be back by suppertime. And apparently, Amira’s dancing during dinner tonight.”

	“Amira’s dancing?” Dusk blinked and Layla saw him visibly tremble, though not in a bad way. His glance flicked to Layla, his slow smile handsomely deviant as his sapphire eyes flashed. “Well, none of us should miss that. You’ve not ever seen dancing until you see a Rogue Djinn woman do it. At night. Before the fire. In the Courtyard of Dancing Winds. Enough said.” 

	Layla laughed. Dusk was so effortlessly sexy and cheeky that she moved to him, throwing her arms up around his neck with joy. His sapphire eyes lit as he wrapped his arms around her, and he wasn’t shy about giving her a deep kiss this time, even though Adrian looked on. As they kissed, his soft lips pressing hers, he passed a sexy rumble into her body. His earlier mood at the mention of unrestful spirits in his homeland had been completely banished back to his excitement from the jet by their bright welcome into Tarik’s guesthouse, and Layla was glad. As they finished their kiss, Adrian cleared his throat, and corralling her close in his arms, Dusk turned Layla to face her Desert Dragon.

	Adrian blushed hard at the kiss Layla had shared so openly with Dusk. His vibrant aqua eyes were hot as he stared at the two of them, his full lips parted. A scintillating wind swept through the room from the open window, scented with jasmine and cinnamon, cardamom and sandalwood musk – and it wasn’t from the garden. As Layla saw Adrian stand there watching Dusk corral her closer, kneading her waist with his strong hands, Layla saw it set Adrian on fire. Hot jealousy was in that look, but also dark passion – and as Layla held her hand out to him, Dusk wrapping her closer in his arms as he softly kissed her neck, Adrian came.

	Oh, how he came. Like a sidewinder over desert sands, Adrian strode to her fast, seizing her waist as his other hand cupped her neck possessively. Pulling her close to his hot, lean body, he stared down at her with disastrously blue-gold eyes, desire burning them to the quick. Layla saw the green in Adrian’s eyes brighten as Dusk kissed her neck again, growling a deep rumble into her body like a challenge to Adrian. Adrian’s jealousy flared like spiced winds, flowing over Layla’s skin, but it was a pleasurable sensation rather than biting. Dusk’s possession of her made him hot, Layla realized as Adrian dug his fingers into her waist and pulled her closer to himself – Dusk subtly fighting with a growl to pull Layla back.

	As she was caught between them, deliciously fought over by both her mates, Layla felt those sensations of battle and carnal lust please both her men in a rolling wave of heat and magic. Just like before, as if the excitement to fight and fuck powered their Dragons a hundredfold, Layla gasped between them as she felt their powers riot. Caught between their coils, she was deliciously trapped, and with wide eyes, she saw Adrian’s gaze go molten as she stared up at him, his full lips lingering near hers. Something cruel was in his eyes, and something so deeply pleased that it made Layla instantly wet. Her knees were weak as Dusk kissed another low rumble into her neck, kneading her with his strong hands, while Adrian’s spiced winds eased from his lips, licking sweetly into her mouth and sighing down her throat. 

	It was hot; hot and thick as Adrian pressed his winds into her mouth, sliding them over her tongue and pressing them against the back of her throat. Layla was forced to swallow, feeling him slide inside her; coiling up deep in her belly and sex. With slow breaths, Adrian maintained his riveting eye contact, pressing his magics deeper inside her; stroking her most intimate, unseeable places. Layla made a sound as her whole body shuddered and her knees buckled – both her men catching her from collapsing to the floor as she was sundered by their magics.

	Adrian’s eyes were fierce with desire as he flicked one hand to the doors, slamming them all shut and locking them with a gust of wind, though he left the window-screens open to the sunlight. Moving in close, his eyes dug into Layla like talons as his soft lips found hers. And then they were kissing, his lips so sweet and full, yet furious with barely-restrained passion. As Dusk poured a basso growl through her neck yet again, as both her Royal Dragons fought to have her with their bodies and magics, Layla realized they fought each other because it was what they liked to do.

	In the bedroom, as much as out of it.


CHAPTER 12 – OFFERING
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Layla was just heating into the moment, eager for what was about to happen between her, Adrian, and Dusk, when Dusk suddenly pulled back. Just as he’d done before, Dusk blocked that power even as it rose between them all. As Dusk disengaged, Adrian ceased kissing Layla, glancing up at Dusk with a far sharper look than his usual. It was a look of concern and wariness knifing though Adrian’s lust. But with a hard shake of his head as if to clear it, Dusk stepped back with a hard out-breath, letting Layla go. Raising his hands as if touching her would pull him back in, he took a few deep breaths, as Layla turned in Adrian’s arms to see him.

	“I’m sorry, I just… this is too dangerous. I don’t want to get you both involved in my shit, in a way that will get you hurt by my King. I can’t.” Dusk spoke, putting his hands on his hips and getting ahold of himself. Layla felt his energy still rumbling through the floor; even with his glamour, he was flushed from his Dragon. But as he reached one hand up, ruffling his artfully-styled dark hair in deep conflict, Layla saw a flash of iridescence show through Dusk’s glamour. 

	Even as she saw it, Layla watched gold glimmer on his high cheekbones – his magic so heightened right now with the sudden passion between the three of them that he was burning off his glamour, fast. Rachida had helped Adrian create the glamour for Dusk just this morning; it should have been good for another few days. But Dusk was burning energy hard right now with all his conflicting emotions about his past, present, and future. Wrapped in Adrian’s arms, Layla reached out and set a hand to Dusk’s, and he let her. Glancing at her, he gave a wry smile, deeply pained.

	“I think I need some air.” He spoke quietly.

	“Sure.” Layla nodded, smiling gently as she felt her heart open for him and everything he was going through, even though her Dragon still roared inside for passion. “We talked about going out to the bazaar in the Luxor Temple, would that do?”

	“It would.” Dusk nodded with a smile of relief, his jangled energy smoothing. “Let me just shuck my jacket and burn off this glamour and I’ll be ready. Fucking itches like you wouldn’t believe now that it’s breaking. Just a sec.”

	Turning, Dusk moved towards the pass-through that led into his suite and opened it, then disappeared into the room adjacent. Layla watched him go, then glanced up at Adrian, only to see Adrian watching the pass-through also, frowning. Turning, Layla wound her arms up around Adrian’s neck as he glanced to her.

	“I’m worried about him.” Adrian spoke quietly, not loud enough to be heard in the next suite where Dusk was now doing some kind of breathing exercise to burn off his glamour. “It’s not like Dusk to back away from a sexual encounter, especially one he wants.”

	“He’s dealing with a lot right now,” Layla frowned, thinking back over her conversation with Dusk at Riad Rhakvir. “He doesn’t want us to hit the radar of his King if shit goes down.”

	“When shit goes down.” Adrian glanced to Layla again, smoothing a lock of her curls back from her cheek. “I’m not a blind optimist, Layla, and neither is Dusk. You and I are already involved in all this, both because of the Bind, but also because he and I are resonating in our magics. Assuming we can get Dusk in to the Crystal Plateau and he’s actually strong enough to send a pulse out to attract new clan members, King Markus will be interested in all three of us. He may summon Dusk specifically, but he’ll be keeping an eye on you and me. Dusk knows that. And he also knows we’d be stronger together if we can manifest more combined magic by becoming closer in our Bind. I can feel passion rioting all through him, Layla. He wants to have a threesome almost more than you and I do. But he’s afraid of it. And his fear is stopping him.”

	“Afraid of our combined energies being felt by his King?” Layla wondered.

	“Maybe. Though I think it’s fear of increasing his power that’s actually holding Dusk back.”

	But Adrian had no time to say more as Dusk re-emerged, wearing only his black shirt, black belt, and midnight-blue trousers now with his black Oxfords. He’d rolled his sleeves to his elbows and looked more causal, though immaculately put-together like usual. His glamour was gone, and Layla could see the slightly dusky hue to his tanned skin, thin lines of gold and serrated ridges of midnight-iridescent dragon-scales at the edge of his high cheekbones and temples. 

	But his outer cheekbones shone with golden fractals, and Layla was mesmerized by it as he lifted a hand, currying it through his wavy hair again. She could just see lines of scales and gold edging his collarbones at his open shirt collar, and suddenly wanted to see his entire body in a brighter light than the moon on the veranda three nights ago. It was a deep desire, and made a bloom of orange-bourbon scent flow from Layla’s skin as her Dragon stirred inside her once more – wanting to finish what Dusk had blocked earlier. 

	Dusk glanced at her, his eyes flashing a bright diamond-sapphire as he held her gaze, his lips easing open as he inhaled her scent. But he didn’t say anything, merely gestured toward the door out into the hall. With a nod, Adrian led the way, opening the teakwood doors of Layla’s suite and issuing them all out. Once they were back in the inner quadrangle of the hotel’s courtyard, it was like the tension between the three of them cleared to the Djinnic winds flowing around the garden. As if being alone in a room with Adrian and Layla had triggered him, Dusk took a deep breath on the balcony, gazing around with a calmer energy. 

	They didn’t see Yousry or Tarik as they moved down the vaulted hall toward a back exit beyond the courtyard gardens, only a few staff freshening unoccupied rooms. All were Djinn men and women in flowing white caftans and gold jewelry, and smiled pleasantly at their trio as they made their way through the garden’s maze of screens, greenery, and potted plants. Arriving at a wide veranda with a small fountain-pool edged in gold tile, they took a flagstone path, coming to a tall wrought-iron gate in the exterior compound wall. Adrian opened it, ushering them out into a small garden of potted honeysuckle vines beyond, and past that – the Luxor Temple.

	Stopping in the honeysuckle garden, Layla took a moment to devour the sight before them. As the Luxor Temple had once been in the human realm, the towering walls were made of alternating horizontal stripes of white and red sandstone, cartouches carved into the building’s façades painted bright with gold, turquoise, ochre, and emerald. Each towering statue at the walls was painted also, with vivid details of jeweled collars, flowing pleated garb, and ornate headdresses showing bright under the desert sun. Sunlight glinted off the Nile beyond, fishing-boats with old 1800’s masts and white sails like the arched wings of birds sailing lazily along the current. Palm trees edged the temple’s gargantuan walls, and a lush garden of well-tended flowers and vines spread at the foot of every obelisk and statue.

	“It’s beautiful.” Layla spoke quietly, seeing what the temples of Egypt should have looked like in the human world, had they not been ruined by wars and time and the elements. It made her imagination run riot, wondering if the other temples along the Upper and Lower Nile were the same as this one in the Twilight Realm – still hale, undamaged in their timeless beauty.

	“It’s one of a kind,” Dusk spoke quietly, as he and Adrian watched the temple with her. Far off at the temple’s southern ingress, a number of people were coming and going, carrying woven baskets of goods or orchestrating the movement of larger products like furniture. Clearly, a bustling market was happening inside the temple’s main courtyard, their destination.

	“Why is it one of a kind?” Layla asked, glancing to Dusk.

	“A number of temples along the Nile basin have been ruined by clan wars.” He spoke sadly, gazing up at the temple’s towering heights where bright turquoise and carnelian pennants flew in the breeze. “The human versions of these temples are in bad shape, but a number of temples in the Twilight Realm are completely demolished, little more than rock chips and sand now. This one stands strong because the First of the Rogue Djinn protects it. It’s a place of peace like the Red Letter Hotel, where people of all Lineages can gather without reprisal. Which is good for me.”

	“Why is that good for you?” But even as Layla asked the question, she saw a number of people had stopped nearby, staring at Dusk with their mouths agape. As if they had never seen a Crystal Dragon before, they stared at him with wide eyes, blushing and fumbling their goods, or hustling children quickly away. As Dusk drew a breath and sighed, watching people gape at him like he was some kind of scary sideshow, Adrian answered Layla’s question.

	“Crystal Dragons are feared throughout Egypt,” Adrian spoke levelly. “Especially Royals strong enough to wear their Lineage on their skin. Because this is a place of peace, Dusk can come and go freely, without reprisal. And without a glamour. Though he will draw attention.”

	Layla blinked, suddenly realizing something she’d never known before; that Dusk was unique among his kind in wearing his Dragon-scales on his skin. It was a symbol of his strength and Royal magic, and as she turned to him, she realized something else. “You were never truly able to hide your power from your King, were you? Every time you level-up, you show more of your Dragon on your skin.”

	“It’s true.” Dusk sighed, his gaze shifting from the people gathering in a crowd now, to Layla. “Weak Crystal Dragons look human, Layla. They may show a jewel tone in their eyes, and sometimes have delicate lines of color running through their skin, but few look like I do. I first started to refract with light when I was in that threesome we talked about, and my Dragon-scales came out at that time, also. My skin darkened to its dusky hue, and every time I strengthen in my magic, I change a little more. It’s one reason I don’t associate with my kind, Layla. Because they would all see what I’m becoming. What all these Twilight folk see now.”

	“Right – why are they staring at you like you’re going to behead them, exactly?” Layla asked, glancing at the group of forty or so people now staring uncertainly at Dusk, their purchases in their hands forgotten.

	“Because my people were once the worst conquerors the Twilight Realm has ever known.” Dusk spoke sadly, glancing to Layla. “Ask me again how my clan acquired their treasure-hoards. And why most of the temples along the Nile in the Twilight Realm are smashed to smithereens. Because my kin suffered no resistance to their greed. And the various clans of the Nile know my kind as only one thing – brutal.”

	Taking a deep breath, Dusk watched the people standing before the temple, and they watched him back. Warily, they regarded him as if he might start going ballistic and they would have to flee. But as Dusk stepped forward, he pulled a vine of honeysuckle flowers from a trellis in the garden. Moving forward into the crowd, he wrapped the vines in his hands like manacles. Making eye contact with a crocodile woman holding the hand of a small child and practically shuddering in her gauzy white dress, the woman’s eyes were enormous as Dusk approached. Corralling the child behind her, she held her ground as others around her backed away, hawk-men and ibis-women and swirling almost-there Djinn looking like they were about to bolt.

	“Kithlenii hile Aegypti Chryssali, abra houthet hai ne karnak ounir.” Dusk spoke quietly, pulling a honeysuckle flower from the vine and extending it quietly to the woman. It was a language Layla had never heard, like Arabic but not, and as Dusk spoke it, the woman trembled. But with gentle scaled fingers, she accepted the flower from Dusk. As the flower left his fingertips, Dusk gave a low rumble, coating the petals of the honeysuckle bloom entirely crystal in a wave of light. Layla had never seen him do anything like it, and she gaped almost as much as the crocodile mother, staring now at what was in her hands. 

	Others hedged closer, gaping at the flower even as they turned eyes that shone with wonder to Dusk. The honeysuckle blossom was now perfectly preserved in a luminous layer of what looked like pure diamond, though it was clear as glass and thin as the petals themselves. As the crocodile woman’s eyes began to tear, Dusk knelt, repeating his words and gesture to the child, extending to the little crocodile-girl a diamond blossom. With big eyes, she took it. 

	And with pure joy on her face, she surged forward and hugged Dusk around the neck.

	A stunned silence filled those watching. Suddenly, goods were set to the ground all around as Dusk kissed the little girl on the forehead and rose, facing the crowd. With a solemn demeanor, he moved to an elderly ibis-man, repeating his words and preserving a new flower. And like Jesus distributing bread and fishes to the masses, he was suddenly swamped all around as people moved forward with amazed awe to receive his gifts.

	“What is going on?” Layla asked, strangely moved by the scene.

	“Dusk has named himself First of the Crystal Dragons of Egypt, and offers the peoples of the Nile a piece of his wealth as a token of peace.” A musical tenor voice spoke beside them, and Layla glanced over to see Tarik watching the scene with a deeply pleased benevolence shining from his vivid blue eyes. Somehow, the Djinn had appeared like the wind beside them, swirling into being with hardly a breath of air. 

	Glancing at Layla, Tarik pinned her with his electric blue gaze as he continued. “Such a thing is known only in lore, dear one. Tens of thousands of years ago, there was a Crystal Dragon Queen from the Egyptian clan named Ishet Arlohaina. She was known as the Luminous Dawn because of the great peace she forged among the clans of the Nile. Many temples were built in her honor, and by her generosity with her clan’s wealth were great works and cities built all along this river. Luxor Temple is all that remains of her vision and grace, a combined effort of the Crystal Dragons of Egypt, the local Djinn and other tribes in the area – a last bastion of peace for all clans along the great river. Queen Ishet’s emblem was the honeysuckle flower, which she would diamond-preserve by her magics and give to anyone she met as she walked in the city. Dusk rouses her memory with his actions. In a way no one has been able to do since Ishet herself, interestingly. To preserve a living blossom in a layer of diamond so fine it is like glass is a delicate thing. Most Royal Crystal Dragons fail, spiking the blossom with crystals and devastating that which they seek to protect. Dusk honors his ancient ancestor by showing her grace today.”

	“Arlohaim. Arlohaina.” Layla blinked as she glanced at Tarik. “This Crystal Queen was Dusk’s direct ancestor?”

	“Indeed.” Tarik spoke, a mystical smile curling his lips. “–haim is the surname for a boy child, –haina for a girl, by Crystal Dragon tradition. But Dusk’s ancient matriarchal line produced many Royals, including Dusk’s mother, who was strong enough to be called to Prague by King Markus. Dusk makes a clever move today, showing his strength and ancestry to the peoples of the Nile.”

	“He’s not doing it because of politics,” Adrian spoke beside Layla, watching Dusk also. “He’s doing it because he cares. And Dusk would have it no other way.”

	Watching Dusk with the crowd, Layla saw what Adrian saw. Dusk moved among them not because he wanted to be beloved or worshipped, but because he truly cared about setting right the terrible wrongs his clan had done for millennia. Dusk had a heart as wide as the sky, and as Layla watched him, smiling finally as he moved among the peoples of the river, she saw his heart shine. 

	Refracting through his scales and hair, waves of light poured through Dusk like a river in the sun, as he clasped hands and exchanged a hearty laugh with one toothless old Djinn-matron in a flowing red robe and ornate headdress. Someone began to pound a drum and someone else began to sing – and suddenly a circle had formed around Dusk of people laughing and singing, banging whatever they had to add to the music. It was primal and touching, and Layla’s heart was deeply moved as she watched Dusk sink to his knees in the center of the circle, spreading out the honeysuckle vine before him and diamond-coating the rest of the flowers in a wave of light. Crossing his arms over his chest in a position of mummification, he bowed his head, closing his eyes and swaying to the pulse of the music. 

	People were dancing all around him now, and moving in, the Djinn-matron scooped up the preserved vine in her gnarled old hands with a whoop of delight. Cackling and decrying something at the top of her lungs in the same language Dusk had used earlier, she rushed away, straight into the temple. With jubilant laughs, others followed, dancing towards the temple and forgetting their shopping behind in the dust of the promenade. As Dusk was hauled to his feet by people of numerous Nile Lineages, he glanced to Layla with a beaming smile – before he was hefted to shoulders and marched off towards the temple.

	“Well, you’d better go after him.” Tarik glanced at Layla and Adrian, grinning. “I have a feeling your afternoon will be quite a lot more public than you had planned. I will see you back here for dinner. Don’t be late. Amira wants to give the Dragon Bind a special dance.”

	With those enigmatic words, Tarik swirled out to nothing in a smooth gust of wind. 

	But just before he disappeared, Layla could have sworn she saw him wink.


CHAPTER 13 – BAZAAR
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The interior of the Luxor Temple was boggling to Layla’s mind. As beautifully painted and carved as the outside, soaring columns were topped with lotus in vivid blues, greens, and yellows, ibis-headed gods and crocodile-headed goddesses upon every column. Though similar to gods and goddesses in the human-world temples of Egypt, the gods here in the Twilight Realm were notably different, having feathered skin and taloned hands for the ibis-people rather than human bodies, and leathery skin on the crocodile folk that made everything Layla knew to be Egyptian wondrously strange and artfully familiar at the same time. 

	Dusk had been carried to an altar in the middle of the temple, and was now being decorated by garlands of jasmine and marigolds as he laughed, people from outside continuing their spontaneous music inside the vaulted space with its rows of massive columns. Associated with the temple, the Djinn-matron painted lines upon his brow in a red ochre paste as she chatted excitedly with temple priests and priestesses in gauzy white garb, ostensibly telling them what had occurred outside just now. Incense was being lit and placed in niches, many people leaving the diamond-preserved honeysuckle flower Dusk had given them as an offering at the foot of their favorite effigy. 

	But the Djinn-matron had left the long diamond-vine upon a white altar at the middle of the space, and taking an olive branch from a woven basket beside the altar, she used it to flick water over Dusk from a golden bowl. He lifted his chin and closed his eyes as she did it, breathing deep of a musky sandalwood and jasmine incense that wafted through the air now. Standing by the tall pillar of an Isis-winged deity, Adrian and Layla looked on. Some of the temple-keepers noticed them, putting two and two together that Dusk had emerged from the guesthouse with them, and wandered over with bowls of red paste.

	An old crocodile-grandma dressed in a gauzy white gown of the temple approached Layla, smiling kindly. Her beady black eyes twinkled as she took up Layla’s hand, painting her left palm with red paste. An elderly ibis-man in a white caftan was doing the same to Adrian, and after they finished painting one palm, they drew lines across Layla and Adrian’s brows. The ceremony was finished with flicks of water from the olive branch, and then they were tugged over to light incense at the foot of an enormous Isis-statue with white wings spread at the far front of the temple. 

	Dusk was already there, lighting incense and kneeling before the goddess, and Layla watched him present his long vine of preserved flowers soberly to the massive stone effigy. Holding a honeysuckle flower lined in every color like diamond in one hand, the goddess held a matching diamond staff of knowledge crossed over her breast in her other hand. As Layla gazed up into the goddess’ benevolent face with her pleated white skirt, ornate collar, bare breasts, and exquisite jewelry, she realized the image had been carved from the likeness of Dusk’s ancient ancestor. 

	Curling lines of gold moved over Isis’ shoulders, arms, and torso, just like Dusk’s. Edged in finely serrated rose-blush Dragon scales, they were the feminine version of Dusk’s more ornate, masculine scales. Rose-gold Dragon scales lined the woman’s high cheekbones and cascaded into her long dark hair from her outer temples. Edged in dark Egyptian liner, her eyes were painted full of a rose-dawn light as she gazed down upon the world, her enigmatic lips holding a soft smile – lips that were the precise mirror of Dusk’s. 

	In fact, as Layla stared up at the ancient effigy, she saw this woman was the spitting image of Dusk in every way, her facial features the same, her towering stature feminine but strong with corded muscle like Dusk. Other than her rose-gold color rather than a midnight blue, the fact that she was clearly female, and the enormous spread of long white wings stretching out to the far edges of the hall from her back, she looked like Dusk in every way. 

	As Dusk rose, opening his eyes and staring up at his ancient ancestor, everyone in the hall noticed the similarity between the two. Awed whispers moved through the long hall with its enormous columns as people gathered, staring first at the effigy, then Dusk. The music kept on around the columns but it was softer now, slower and more reverent. As the Djinn-matron stepped forward, taking up Dusk’s hands, she kissed each of his cheeks solemnly, then his lips. Beckoning for her ibis-priest and crocodile-priestess to bring Adrian and Layla forward, the old Djinn-matron beamed a smile at their trio, then spoke in halting English.

	“The old gods give way to the new,” she spoke in a voice cracked with time, but still haunted with desert winds as her body faded, then brightened again. “Mortal you three are, but possessed by gifts of the ancients, so we feel in you. A beloved saint comes back to us in a young man from a clan thought dead, with his heart open and great works in his hands. We bless you all today with the ancient rights of his ancestor, and hope your works may benefit us all in peace and prosperity, as hers once did. Come. Be welcome in the Chapel of Ishet, a place of unity for all peoples, and an ancient place dedicated to the rejuvenation of Kingship. We understand you travel homeward upon the morrow, and we entreat that you spend the afternoon with us, enjoying our hospitality until your business takes you elsewhere. Come, please. To the Temple Market.”

	Tugging Dusk by the hand, the Djinn-matron beckoned to Layla and Adrian as her vivid blue eyes beamed. Following her with their retinue of impromptu musicians, they made their way through the hall of columns, back out into the bright day. Sprawling before them in the temple’s vast courtyard ringed by colonnades was the market – a gaily-colored hodgepodge of wooden stalls with rattan awnings, bright silk canopies, and plain stalls set up under the palms. Stepping down a series of stone stairs, they came into the market, merchants and shoppers of numerous Twilight Lineages blinking incredulously at Dusk but smiling wide to see him blessed with red ochre paste and being towed around by the old Djinn-matron, whom Layla assumed now was High Priestess of the temple. 

	Garlands of marigolds were set around their necks as Dusk, Adrian, and Layla maneuvered through the market with their musical retinue. Tame birds with bright plumage and cascading tails were set upon their shoulders as vendors smiled and chatted with delight, receiving the story of the Crystal Dragon and the diamond honeysuckle from those who had seen it. The story spread with the music and dancing, and soon gifts were being presented to Dusk, Layla, and Adrian on all sides. A Djinn-vendor urged them to smoke from an enormous gilded hookah as large as Layla, sharing a honeysuckle-flavored smoke. Ceramic cups of thick Egyptian coffee with an uplifting spice were pressed into their hands as an ibis coffee-vendor beneath a red-striped awning gave a beaming bow. 

	Even as they finished their coffee, their hands were being pressed with small glass flutes of a saffron-ochre cordial. With a grin, Dusk downed his, followed by Adrian, who coughed. As Layla did also, she erupted into coughs as a warm liqueur flavored with anise and cinnamon flared through her. She suddenly felt her body lifted high into the sky like a funnel of wind had swept her up, though her feet were still on the ground. Elated, instantly intoxicated, she laughed – hearing Dusk give a rumbling chuckle beside her as Adrian gave his winsome laugh also.

	Layla hardly remembered the rest of their journey through the bazaar, caught up in a whirlwind of elation, joy, and intoxication. Over and over, her arms were stuffed with marigold garlands and potted plants, bolts of gaily-striped silks, slippers with delicate embroidery, and ornate jewelry as they made their way through the market. Her arms were emptied nearly as fast as Dusk entreated the Djinn-matron to take all the generous gifts and distribute them to the needy of the temple – which only made the merchants smile and pour more items into Layla, Adrian, and Dusk’s hands. They were soon followed by a train of people shuttling gifts back to the temple, and as Layla’s head spun, a grinning musk-ox man placed a live monkey in her arms. It quickly ran up to the top of her head and started rummaging through her curls. With a laugh, it was whisked away by the High Priestess, but not before it tousled Layla’s hair into a glorious mess.

	All around, people laughed. The mood was gay as they meandered from stall to stall beneath bright awnings of striped red and gold silk, under high swaying palm trees and back out along wide, sun-dusty avenues. Bites of everything were fed to Layla, from fat Medjool dates to a honey-cake like baklava, to spicy dishes full of meat and vegetables like curry. Lentils and rice, fresh edible lotus-flowers, toasted nuts with orange zest and honey and more were offered to their trio, along with more coffee, herbal elixirs, and teas.

	Layla had no sense of time as she laughed away the afternoon with Dusk and Adrian, enjoying everything the bazaar had to offer. When they were suddenly back at the rear gates of the Djinn guesthouse, standing among honeysuckle vines as Dusk rumbled a few last diamond-gifts to the Priests and Priestesses to distribute, the mood was blithe. The sun waned low over the river to the west as actual musicians took to the promenade before them, striking up a lively Egyptian tune. Dancing began, women and men both celebrating in the now-massive throng. 

	Kisses were being pressed to Layla’s lips, and Adrian’s, and Dusk’s by the priests and priestesses. Layla’s hands were moving, taking off her gold jewelry from her Courtesan’s debut and handing them out to the crowd, joyful children shrieking in delight and racing them away. Dusk had similarly given away his Rolex and the few rings on his fingers, as well as his shoes, and with a bright laugh, Adrian did the same.

	As Tarik came for them, laughing as he kissed the old Djinn-matron on the lips and then sequestered their trio away from the crowd, a great cheer went up. Layla caught the gaze of the young crocodile-mother and her daughter, now up on her shoulders. Blowing Layla a kiss, the crocodile-mother beamed, then moved away with her daughter towards the dancing. Stepping back inside the wrought-iron gates of the guesthouse, Layla was flooded with love as Tarik led her and her men into the hotel’s inner garden, the sound of the music still flowing in through the greenery, though quieter now.

	“Well. You three have had quite the afternoon!” Tarik joked gently, his electric eyes alight with mirth and pleasure. “It was well done to donate all you received today to the people of Luxor. You will be remembered for it.”

	“Those gifts were not ours to receive,” Dusk spoke with a beaming smile as he settled upon a rattan lounge-chair, rolling his pant legs up a few turns as if he might just go barefoot the rest of the night. “They belong to the people, and the High Priestess will see them given to those who need them.”

	“Indeed.” Tarik’s gaze was mystical as he smiled upon Dusk, but just as he was about to say more, a woman moved into the courtyard. Tall and curvaceous with long, sleek black hair, she was strong yet willowy as she came forward in a flowing purple and white striped caftan, to give Tarik a kiss upon his cheek. Clearly a Djinn, she faded to bright edges and then became substantial again as she beamed at their trio with electric-blue eyes the same as Tarik’s – and Layla knew they were looking at Tarik’s daughter, Amira.

	“Father,” she spoke in a wind-haunted alto, “dinner is ready. Shall we call the guests to sup?”

	“Yes, dear heart, please do. And find that wayward brother of yours and make sure he does his turn serving our guests. Tell him if he does, he’ll get to see Layla again. That should motivate him.”

	“I will.” Amira laughed brightly, humor sparkling in her eyes. Turning to Adrian and Dusk, she nodded to each of them regally, before stepping to Layla and taking up both her hands. “Royal Dragon Bind, be welcome in our home. I am Amira Malhoum, daughter of Tarik, and your welfare is my delight. I have much to do at the moment preparing dinner and entertainment for the house this evening, but I would very much like to speak with you later. If you would indulge me?”

	“Of course.” Layla smiled, enjoying Amira’s bright, calming presence. It would be nice to have a woman around after so much male energy, and Amira seemed to sense it, squeezing Layla’s hands with a smile. But with a shimmer of mirage and a sweep of winds, she was gone, obviously taking her duties about the guesthouse seriously.

	Showing the trio back to their rooms, Tarik departed also, inviting them to get ready for dinner, which would begin in the courtyard in half an hour. Stepping back into Layla’s suite and shutting the door, their trio moved hastily to their rooms, changing into clothes for dinner. No one said much as they whisked around getting ready, leaving the doors open between their suites. But an elated energy pulsed through them from everything that had happened this afternoon – and Layla had no doubt that Dusk’s high mood was pushing their heady energy through the Bind. 

	Moving quickly, Layla dressed in a blush-gold beaded silk gown with a sweetheart bodice and a flowing skirt, then added Mimi’s diamond and pink topaz jewelry. Dusk had chosen a deep navy suit that matched his coloring perfectly, plus a navy silk tie and white silk pocket square, impeccably Dusk. Adrian was elegantly classic in a slim grey three-piece suit so light it was almost white, with a white silk pocket square and no tie. Layla smiled as they both entered her room, Adrian fixing opal and silver cufflinks to his French cuffs while Dusk combed his fingers through his incredible hair with a flash of light. Neither man had a watch on, having given away their adornment earlier, but it only heightened Layla’s joy, feeling the blessing of the incredible day they’d had at the bazaar.

	Putting a finishing spritz on her sable curls, twisted up into a loosely romantic side-chignon, Layla was ready. As Adrian nodded to the door, all three of them proceeded forward at once. It created an awkward moment as they met before the doors, everyone lurching to a halt rather than be the first to pass through. 

	But it was Adrian who gave a sudden laugh, gesturing Dusk on ahead of him. “Man of the hour.”

	“Thank you.” Dusk gave a wide grin, showing his very white teeth as a flash of light refracted through his hair, his blue eyes sparkling. He didn’t gainsay Adrian, only took Layla’s hand and wrapped it around his arm, proceeding out the doors with Adrian following. 

	Dinner was not very many steps from their rooms, just down from the second-floor balconies to the inner courtyard of the guesthouse. At ornate wrought-iron tables scattered through the greenery around the fountain, dinner was already being started as other guests arrived, everyone dressed to the nines like Layla and her men. As they arrived, a young Djinn waiter seated them at a table between the sprawling fountain and an open fire-pit that smoldered with coals. At the fire-pit, a whole barrage of skewered meats was being tended by a Djinn chef, the meats smelling of incredible spices. 

	As Layla and her men sat, a five-piece ensemble with traditional Egyptian instruments began playing near an ornate teakwood screen nestled in the jasmine vines. Dressed in dark three-piece suits with red sashes across their chests, the musicians were all Djinn, and Layla’s attention was drawn by how their instruments faded in and out like their bodies as they played. Watching the chef tend his meats, Layla realized everything a Djinn touched would fade and brighten with their magics, though once they ceased touching the object, it brightened fully back into the world. It was an arresting effect as the courtyard darkened with the first shadows of sunset. And even as chandeliers were lit high above, along with countless glass votives around the sumptuous gardens, the haunting effect persisted.

	Coffee was served, spiced with something heady and sweetened with honey, which both mellowed and heightened Layla. As the musicians moved from a light rhythm to something deliciously darker, dinner was brought out by a veritable horde of Djinn waiters in crisp black suit and tie with immaculate white aprons. No less than ten dishes were placed upon each table, the chef at the pits bringing around spiced skewers of meat. As white and red wine was poured, and an assortment of flaky pastry desserts with rose syrup were placed at each table also, Layla was overwhelmed by the scents of spice and meat, chutneys, and honey. 

	But even as she wondered why their entire dinner plus dessert had been brought out all at once, the night suddenly deepened, the true dusk of the desert settling fast over the land. As that powerful hush claimed the courtyard, making the fire pit with its glowing red coals seem suddenly brighter, the votives and chandeliers more colorful, the musicians dropped into a low, hushed song. Deep and moving, smooth and graceful, that song pulled at Layla’s heart with every stroke of the violin, every subtle pop of the Egyptian tabla, and every florid strum of the oud as the stars seemed to brighten far above the courtyard. 

	As a hush settled over those enjoying their sumptuous dinner, a scintillating, slow wind stirred the garden, different from the dancing winds that still played above the fountain. As that curl of deeply erotic power swept into the courtyard, Layla was suddenly on high alert, her wine paused halfway to her mouth, her heart pounding hard as her Dragon roared with heat in her veins. A hot scent of oranges and bourbon exploded from her skin as she smelled Dusk’s river-water clarity and Adrian’s spiced cinnamon-jasmine scents do the same. 

	Layla was inundated by sexual magic, from something that had triggered all of them into sudden eros. And as a set of brocaded turquoise drapes with gold tassels were drawn open from a vaulted arch at one side of the garden, she suddenly knew why.

	Their entertainment for the night had arrived.


CHAPTER 14 – DANCE
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Layla was arrested as she watched something swirl out from behind those heavy brocaded curtains, curling into the guesthouse’s courtyard in a smooth wind of sex and power. Every nerve in her body was instantly alert as her eros raised to scorching, making her heart pound hard like thirty minutes of intense foreplay as her palms broke into a cold sweat. Her breath was arrested as she set her wine down, her gaze riveted upon whatever it was that came swirling out from behind the curtains in a shimmering mirage of wind, moving with over twenty colors of silk veils dancing through it. As the vision of movement and color came to a central area near the fountain, Layla saw electric-blue eyes pierce through all that incredible, scintillating motion – slicing her heart in the falling night.

	Those eyes held her, devouring her world as Layla’s Dragon screamed in her veins with fire and sex, raging to take whatever it was that moved inside those shimmering veils. But even as she felt the urge to rise and claim the creature moving with such erotic fascination inside its swirling cocoon of silk, Layla felt a calm magic press her back down to her seat. Something in her mind cleared, and she realized it was Amira’s vivid blue eyes piercing through those veils. But as the Djinn-woman’s eyes left Layla’s, sweeping the courtyard from the depths of her swirling cocoon, Layla felt everyone else in the gardens surge with passion just as Layla had – an annihilating wave that careened magical scents through the night, even though everyone was compelled to keep their seats.

	And so the entertainment began. As the musicians played their dark, sultry rhythm and mesmerizing melodies, Amira began to move, swirling her veils of color and light in fantastical patterns as everything faded to burnished edges in the firelight. Dancing like smoke upon the night wind, she was there and she was not, swirling, spinning, dancing as the music picked up pace, making colorful veils of silk soar high through the air in a spinning cocoon like butterflies, then making them explode like stars falling back to the earth. 

	Layla saw raptors diving for fish in the Nile as a powerful mesmerization took her, her heart pounding sex through her body. She saw fishing-ships flying their sails on the river, and women’s hair blowing in a hot desert wind. She felt the power of a sand-funnel as Amira spun, whipping her veils out and coalescing them into a tight, roaring tower, and then she felt that funnel break with a sudden gust as ten of Amira’s veils went flying, scattering far out into the night like broken sand. 

	As her body was revealed, dancing in nothing but the veils and her own sleek black hair with gold jewelry everywhere, Amira took Layla’s world by storm. Through the riveting presence of those burning blue eyes, Layla could barely sip her wine as she felt the passion of Amira’s sensual curves and strong muscles. Whirling, spinning, undulating, Amira was a madness of talent and raw power, so sexual and lithe that even Layla found herself blushing at what it made her think of. 

	Using her veils like partners upon the night wind, Amira danced with them in the shivering lantern-light, rutting with them as they faded in and out of existence like smoke. Sliding between her legs like ghosts, they wrapped tight around her body in their zephyrs, pleasuring her as she writhed. Nothing was hidden yet everything was, Amira’s body glittering with gold coins, dripping with gold everywhere. Pierced up her ears, into her nipples, belly, and even between her legs, the decoration accentuated her strong body like snakes, writhing over her supple, tanned skin. Fading to bright edges and flaring to fullness, her body was magic and the decorations were also – whirling like a frustrating torrent of sex and power that no man or woman could possibly catch. 

	Through it all, Amira’s electric eyes shone, catching Layla now and then and making her shudder with energy and heat. As if the Djinn-woman wove more magic as she moved, her power flooded the courtyard, spilling far out into the night as everyone watched with bated, needful breaths. As the last few veils were shed, leaving Amira with only one black veil to play with by the fire’s low light, and one golden one to wrap decadently about her beautiful body, Adrian’s hand slid out, gripping Layla’s thigh. 

	Adrian’s eyes were riveted to the dance, but even as he watched, his power slipped up Layla’s ankles, teasing her. Wrapping around her thighs in thick-muscled coils, Adrian’s magic pulled Layla’s thighs firmly apart, like hands. She couldn’t resist what he was doing; she didn’t want to. Watching the dance, Adrian knew what he wanted, and it wasn’t the woman undulating on a tower of wind now. As his magic dove deep inside Layla, throwing her head back with pure pleasure, Dusk’s hand slipped to her neck – gripping her nape possessively and pouring a tirade of darkly sexual thunder through her as he growled low.

	Layla cried out softly; she couldn’t help it. As Amira danced on in midair, Layla’s eyes closed, her entire body shuddering as Adrian took her deep between her legs. Dusk’s rumbles accentuated what Adrian was doing, pouring through Layla’s body like a waterfall, thrusting into her most intimate places, matching Adrian’s rhythm. Layla shuddered, undone by their power even as Dusk leaned in, setting his lips to her neck and pouring his rumbles through her by his soft, possessive kiss. Adrian’s hand clenched on her thigh like talons as he responded to what Dusk was doing, sliding up to grip Layla’s hip crease and massaging her with dark promise. 

	Shuddering hard, Layla turned her face towards Adrian, needing him like she needed breath itself. As Dusk kissed her neck, Layla’s eyelashes fluttered, and she felt more than saw Adrian make a quick gesture to one of the servers waiting nearby. At once, the man came, kneeling beside Adrian’s chair.

	“Yes, sirrah?” he spoke low, not wanting to interrupt the show.

	“Have all this taken up to Ms. Price’s room, at once.” Adrian nodded his chin at the table. “And we’ll need a pot of coffee and at least four bottles of your best wine. Immediately.”

	“Of course.” With a knowing smile, the waiter flicked his fingers quickly at the table. All at once, the dishes were elevating off it, then zooming quietly up the stairs behind their table in a way that didn’t disturb the dancing or music. The table was cleared, and as Layla was helped to her feet by her men, her glance caught Amira’s electric blue eyes as she danced with only the long gold veil now, floating in the air like she was having sex with it. Layla heard the Djinn woman laugh brightly in her mind as Amira gave her a knowing wink.

	Winking ran in the family, apparently.

	But the show was soon left behind as Layla, Adrian, and Dusk retreated up to their rooms. Passion surged between them in scorching waves as Adrian led Layla up the grand balcony stairs, Dusk assisting with one hand possessively at her waist. As they gained the second floor, Adrian tugged Layla quickly into her rooms, Dusk slamming the doors shut behind them with a raw force so hard it shuddered the massive teak doors in their frames. Leaning into his hands against the doors as he hung his head, Dusk heaved hard breaths like a bellows, shivering all through his strong, tall body. Reaching out slowly, he locked the long iron bar behind the doors with one hand, shuddering like he might just shift apart.

	“Dusk? Are you all right?” Adrian managed to speak as he turned Layla toward Dusk, both of them watching their Crystal Dragon. Layla felt a moment of panic as she watched Dusk’s powerful back heave with deep breaths in his sleek navy suit. But as a furious wash of illumination surged through his hair and down his neck, he suddenly shucked his jacket and tie, casting them to the floor. Turning, Dusk’s sapphire eyes were possessed by the light of his Dragon as he growled – shuddering a sub-basso tremor straight through the floor and hammering it hard into Layla’s body. 

	But not just into Layla. As she gasped from the raw force of Dusk’s blast, Layla felt Adrian stagger behind her with a grunt as Dusk’s power hit him also – and not in a bad way. As her drakaina flooded her veins, making Layla cry out with passion, she felt Adrian’s answering roar of sex and heat, flared by Dusk’s earth-shaking thunder. 

	As Dusk strode to them, his eyes possessed by the cruel, incredible strength of his Dragon, he seized Layla around the waist. Adrian growled deep in response, seizing her from behind also as power careened between them all. She knew it was on as Dusk pressed his lips to hers, hard. And as he pulled back with a growling snarl, his gaze furious and hot and incredible all at once, Layla knew that whatever they did tonight, there was no going back.

	“This happens now.” Dusk growled, his bright diamond eyes tearing into Layla as he stared down at her, murderous and sexy as hell. Those eyes flicked to Adrian standing behind her, and Layla saw their fierce heat as Dusk spoke again. “I can’t resist it anymore, no matter the consequences. I need this, all three of us, right now. And no one is leaving until it’s done.”

	“I’m in.” Adrian growled with an answering heat, a blistering aqua-gold fire in his eyes. “Layla? Are you in?”

	“Well, I’m the one between you both, so I guess so.” Layla quipped, breathless as they both gripped her, kneading her hips and waist. “Just be careful? I’ve never done anything like this before…”

	“We’ll be careful, I promise.” Adrian spoke hotly by her ear, his sweet lips smoothing over the skin of her neck now.

	“But not too careful.” Dusk growled down at her, a blisteringly dark smile lifting his lips. As if their passion watching Amira’s dance had just been foreplay, Layla’s body came to a very high alert now. And with a dark tightness in the muscles of her two bound Royal Dragons, she felt Adrian and Dusk respond.

	Their decision made. 

	A deep eagerness was in Dusk as he corralled her close, his strong, warm hands palming her waist and massaging into her gown as Layla sighed, pressed deeper into his solid, warm body and hard, delicious muscle. Adrian’s tense, lean height pressed close to her back in his elegant three-piece suit, his smooth lips finding her nape and tasting her. Layla’s entire body clenched and relaxed at the same time, giving in to it as Adrian kissed her neck with a simmering passion, his jasmine scent curling all around her. He gave a low, possessive growl and Layla’s hand rose, her fingertips finding Adrian’s angular jaw and soft stubble as his cheek moved to hers. 

	Diving in her lips, his power found her tongue as he licked his spiced breath deep into her mouth. But Adrian’s etheric kissing pushed Layla more firmly into Dusk, and Dusk gave a low growl in his chest as they were thrust together. Sliding his hands down her hips, Dusk cupped her ass through her fine silk – even as Adrian slid his hands down, gathering her gown up. As Dusk gripped her ass with his strong hands, Adrian’s hot fingertips smoothed over her bare thighs. His magic followed the rise of her gown, curling up her ankles and licking behind her knees – sliding higher as it coiled to her inner thighs. 

	Relentless, Adrian’s power slipped upward, teasing Layla with the promise of everything he had given her during the show. It was decadent, and Layla fell back into his touch as Adrian’s lips found her neck again. Kissing her, Adrian bit Layla gently, possessive, as his magic reached her cleft, licking her in a slow, hot stroke. She gasped as her eyelashes fluttered, her Dragon rioting in her veins to feel the subtle yet roaring power of her mate.

	But one mate was not enough. As Layla fell back into Adrian, Dusk pushed up very close against her now. As Adrian’s hot winds licked her, Dusk bent his head, his soft lips finding hers. Easing her lips open, exploring her, Dusk growled as their tongues met. As Dusk pulled her close by the waist, growling into her mouth, Adrian gripped her hips, sliding one hand in. 

	Sliding his fingertips over her below, Adrian used his other hand to gather Layla close at the throat as he touched her. Layla cried out, spasming as Adrian gripped her neck and stroked her, trapped by Dusk’s body and his kiss upon her lips. As Adrian’s fingers slid sweetly between her legs while his magic pressed up inside her, Layla cried out again, breaking her kiss with Dusk as Dusk gave a sub-basso growl that thundered straight to Layla’s core – augmenting what Adrian was doing like gasoline on a bonfire.

	Gripping his hands into Layla’s waist and ass, Dusk hauled her roughly against him so she could feel how hot and hard he was. She melted against him, crying out as he growled into the other side of her neck, flooding her with pleasure, biting at her skin as Adrian gripped her throat. Rolled by pleasure, Layla fell back into Adrian even as she collapsed into Dusk, succumbing to them both; letting them hold her up. Her knees were weak, her entire body shuddering so hard she thought she might shift. On both sides, she could feel the muscle and hardness of her Royal Dragons, pressed firmly against her through their fine suits.

	Wanting to possess her properly.

	Adrian growled into the side of Layla’s throat now as he gripped her hard, sliding his fingers in deep where his magic had already gone. It was as if there were two presences inside Layla and she cried out harder, sinking into her Royal Dragons as a wave of bourbon-orange heat surged through the room, knocking glassware off a side-bar and dumping a vase of flowers over on the breakfasting table. As Layla cried out again in pleasure, Dusk trapped it with his kiss, punishing her sweetly at the lips with his power thundering into her as Adrian punished her with his fingers and hot winds below. Layla shuddered as she screamed with a heady bliss into Dusk’s mouth, bucking in Adrian’s grip only to have him secure her harder with his formidable strength. 

	She was sobbing into Dusk’s kiss now, shuddering with pleasure as Adrian pushed her deep; as both drakes wrapped her in their arms and secured her between their hard, amazing bodies. Thrusting waves of magic through her with their movements, they pushed her, driving her higher by a voracious, thundering need. Layla succumbed in their arms, gasping as Dusk suddenly heaved against her – stumbling her and Adrian back against the stout post of her bed and slamming all three of them together. 

	The power between them skyrocketed as Adrian’s fingers and magic thrust up into Layla hard from Dusk’s push. Layla spilled over into climax, screaming into Dusk’s mouth as she was devoured by a wave that clenched everything and sent her spiraling up in a golden flood. All that passion needed somewhere to go, and it went straight into her two Royal Dragons, slamming like a punch through their Bind as it inundated them with golden light and heat. Dusk and Adrian gasped as it rolled them, and Layla’s drakaina roared all through her as she cried out in glorious abandon. 

	Layla was a wild thing as she heaved between her bound men, needing their hands to tear away her silk gown; needing to rip and shred their fine suits from their amazing bodies. She was a beast of ecstasy as her men quickened, breathing hard as they hauled her up roughly between them so she was no longer standing on the floor but caught in their arms. 

	But as all three of them began to heave with sex and passion, even as the Bind-magic raged to throw them all desperately out of control, Layla felt both men corral it back. With hard breaths, Dusk and Adrian wrangled Layla’s magic by hot and cool coils of power wrapping around her wrists and ankles, around her torso, throat, and deep inside her. Layla cried out, screaming with pleasure as their magic bound her, making her writhe upon them both like an animal. 

	She was losing herself, falling into the passion of her Dragon – but they weren’t. Holding her grounded, pushing her higher, they heaved hard breaths as Adrian’s gaze flashed with fire and Dusk’s blazed with diamonds – regarding each other with a dark, sexily cruel understanding.

	As she shuddered between Dusk and Adrian, nearly wild with abandon, Layla quailed with a heady, delicious terror, knowing what that look meant. Her bound men were ready to show her what they could really do to a woman caught between them.

	They were ready to show Layla what they could really do with her, as their passions raged in the depths of the night.


CHAPTER 15 – TRIO
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Holding her up between them, Dusk and Adrian walked Layla to the bed, throwing her down and securing her fast with their magics. As Dusk and Adrian crawled onto the bed with her, heat and disaster in their eyes, Layla writhed, caught by their power. Invisible scales smooth as silk slid over every part of her; enormous muscled coils squeezed her, pinning her to the bed even as she arched hard against them, her fingers clawing into her curls and her hands sliding down her body. 

	Reaching out, Dusk passed his fingers slowly over her face and Layla cried out, obliterated by desire. Adrian’s hot muscled power coiled more tightly around her neck as it pressed up between her legs, hot and thick. As Adrian shed his jacket and shoes to the floor, rolling up his shirtsleeves, and Dusk kicked off his shoes also for their impending play, Layla whimpered even as she gasped. Touching herself, she bit her inner arm at the delay as her arms raised up above her head. 

	Needing her bound Royal Dragons so hard it hurt.

	“Gods, she’s beautiful.”  Dusk rumbled gently as he passed his fingertips over her face again. Layla whimpered, arching, her lips seeking his fingers. Obliging, he slowly teased his warm fingers over her lips and she sighed. Tracing her lips, she felt Dusk growl as her tongue reached out to taste him – as if tasting far more than just his fingers.

	“She is beautiful.” Adrian agreed in his low baritone, as his warm hand found her cheek. Stroking her cheek with his knuckles, Adrian’s touch smoothed over her jaw and down the side of her neck, tracing the edge of her gown. The pleasure was so acute it made Layla arch again, wanting him to touch her breasts. But Adrian merely chuckled, securing her more firmly around the throat with his magics. Layla mewled, and he slipped just the edge of his finger beneath the silk, stroking her breast. He was so close to her nipple that Layla mewled again – though he only punished her sweetly between the thighs with his magic in response, that thick heat moving slowly in and out of her.

	Layla arched, her eyelashes fluttering as Adrian’s magic took her. He let her this time, easing his coil around her neck until she arched all the way up to the crown of her head on the firm mattress. It brushed Adrian’s knuckle over her nipple as Dusk’s fingers brushed her lips and she cried out, shuddering with pleasure. Through her fluttering eyelashes, she saw Adrian give a cruel, sexy smile, even as something diabolically hot glinted in Dusk’s eyes. They glanced at each other, and then Adrian stretched out beside Layla, his thick coil of heat ceasing to move, but pulsing gently inside her as he stroked his knuckle over her nipple.

	“Layla…” Adrian breathed at her neck, as Dusk leaned over her, his fingers now delicately replaced by his oh-so-soft lips teasing over hers. “What are we going to do with you?”

	“Fuck me! Please!” She gasped, writhing with need at their teasing.

	“I think we need to take our time.” Dusk rumbled with a sexy growl as he brushed his lips over hers, close to kissing still but not quite. 

	“But I need you!” Layla argued, frustrated by their teasing, their stalling. “I need you both…!”

	“Good. We want you to need us. We want you to scream for us – both of us at the same time.” Dusk breathed, teasing his oh-so-smooth lips over hers as Adrian wrapped his coil tighter around her neck, securing her from arching up and kissing Dusk. “But since this is something you’ve never done before, we need to start slow.”

	“Anyone can have sex in a rush,” Adrian agreed as he began to move his knuckles over her nipple in a slow, deep rhythm, matched by his thick heat of magic down below.  “But only Royal Dragons can take that rush and make it splendor.”

	“Adrian!” But Layla had no time to say more as Dusk’s lips descended, kissing her in a deep, slow rhythm that was a perfect match to Adrian’s. The coil around Layla’s neck eased and she was able to arch up and kiss Dusk, as Adrian continued to touch her. Pulling sweetly at her nipple with his knuckles, Adrian rolled it between his fingers as he thrust deeper below, making Layla gasp into Dusk’s kiss; kissing her Crystal Dragon harder at her Desert Dragon’s attentions. 

	Dusk growled at her lips with a dark smile of pure enjoyment, setting a hand to her ribs and gripping them before his palm smoothed down her silk dress. As Dusk’s hand came to her abdomen, hiking the beaded gown high up her hips with his fingers, Adrian’s magic slid deeper into her; all the way deep. As Dusk caressed her bare abdomen, Layla gasped with pleasure, arching up hard into his mouth. Adrian’s coils of magic released her arms; she flung her arms up around Dusk’s neck, kissing him with a heady passion as his hand slid down her groin and under her lace thong. 

	But he didn’t go inside. Leaving that part to Adrian’s magic, he splayed his strong palm over Layla’s lower abdomen, possessing her as he slid a single finger over her clitoris. Rumbling a vibratory pleasure into her, it was the exact pulsing of Adrian’s magics as he rubbed his finger in smooth circles upon her, and breaking from Dusk’s kiss, Layla keened, feeling the magic of both her bound lovers take her together, so deep. As she shuddered, Adrian stripped his vest away and unbuttoned his shirt, shucking it. He was exquisite, and despite the pleasure taking her, Layla needed to look as Adrian’s amazingly lean, mean body came out for her to see. 

	Reaching out a hand, she touched Adrian’s chest, writhing upon his and Dusk’s power deep inside her. She felt Adrian’s coils ease so she could touch him, and securing her waist, Dusk’s hands lifted her so she came up to her knees. Turning her so her back pressed to his chest now, Dusk held her captive as Adrian moved in on his knees before her. Slowly, Dusk’s hands moved down the back of her gown, unzipping it with a deft, slow slide. As her gown eased open, Layla felt more than saw Dusk unbutton his shirt. As the soft silk and heavy beadwork of her dress fell away, Dusk pressed his strong, warm body to her bare back, Adrian pressing his scalding, lean body to her front. 

	Layla gasped as her breasts touched Adrian’s lean-muscled chest at the same time as her bare back touched Dusk’s solid pecs and washboard abs. She felt both sigh as their hands slid up her sides now revealed by the silk, Dusk easing a hand around her throat now rather than Adrian, corralling her close to his firm, amazing body. 

	As Dusk held her, Adrian nuzzled her nose, his soft lips finding hers. They had reversed positions of what they’d done before, and Layla died with pleasure as Adrian kissed her slow and sweet, his magics easing to a gentle, slick slide inside her. As she and Adrian kissed, Dusk held her, massaging his deft fingers into her throat as he wrapped a strong arm around her waist. Dusk’s torso was bare as he slid his other hand down beneath her half-shed gown, pulling his fit, hard body very close now to her bare back. His sweet lips found her nape as Adrian kissed her, Dusk pressing soft kisses to her bare shoulders as he massaged her low belly and throat. 

	Pulling gently away, Adrian reached up to brush a curl back from Layla’s face, watching her held in Dusk’s strong arms as she shuddered hard with need, his beautiful aqua gaze pinned to her and vibrant with gold.

	“I need you…” Layla breathed as her lips sought Adrian’s, her body restrained entirely from touching Adrian now by Dusk. “I need you both…”

	“Patience.” Adrian breathed back, teasing his lips over hers like Dusk had done earlier, as his magics slid slowly inside her below. Nothing of Adrian touched her now but his lips and hot coils, tightening and releasing her in slow, delicious waves. “We need to do this right, Layla. If the three of us are going to be a part of each other’s lives this way… we need to do this right. Dusk?”

	Adrian’s gaze strayed to Dusk behind her, and pausing his kisses on Layla’s shoulders, Dusk wrapped his strong hands around her as he looked at Adrian. Taking a deep breath, he let it out as he gathered Layla close. 

	“I want this. More than you know.” Dusk’s affirmation was so soft that it was only a breath at Layla’s shoulder, and Layla twisted in his arms so she could see Dusk’s eyes. They were blue, so achingly blue like midnight diamonds, and as Adrian reached out, grasping Dusk’s shoulder, a deep shudder passed all the way through Dusk’s body. 

	“Yes, but do you want everything that goes with it?” Adrian spoke quietly.

	For a long moment, both Royal Dragons just watched each other. And then Dusk began kissing Layla’s shoulders again – his sweet, slow lips like a glide of river-water over her back. 

	“I want the power.” Dusk spoke quietly as he kissed her, nuzzling his nose into the angle of her shoulder, then smoothing his lips up her bare neck beneath her curls. “I want the game.” He spoke again, his breath hotter now upon her skin, almost scalding as an edge of danger crept into his voice, the danger of his Dragon. “I want the danger, and the pleasure, and the pain. I’m done running from King Markus, and what will be is what will be. Whatever happens tonight, whatever this act unleashes in me or between us… I won’t regret it. Because this is everything I’ve ever wanted, right here, right now. On this bed, in my hands… on this first night of my return home.”

	“Then so be it.”

	Adrian’s soft words were like permission, as he watched Dusk in a solemn camaraderie. And with a deep shiver, Dusk shook his fears off for good. Suddenly, his energy seemed clearer, hotter, like diamonds searing in a forge-fire. Kissing Layla’s shoulder again and rubbing his cheek sweetly into her neck, she felt a wave of his magics roll through her like a rushing river, then another. Pouring them through her body, Dusk flooded her again and again with his powerful waves of bliss, and Layla arched in his arms, crying out softly. 

	Lifting his strong hands, he massaged her breasts, his thumbs finding her nipples and rolling them with deep movements to match his slow surges of power. Layla came undone in Dusk’s strong arms as he fucked her slowly with his magic and his hands, pouring ecstasy through her. With a dark, devastating look, Adrian’s winds aided him, sliding slowly up Layla’s inner thighs and teasing her apart once more. Hot, Adrian’s power slid up into her like a hard phallus now as Dusk’s smooth waves rushed through her, making her shiver and struggle with pleasure between them. 

	As Adrian moved forward, touching his lean, incredible body to her front, Dusk pressed hard against her back – trapping her fast against Adrian. And as Adrian’s lips found hers, Dusk bit his power deep into her neck.

	Rolling her with the full might of his Crystal drake at last.

	It was like a powder-keg tipped over into a boatload of C4. Layla exploded with passion as her drakaina roared inside her veins, trapped by both her mates. She could feel the drakes rioting inside her body, roaring and heaving as Layla screamed with bliss, shuddering with a spontaneous climax so overwhelming that her mind fled into the annihilating heat of her beast. Maybe Dusk and Adrian had planned to take it slow, maybe they’d wanted more foreplay, but Layla’s Dragon had other plans. As they collapsed to the bed in a blast of thunder and revelry, all three of them together, Layla felt the enormous golden coils of her magic roar through them all. 

	Hauling them together into an endless, incredible loop. 

	Layla didn’t even know how they’d all gotten naked, but she surfaced with a hard gasp from kissing to find herself on her back on the bed, Dusk braced on his hands above her and Adrian below her, her body stretched out upon his tall, incredible length. As Adrian bit his power into her neck, Dusk trapped her hands over her head upon the bed, pressing his amazing body into hers and crushing her into Adrian with deep, powerful thrusts. As Dusk ate his kisses into her lips on waves of earth-devouring power, Adrian poured his scalding heat through her with every inch of their skin contact and Layla screamed with pleasure. Her drakaina heaved, roaring through her drake’s coils in a thunderous explosion of light and heat and golden glory.

	And then Dusk positioned himself and plunged into her, and Layla knew no more. 

	Her human mind was gone; replaced by the Dragon. As they rutted and fucked, as Dusk heaved above her, thundering his passion through her in wave after wave of decadent, mind-crushing power with her legs locked around his hips, Adrian held her fast to enjoy it. Trapped to his body, Adrian’s hands were iron upon her, his growls and kisses molten at her neck as Layla screamed with bliss, feeling Adrian’s hands and hot magic pushing her harder into Dusk’s every thrust. Their power careened, animal, carnal, and it was everything Layla wanted as she came and came again, shuddering and spasming, gasping with sobs between them. 

	But they weren’t done. Dusk’s eyes were possessed by his Dragon as he lifted Layla in one smooth motion, turning her to face Adrian even as she still shuddered from his incredible fucking. Hauling her thighs up so she straddled Adrian, Dusk pressed himself to her back, biting her neck and pouring a waterfall of thunder through her. Adrian was already positioned in the perfect place, and hauling her deep upon himself by the hips in one powerful thrust, he made Layla scream with the power of his beast as he roared to the rafters. She shuddered between them as stars exploded through her vision; as power exploded through her body. Though he wasn’t inside her, Dusk rode her down hard upon Adrian, and Adrian snarled as he rose to Layla’s lips – eating her with his kisses, devouring her as she screamed.

	She disappeared as her body came unwound. Everything ceased to exist but their twin powers so hot and hard, roaring through her and making her own bliss rage. Possessed by the magic of her Bind, Layla felt herself filled to the brim like an endless golden cup. Spilling over, she spilled all that glorious power and golden light through her body – and into her Bound men. 

	She felt it take them, locking deep inside their bodies with a sensation that flooded fulfillment through Layla’s entire life. As she came in a rush of heat and golden light, screaming with the overtones of her Dragon, both men cried out as they came also. Their twin voices roared with sub-basso sounds and inhuman overtones as Adrian spilled deep inside her and Dusk spilled hot upon her back. 

	As Layla’s Bind-power surged into them all, an enormous golden coil suddenly opened between Adrian and Dusk. As had nearly happened before at Riad Rhakvir, Layla felt that coil twist out, seeking to make its own Bind directly between her two men. Dusk didn’t shut it down this time, actually pushing it hard towards Adrian with a flare of incredible light through his entire body – Adrian screaming beneath Layla as it took him.

	In a bright flash of heat and wind and light, something exploded between Adrian and Dusk, and Layla was caught in the middle. As power devoured her, banishing her mind to the stars far beyond the world, she felt Dusk heave with a massive vibration, unlike anything she had ever felt. Coring into the earth, that rush of power drilled into the deepest caverns at the center of the planet. And then in one massive concussion, shuddered the entire earth in a shockwave that heaved the guesthouse.

	And rolled out deep into the night.

	Shock smote Layla as her mind returned, as she collapsed between her spent men, trapped between their bodies and deliciously crushed as Dusk fell upon her. As they all panted, sweat-drenched and glorious, their bodies and hearts heaving hard, Layla gasped from their lovemaking, from their first time together as a trio. Even as she lay there, spent and glorious, she knew what had happened. Dusk had not held back this time. He’d not stopped their trio from being as close and powerful as they could be tonight, and as her men collapsed in a glorious, endless mess, the Dragon inside Layla roared in bliss. 

	Waves of light still shed through Dusk as he refracted again and again. With a shaky exhalation, Adrian turned Layla, sliding her sweetly to his side as Dusk collapsed to her other side upon the bed. Laying between them, Adrian at her back now and Dusk before her, her thigh slung up sweetly over Dusk’s hip, Layla could feel the new Bind formed directly between Dusk and Adrian in the power of tonight. As the last glorious waves of light cooled to vague sapphire shimmers in Dusk’s skin, Layla reached out, tracing the fractals of golden power etched into her Royal Crystal Dragon.

	“My god,” she murmured softly, watching the last light die in Dusk’s skin as Adrian cuddled close to her back, kissing her neck sweetly as he drew her hips to him.

	“My goddess.” Dusk murmured back, sliding his firm body closer as his oh-so-soft lips found hers, kissing her sensually and slow.

	As Dusk kissed her in the peaceful aftermath of their trio’s lovemaking and Adrian breathed his sweet magic around them all, warming and cuddling them in the night, Layla listened to a deep silence devour the world. As if all peoples everywhere had felt that pulse, had devoured it inside their bones and flesh, she felt the entire world pause as she and Dusk kissed. And then, with a sensation like a leviathan waking, Layla felt bright diamonds open up through the night, thousands of them, all across the world.

	With a deep understanding, Layla knew what she was feeling; what Dusk had done. The power of their lovemaking and his new Bind with Adrian had sent Dusk’s pulse out to Crystal Dragons all around the globe. Using the trio’s full power, unleashed at last, Dusk had called Crystal Dragons to himself from all across the earth. 

	And they were coming to his call – to Egypt.


CHAPTER 16 – CALLED
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Layla slept like the dead in Dusk and Adrian’s arms, curled close between them all night long. Sometime in the deep of the night, Adrian retrieved the duvet from the floor where it had fallen in their heady passion, pulling it back up over them all. For the first time since Dusk had gone into his crystal sarcophagus at Yule, Layla had no dreams. And as birdsong trilled through her room with the splashing of the fountain and the soft clink of a breakfast tray being placed outside the door, she yawned, blinking her eyes open to a new dawn.

	Still sleeping soundly, Dusk breathed deep beside her, dead to the world. He’d cuddled around her during the night, his strong hands at her waist with his lips at her neck as his solid body curled around hers. But as Layla stretched in the covers, she felt Adrian was already up and out of bed. Blinking around, she saw him dressed in a pair of cinnamon silk sleep pants, opening her suite door quietly as he retrieved the breakfast tray from a teak hutch outside. Closing the door, he glanced up with the tray balanced on one hand – an incredible smile brightening his face to see Layla awake. 

	Moving over to set the tray on the breakfast table, he came to the bed, sitting on the edge and stroking Layla’s sex-mussed curls back from her face. “Good morning.” 

	“Morning.” Layla smiled, enjoying Adrian’s attentions. Still sleeping deep, Dusk didn’t even stir beside her, breathing gently as Layla carefully extracted herself from his arms and sat up. Stroking her collarbones and chest, Adrian’s aqua eyes lit with a deep fire as he traced her skin. Layla shivered beneath his touch, still feeling everything they’d shared last night. As if it had somehow opened a new dimension between them, she could feel Adrian’s emotions even stronger than usual as he touched her. As if Dusk’s cavern-deep energy breathed through him, Adrian’s touch held a grounded heat this morning, his eyes bright yet dark with sex in a way Dusk normally had. Layla’s lips fell open as Adrian stroked her with his knuckle, smiling mystically. 

	Leaning in, he kissed her, lingering before he pulled away. “You taste like the both of us this morning. I like it.”

	“You do?” Layla blinked. “I thought you might be… I don’t know. Angry? Jealous?”

	“The opposite, actually.” Adrian gave a low chuckle, and it was sexy as hell as his intense blue-green eyes flashed, gold heat in their depths. “For decades, I tried to forget how good it was, being in bed with a woman and Dusk as a trio. As if his power and mine were made to stir each other up, I feel him like a volcano in my veins when we’re sharing someone. It’s amazing, and makes my Dragon roar like a mad thing when we fuck someone between us. That’s what I felt last night, with you.”

	“But what about—” Layla began, recalling the golden Bind that had formed directly between Adrian and Dusk last night.

	“The new Bind?” Adrian spoke with a knowing look as if reading her thoughts, which he probably had. “I don’t know. I don’t know how it’s possible for Dusk and me to resonate with each other’s powers. The only thing I could think of this morning as I got up, was that long ago, perhaps Dusk and I started to learn Bind magic de novo from being around your mother Mimi. She was a fixture at Riad Rhakvir. She’d Bound my mother Juliette, and even when I was little, I could feel its effects. Even as children, Dusk and I had an intense connection, like true brothers born worlds apart. I wonder if somehow, because Mimi was a resurgence of the Bind Lineage from centuries gone, that… her magic taught itself how to open. And could also teach others with aptitude.”

	“So you’re saying maybe the intensity of you and Dusk’s connection to each other formed a Bind through your own magics, learning from Mimi’s example.” Layla blinked, her lips falling open in astonishment.

	“That’s what I’ve been thinking.” Adrian spoke quietly as he smoothed a hand over hers upon the coverlet. “Dusk and I put our connection away for a long while, but when we met you and you bound both of us, it came roaring back. Have you ever wondered why your magic chose Dusk and me? Or even Reginald and Rhennic? Not just Royal Dragons, but Royal Dragons with astonishingly intense and surprising abilities. I have a theory in light of everything that happened last night… that perhaps your magic chose the four of us because we each have a latent ability to Bind. Probably weaker than yours by a lot, but I think our group is doing something unprecedented, something other Bound groups have never done. We’re all starting to Bind each other, so we can use each other’s magics. Either that… or your Bind is somehow working through us to Bind us tighter as a group and give us more power, which is also an interesting thought.”

	“Either way your theory works out, Dusk used that power last night to call his new clan.” Glancing back at their Crystal Dragon, Layla saw he was well and truly out. Sleeping hard, Dusk hadn’t even moved from where his limbs had settled when Layla extracted herself. Reaching out, she combed her fingers gently through his dark brown waves, soft and perfectly coiffed even in sleep. Dusk never used styling products; he never needed any. But as she touched him he gave a sleepy growl, his lips turning up at the corners as he curled her hand into his strong chest. Layla thought he might wake, but instead he returned to the deep, slow breaths of sleep, twitching with a wave of light through his hair as he fell again, hard.

	“I’ve only ever seen Dusk sleep like this when he was sick,” Layla spoke, caressing her fingers over his strong chest while he slept on. “It’s strange, seeing so many new sides to him in such a short time. The passion of his Dragon, the rage and fury. The danger and heartbreak in him, and now perhaps an ability to Bind, even if it’s mostly latent. So much was living beneath the surface all this time, yet he hardly ever showed it to me.”

	“He never showed anyone those things,” Adrian spoke quietly, curling around Layla from behind and setting his chin on her shoulder, watching Dusk also. “Dusk has always had a public persona and a private one, Layla. With the true awakening of his Dragon, he’s simply unable to keep the two sides of himself separate anymore. It makes him raw but powerful, to embrace both sides of himself and become whole. I know he’s scared of what he might become, but I believe in him. Dusk has a heart as wide as the sky, and I trust it. I trust him to do what’s right no matter how much power he eventually grows into.”

	“With great power comes great responsibility.” Layla quoted absently, still stroking Dusk’s chest.

	“Spider-man?” Adrian chuckled, winding Layla closer in his arms. “So I’m Batman, you’re Wonder Woman, and now he’s Spider-man?”

	“Something like that. Though I think maybe he’s more like Superman mixed with Deadpool.” Layla grinned.

	“Accurate.” Adrian chuckled again. “Dusk’s irreverent as shit, but he always does what’s right.”

	“Like at the market yesterday.”

	“And last night.” Adrian kissed her neck sweetly. “You and I needed this, Layla. Even though Dusk needed it also, I think a big part of him gave in to it because you and I wanted it. He has hang-ups about growing his power. He doesn’t want to become a beast like his King. He doesn’t want the power to corrupt him, and he doesn’t want to use us, you and me. Now that Dusk’s unleashed his beast at last, he’s free to grow into the Dragon he should be. But a part of him still fears it. Deeply.”

	Just then, Dusk gave a massive yawn and stretched in bed, rolling the covers down to his fit, lean hips as he arched, flexing his incredible arms up over his head. The force of the stretch shivered him all the way to his toes, and as his abdomen and intercostal muscles tensed, roped with hard muscle and edged in gold-navy Dragon scales, Layla couldn’t help but ogle him. He was magnificent, the kind of trim, sculpted body any fitness model would deeply envy. As his dark lashes blinked open, staring at Layla with eyes so blue they were like the sky today, a slow smile curled his lips. Reaching out, he stroked her face with his fingertips, then her neck. As heat stirred in her to his touch, his eyes brightened with the sexily intense look of his Dragon.

	“So much energy this morning, drakaina…” he growled sleepily to Layla. “Maybe I need to fuck you again and bring that down a little.”

	Layla blushed as a wash of bourbon-orange scent flooded from her. 

	“Good morning to you too, asshole.” Adrian chuckled, winding Layla closer in his arms. 

	“Dick.” Dusk commented sleepily, though he was grinning. “Aren’t we supposed to hit the road this morning? Why didn’t you wake me?”

	“You were just sleeping so peacefully, like a little angel, that I couldn’t bear interrupting.” Adrian grinned back, something he almost never did. Layla could see it now, how much Adrian and Dusk’s energies were influencing each other. As they grinned at each other, ribald like school boys, Layla suddenly saw how their childhood might have been if they hadn’t been fighting all the time. But it was part of both Dusk and Adrian’s natures to fuck and fight, to rail against authority and the system and anyone else who told them they couldn’t do what they damn well wanted to. In that way, they were so alike that Layla’s heart suddenly expanded, feeling blessed that they were hers.

	A sweet bourbon-orange scent cascaded from her skin and both men looked to her. Dusk raised his eyebrows but Layla just shook her head, smiling.

	But there were other things they had to accomplish today, and reality set in as a knock came at their door. As Layla fetched a blue silk robe from her bedpost, slinging it on while Dusk tucked the duvet about his hips, Adrian went to the door and threw it wide. Yousry stood on the other side, sexily impeccable in his dark Armani suit and gold jewelry. With a grin to their trio, the Djinn leaned casually in the doorway with one forearm up on the frame.

	“Time to get going, friends.” Yousry spoke, unfazed by the fact that everyone was mostly naked in Layla’s room. “We waste the morning, and the Crystal Highway awaits.”

	“We were just getting up,” Adrian spoke with a smile. “We’ll be down in a jif, Yousry, just let us fetch some breakfast first.”

	“Sure, sure.” Yousry commented, waving one elegant hand in a wind-like way, though his eyes sparkled. “The Jeep is packed for our journey and I’ll be downstairs in the bar. Just fetch me when you’re ready to head out.”

	“We’ll do that.” Adrian nodded. 

	Slapping the doorframe with his hand, Yousry turned, tucking his hands in his pants pockets and whistling as he moved off down the stairs. Turning back to Layla and Dusk, Adrian shut the door. “We should get going. It’s quite a drive up to the Crystal Highway, and we don’t know what we’ll find there today.”

	“Right.” Sliding out from beneath the covers, Dusk rose, moving naked to the breakfast table and uncovering dishes on the silver tray. There were lentils and rice with fried quail eggs for breakfast, plus baklava and some sautéed greens in a spicy sauce. Plus coffee – a massive copper pot of spiced Egyptian coffee. Layla could already smell its cinnamon-cardamom aroma wafting through the air as Dusk poured, then added honey and cream to everyone’s cups. Rising from the bed, Layla went to the table. Comfortable in the nude, Dusk had already loaded their plates and sat down, beginning to eat. Layla had a seat, ravenously hungry as she smelled all the exciting spices in their breakfast, and Adrian sat also.

	And suddenly, it was like that breakfast they’d shared months ago, right after Layla had nearly died facing Hunter beneath the Red Letter Hotel Paris. She had leveled-up in power that night, significantly, but this morning it was Dusk who had leveled-up as he sat across from her, grinning like a brigand and digging into his eggs and lentils. Now, they all sat sharing a meal the way Layla had always wanted to – calm, coordinated in their aims, and without a single spike of tension blistering between the three of them. 

	It was damn near blissful, and she reveled in it as she ate, smiling.

	“So, the Crystal Highway,” Adrian spoke as he poured himself and Dusk another cup of coffee, though Layla had yet to finish hers. “Do you know what we can expect on it today, Dusk?”

	“I really don’t know until we get there.” Dusk spoke, chewing thoughtfully though he seemed far less stressed about the prospect of seeing his homeland and any restless spirits in it today. “I’ve been back to Luxor a few times over the decades, but I’ve never had the courage to travel all the way up to the Plateau. I’ve heard from the Djinn that it’s heavily protected since my clan fell – natural wards that went up when everyone died. I assume that means crystal barriers of some kind, but I really don’t know what we’re looking at or how I’ll be able to affect them until I see them – and run a few test vibrations through them. As an Egyptian Crystal Dragon born on the Crystal Plateau, I should still carry the imprint of my home, which should allow me through their barriers. But with the Bind… we’ll see.”

	“You’re worried the Bind may have changed your Crystal imprint?” Layla spoke, chewing a bite of her eggs. “That’s interesting.”

	“I’m not sure it has, but I am resonating with some of Adrian’s power now, and yours, Layla.” Dusk spoke levelly, something about him clear this morning like his regular brisk Head Concierge personality. “Even a bit of Rhennic’s storms and Reginald’s oceans are pouring through me, though those are far less than what the three of us here share. Adrian’s interested in how that may make us all more formidable opponents in a fight. But I’m concerned I may not even be allowed home if my imprint has changed too much.”

	“And if your clan’s barriers don’t recognize you, then you can’t re-start your clan.” Layla raised her eyebrows, sipping her coffee.

	“Exactly.” Dusk spoke with a lift of one dark eyebrow back, as he paused with his coffee cup near his lips. “Which would be a bad thing if I’ve already called thousands of Crystal Dragons to me from all over the world. We’re going to end up being wandering nomads if I can’t unlock my homeland for everyone to settle into.”

	“You wouldn’t be nomads. You’d find somewhere else in Egypt to settle.” Adrian commented levelly. “We’ve got Desert Dragon allies in Egypt who would cede a bit of land to you if you asked.”

	“It’s not the same.” Dusk glanced at Adrian, his gaze pressing. “Crystal calls to crystal, Adrian, not sand. Crystal Dragon homelands are built upon massive underground caverns, usually natural. Settling in just any old patch of desert wouldn’t feel… right. Normal. You know what I mean. It’s like asking a Desert Dragon to settle in the Brazilian rainforest.”

	“There are Desert Dragons in France and Italy.” Adrian commented, gesturing with his coffee. “No deserts there.”

	“But plenty of dry climate in the south, especially during summertime,” Dusk argued back. “In any case, there’s a reason Crystal Dragons don’t settle anywhere there aren’t natural underground caverns. Because our resonance likes to dig deep, and you can’t do that if there’s nothing beneath you to resonate.”

	“Like an underground bell.” Layla spoke, understanding. “Resonating a cavern around you or beneath you makes you feel… harmonized. Like music.”

	“Precisely.” Dusk smiled with a pleased nod to Layla. “I settled at the Red Letter Hotel Paris because there are natural caverns beneath it. It was more comfortable for me than many other Hotels I could have gone to. Plus, France. The French are sexy, and it helped everything I was up against at the time.”

	“So this Crystal Highway, what is that?” Layla asked, curious as to what they would experience today on their journey.

	“You know how I told you Crystal Dragons make things out of their ancestors’ bones?” Dusk spoke, a glitter of intrigue in his eyes. “Well long ago, my clan built a highway into their territory using the bones of their ancient dead. It used to stretch all the way from the west bank of the Nile at Luxor into my homeland further west. The Nile part of the highway was shattered in a great war a few thousand years back, so now it begins up at the edge of the plateau just beyond the Theban hills, and extends into the citadel.”

	“We’ve gotten permission to travel through Djinnic lands in the Theban hills, by the way,” Adrian commented as he ate, “thanks to Yousry and Tarik. And word of your stunt yesterday at the bazaar has probably reached the West Nile Djinn, so I bet they’ll be clearing the road for us.”

	“They’d better clear the road for everyone I’ve called,” Dusk spoke, darkening suddenly with the dangerous energy of his Dragon. “Or the Djinn clans and I are going to have words. The road’s span was Crystal Dragon territory until a hundred and fifty years ago, all the way to the river. It should be still, but because the Crystal Highway was busted up and unable to protect it in modern times, we’ve lost some ground.”

	“You’ll get it back without a fight.” Adrian spoke, though he’d paused in his meal, frowning as if he wasn’t so sure.

	“I hope so.” Dusk responded, frowning also. 

	But everyone was finished with breakfast now and it was time to get going. Rising briskly from the table, Dusk gave Layla a kiss and Adrian a nod, before striding to his suite still butt-ass nude. It was a great view as he walked away, Layla suddenly feeling hot from watching all the power in his built thighs, back, and ass as he departed. She watched his scintillating midnight Dragon-scales and gold shimmer on his body in the new day, and only finally managed to tear her gaze away when he disappeared from view. 

	Shaking his head and grinning, Adrian sipped the last of his coffee.

	“What?” Layla grumped with a slight grin also, crossing her arms.

	“You’re priceless, that’s all.” Adrian spoke as he set his coffee cup down. Rising, he kissed her, letting it linger as a curl of his warm winds eased around Layla, gently stroking her throat. It made her think of how he and Dusk had held her last night, and her drakaina rioted in her veins, sluicing a spicy scent into the air. Adrian chuckled with dark heat, as if he knew what she was thinking. Drawing away, he watched her with his incredible aqua eyes as a smile devoured his perfect lips.

	“This is going to be so much fun.” He breathed sexily.

	“What is?” Layla asked, her arms still crossed over her chest, though her heart was pounding hard for him now, like it just might leap out.

	“You know what.” Adrian spoke with a devilish little grin. And then he was gone, moving out through the adjacent door into his own suite.


CHAPTER 17 – HIGHWAY
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Driving out of Luxor in the fully-stocked Jeep, packed with plastic containers of water, oodles of camping supplies, food, and gas, Layla leaned an elbow out the open window, sad to see the city go. It had been a whirlwind twenty-four hours. And though Tarik and Amira had been there to see them off from the guesthouse, Amira expressing her regrets that she and Layla had not been able to have a heart-to-heart, Layla knew she had more to see and do in the Twilight city. 

	But Dusk’s homeland called, and as they crossed a white bridge over the Nile to the west bank, Layla’s heart soared like the river-birds diving and swooping to catch morning fish below. They were on to a new adventure today, and though some of it worried Layla, the rest was pure elation. She’d never seen a Crystal Dragon clan-home, much less Dusk’s, and his fidgety, eager restlessness this morning was affecting her and Adrian both.

	Tapping his fingers in a Middle Eastern rhythm on the sill of his open window, Dusk leaned an elbow out of the Jeep in a similar manner to Layla. His summer-blue eyes were hidden by his chic sunglasses as he stared out over the rugged hills and plateaus rising up out of the desert to the west, beyond the river’s oasis. As Yousry turned onto a rough road, heading out through the last of the greenbelts and palm trees towards the barren hills and arroyos beyond, Adrian sat beside him in the front seat, helping navigate as they both scented the winds. 

	Dressed in tan linen slacks and a white linen shirt with his sleeves rolled up, Adrian was elegantly casual today. Wearing sunglasses in a classic style, he had an almost 1950’s look about him, whereas Dusk in his usual way had gone ultra-modern. But Dusk’s outfit of a white Cuban shirt and form-fitted jeans plus rugged hiking boots was good for the desert also, as was Layla’s garb. 

	Wearing a cream silk maxi-dress with a deep v-neck, plus modest gold jewelry, Layla was comfortable in the heat as the sun baked down upon the hills and arroyos past the Nile. Her sable curls were pulled up into a messy bun, out of her face as the wind whipped, their party driving a steady thirty-five away from the river north and west. Just past the last of the green, the road gave out to a plethora of rutted tracks that plowed through the hills in every direction, and Layla soon realized why Adrian and Yousry were scenting the winds to figure out their location. 

	And though Dusk lounged in back, Layla could tell he was alert also – feeling for the Crystal Highway that would take them into his homeland.

	“This one, here.” Dusk spoke suddenly, and Yousry turned the Jeep hard to the left, heading into an arroyo that wound steadily up into the tallest heights, the land around it rising in slow ridges to the west. As they coursed up the arroyo toward a vast, many-tiered plateau in the distance, ledges of sandstone began to hem them in, the bottom of the track becoming stony and peppered with coarse desert brush as if it were a waterway in the spring. 

	About halfway up the deepening arroyo, which was becoming a proper canyon now, Yousry suddenly became very alert in the front of the Jeep. Adrian did also, and as Yousry slowed, pulling around a blind bend, Layla saw why. An enormous mirage of shimmering wind and swirling sands had been erected like a barrier across the rough road, between the canyon’s walls. 

	And before the barrier sat three Djinn men and one woman, meditating. 

	Dressed in white wrapped desert garb with flowing hoods, the Djinn came to alertness as the Jeep pulled up. Though the men rose, the woman remained seated in her lotus position, floating on a cushion of air as she kept her fingers together in a complex mudra in her lap. Yousry halted the Jeep and cut the engine as the men came up to the car, two on his side and one on Adrian’s, walking bare-footed on the air.

	“Yousry Haddad!” One man smiled with delight, making a swirl of his hand that Layla was realizing was a welcoming gesture among the Djinn. “Our First told us you might be coming this way in the last few days. Well met, Rogue brother!”

	“Emir Khalili!” Yousry laughed, opening his door and sliding out, then embracing the man fiercely. Shaking him by the shoulders as he pulled back, the both of them brightened and faded, then brightened again. “It is good you are expecting us. We have a divine errand, my friend. A divine errand indeed, and must pass quickly.”

	“Divine?” The man in white blinked, his gaze perusing the others in the car shrewdly as he faded to edges and came back. “Two Desert Dragons and one… Crystal? You are on a fool’s errand, my friend, if you go trying to breach the borders of Egyptian Crystal Dragon lands. Treasure-hunting there has failed for many a long year. Even the Crystal King could not get through when he brought his horde of wall-breakers years ago. It is a powerful land – and powerfully protected. King Markus was mightily pissed.”

	Layla cocked her head, hearing again the story of King Markus and how he couldn’t breach Dusk’s lands. Layla saw Dusk note it also as he frowned beside her, his fingers lifting up to peruse his lips thoughtfully. 

	“That is where you’re wrong, brother,” Yousry made an elegant gesture to Dusk. “For we bring with us the only heir to that great fortune, the long-lost son of the Crystal Plateau, Dusk Arlohaim. First among them, he has become – and First among them, he will return to his lands.”

	The Djinn-man Emir gaped at Dusk. Moving away from Yousry, the man went to Dusk’s door and stared at him like he’d seen a ghost. Blinking, his lips fell open as Dusk reached up, taking down his sunglasses. They stared at each other a long moment before the man finally spoke. “My god!”

	“He is the spitting image of his mother, though she was sky-blue and he is more elegantly midnight.” A clarion voice sounded, and Layla glanced around to see the Djinn-woman had risen from her meditation seat. Not so much stepping around the car as flowing around it with her bare feet finding nothing but air, she beamed at Dusk with electric blue-green eyes as she faded to edges in the bright day and came to substance again. Lowering the white cowl of her wrapped desert garb, she bared long, sleek black hair that shimmered with a plethora of gold braided into it under the desert sun. 

	“Dusk Arlohaim, well-met.” She spoke, smiling at him. “I am Talia Dendir, Second of the West Nile Djinn. We have long held this boundary against all-comers, the access to your Crystal Highway – at the request of your mother before she was taken by your mad King and the great war erupted among your people. Sky Arlohaina was a dear friend to us. She was forging a massive peace-pact between the Djinnic clans of Egypt, the Sudan, and Tunisia before she was taken. A peace-pact that included the Crystal Dragons and Desert ones. Or did you not know?”

	From Dusk’s astounded face, it was clear he hadn’t known, and Layla watched a flash of iridescence flow through his hair and scales as he took a deep breath. “I never heard that story.”

	“Few have.” The woman smiled kindly, though sad. “It was a deep secret at the time, known only to the Firsts, Seconds, and Thirds of the clans your mother was negotiating with. But something went vastly wrong after she was taken away to Prague. The Tunisian Crystal Dragons became incensed for some reason, and arrived here in force. Djinn cannot fight such madness, and Desert Dragons do not want to – and so the treaty fell apart, just as it was about to succeed and bring a great trade to all our peoples. Some say King Markus had a hand in it; whatever it was that made the Tunisians so furious as to come here raging for war. But those are rumors on the wind that none can verify. None still living, at least.”

	“If King Markus did something to spark that war, I’m going to tear him apart.” Dusk’s growl was barely audible, but the depth of it shook the dry river bed beneath them, and Layla saw the Djinn men swirl up quickly upon cushions of air as alarm lanced their faces. But the Second of the Djinn-clan was calm, holding Dusk’s furious gaze as she radiated an intense ease.

	“Calm yourself, Crystal First,” she spoke levelly, watching him. “For there is more hardship you will face perhaps, than just your King. Beyond this wind-wall and up the canyon, the Crystal Highway begins, but even us Djinn can feel unrestful dead crowding behind the Highway’s barrier. The remains of your clan are angry, young First. Beware to the man or woman who is able to set foot upon that accursed plateau.”

	“It’s not cursed, it’s my home.” Dusk growled again, though far gentler this time. “And I need you to cede the way. And all the territory your people have seized since my clan fell, right down to the river.”

	“It shall be done.” Talia spoke peaceably, though Layla saw a hot shine of challenge in her blue-green eyes now. “This land was yours and shall be again, for no Djinn have made it their home. We fear the Crystal spirits, should they ever get loose from your plateau. None use the thoroughfare from here to the river except for transport, and we have plenty of other ways to the water. But I warn you: should your barrier around your lands fall and evil spirits decimate our people… we will be speaking again, young First. You can count on it.”

	“I will deal with my dead.” Dusk spoke softly. “Whether they are angry or not. As Clan First, it is my responsibility to see them laid to rest. And I shall.”

	With a deep nod, the Djinn Second seemed to take Dusk’s words at face value. But her gaze was sharp as she flicked her chin to her three companions, bellowing out in a slicing commander’s voice that echoed from the canyon walls, “Drop the barrier! Let them pass.”

	The men did as they were told, standing before the barrier and swirling their hands in ornate gestures to bring it sighing down. It came away from the canyon walls with a shimmering fall of sand, swirling out to nothing as Layla watched. Beyond, the canyon cut through the sandstone hills, deepening into a true gorge as the barren hills rose markedly up towards the plateau far beyond.

	“There lies your way.” Talia motioned one elegant hand towards the gorge. “It deepens a while before it rises and begins to switchback up the plateau. At the top, you will find your Highway, and your lands.”

	“Thank you.” Dusk spoke quietly, no longer growling. “I will remember your people’s kindness in keeping this way secure all these years. And I will not forget to tend my dead.”

	At his words, Talia gave a pleased smile, though something in it was still hard, as if she were wondering whether this new Crystal First would be a friend or future foe. But with a wave of her hand, she flowed away from the car, beckoning the Jeep on. Giving his friend a last shake, Yousry returned to the Jeep and fired it up, driving toward where the wind-barrier had been.

	In a short turn of the deepening gorge, they could no longer see the Djinn. In a few more turns, the red sandstone walls of the bordering hills had climbed high above the car, towering over them and making Layla feel like she was pinned by stone. The way was so narrow, Yousry could hardly navigate the Jeep through it, more suited for a donkey or going on foot. As the sandstone walls towered around them, going up almost sheer for a hundred feet or more all around now, Layla started feeling deeply claustrophobic.

	Dusk sensed it and reached out, smoothing his hand over hers and passing a gentle rumble through his fingers to soothe her. Layla took a deep breath, trying to convince herself that claustrophobia was an irrational fear just like flying, but it was one she felt all the same. In the front seat, Adrian’s winds prickled like biting ants as he felt her fear also. Beside her, Dusk darkened, scowling at the narrow, winding gorge as they proceed on, his brows knit over his chic sunglasses. 

	Morning shadows swallowed the deepening gorge, and beneath the car, tough grasses and other verge were crushed as vegetation thickened in the perpetual gloom. Splashing through puddles of wet and mud, Layla was surprised as the air became humid rather than bone-dry, little ferns and clusters of white flowers and succulents clinging tenaciously to the scroll-worked gorge walls around them now. The quality of the rock had changed, from only red sandstone to a wind-swept maze of curling red, white, yellow, and even blue sandstone all around them now. Towering, the walls of the gorge closed in hundreds of feet above, forming a deeply ornate basket of wind-smoothed curls and eddies in the stone. 

	It was hauntingly beautiful, but even as Layla gazed up at the tiny glimmer of sun piercing through the narrow slit high above, she realized a flash-flood through here would be deadly. Like Antelope Canyon in Arizona, this place was only beautiful when it was dry, and Layla found herself praying there wasn’t any rain on the forecast today. But as they began to climb the dry river-bed, angling up steeply as the narrow canyon twisted in complex switchbacks, she realized they were headed up the canyon to its source. Even so, it was a tough climb for the Jeep up the stony way to the top. The canyon’s scrollwork confines switched back again and again so many times that Layla completely lost count. As the riverbed rose sharply up a final set of grueling rock falls the Jeep could barely climb, the canyon’s walls finally parted.

	Leveling out to a beautiful plateau that overlooked the desert in every direction.

	Thin clouds wisped above the wide plateau, easily ten miles in diameter. It was stunning, the view incredible from such an enormous height, and Layla estimated they were at least two thousand feet over the desert now. She hadn’t realized they’d climbed so hard and fast in the Jeep through the canyon until her ears popped at the elevation. 

	As they arrived at the top, Layla saw broken shards of crystal jutting out from a low embankment ahead. As if some terrible calamity had befallen this area long ago, she saw now that the entire plateau had been heaved up from the rest of the desert some time in the ancient past. Its sheer cliff-walls weren’t the elegant work of time and erosion, but the fast, brutal work of earthquakes shoving this land up far above the rest. As Yousry halted the Jeep atop the edge of the cliffs, cutting the engine and giving it time to cool down, everyone got out – taking a slow three-sixty and admiring the incredible view.

	“Holy hells, Spider-man.” Layla shook her head as she glanced at Dusk. “This is where you’re from? This is like… a palace in the sky!”

	“I remembered it being beautiful.” Dusk spoke softly as he gazed far out over the desert, the blue strip of the Nile with its bordering greenbelt shimmering to the east. To the north and south, all was arroyos and canyons, cascading down from the high plateau just like the one they’d come up. But those canyons were tremendously steep, and as Layla took it all in, thinking it looked like the Badlands in South Dakota, she realized the way they’d come was the only way up. Now that they were at the top, she could see how their canyon wound almost gently down from the extreme height – and glittering at the top of the canyon’s scroll-worked edges were the remains of enormous slabs of jagged white crystal.

	The last bits of an ancient highway that had once gone all the way to the river. 

	As Layla shaded her eyes, admiring those crystal slabs winking in the sun, she saw some were blue like sapphire or aquamarine, while others were a bright yellow citrine or a light pink topaz. Some were so bright she thought the only thing they could have been was diamond, and amazed, Layla turned from the edge, looking back behind her. 

	Embedded in the short embankment sparkled a broken ledge of crystal that matched the fragments below. Nearly ten feet thick, the remains of the Crystal Highway were now a jagged, broken edge. But in it, Layla saw all the colors she’d seen below, shining under the noontime sun. Even more colors were mixed into the highway’s incredible flow like smelted gemstones – clear emerald and bright ruby, rainbow opal and dark labradorite, even black onyx. It was unlike anything that existed anywhere on earth, and as Layla climbed up the jagged embankment of sandstone to get up beside the highway and see it better, she suddenly became aware that each color had once been the bones of a different Crystal Dragon. 

	Feeling eerily superstitious all of a sudden, Layla didn’t step on the highway but walked along it, admiring the colors as it wound up to further levels of the plateau a mile or two away. Shading her eyes, Layla saw massive columns, pyramids, and crystal buildings winking in the desert sun up on those highest levels. Though partly obscured by jagged sandstone peaks that had thrust up when the plateau was formed, the sight caught Layla’s breath. Like the Emerald City in the Wizard of Oz, her mind was blown as she stared at what was clearly a massive citadel up on that highest range of the plateau – made entirely out of crystal. Shimmering in the sunlight, clouds wreathed those peaks, casting the city in shadow, then back into sun. The effect was deeply beautiful, and Layla felt her drakaina stir in her heart as she took it in. 

	But though Adrian and Yousry had climbed up the embankment to stand beside her and admire the city, Dusk had already finished admiring the interior and was walking slowly along the highway. He didn’t walk upon it, but just beside it – as if he, too, were almost afraid to set foot on it. As he neared a certain spot, what Layla had thought was empty air began to shimmer in a broad wall over the highway, extending out hundreds of feet in either direction – and towering up before him hundreds of feet high. Seeing fractal patterns and deep fissures in the wall, Layla knew it was a solid crystal barrier that had been cleverly disguised to seem invisible. 

	But Dusk’s presence cleared whatever magic had hidden the enormous crystal wall. And as he approached, taking a breath and producing a low hum deep inside his chest, the whole thing started to vibrate, shuddering in massive waves all along its length. Lifting his hands, Dusk set them upon the crystal wall before him, increasing his hum like the roll of an earthquake in the ground. And though the entire wall vibrated now with music through the air like crystal singing bowls, it stood solid and immutable, gorgeously inert.

	Frowning, Dusk ceased his humming and stared up at the wall’s lost heights. 

	Layla saw his eyes tighten behind his sunglasses as he spoke. 

	“Fuck.”


CHAPTER 18 – HOME
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Stepping back from the crystal barrier across the highway that led into his homeland, Dusk set his hands on his hips, staring up at the wall’s shimmering heights. It was a posture Layla knew well, one that meant he was thinking deeply about a problem and didn’t have a solution yet. Exchanging a glance with Adrian and moving forward, Layla gained Dusk’s side where he stood on the pitted sandstone of the plateau, right beside the highway. Adrian stepped forward with her, and together they waited as Dusk heaved a sigh and turned to them.

	“I don’t know if it recognizes me.” He growled irately, the faceted crystal barrier shimmering in ripples as if it could feel his growl.

	“Well, your magics are clearly having an effect on it,” Layla spoke supportively, gesturing at the gargantuan barrier. “You rang this thing like a bell. Maybe you just have to give it more oomph?”

	“It’s my homeland, Layla.” Lifting a dark eyebrow above his shades, Dusk gave her a wry smile. “It should open for me no matter how much oomph I give it. Crystal barriers don’t keep out those who are supposed to be protected inside them.”

	“Maybe your people did something to it when they died,” Adrian spoke thoughtfully, moving forward and smoothing his palm over the solid barrier. It did nothing, neither shimmer nor react to his touch, inert to someone who was not a Crystal Dragon. “Maybe they put in an extra measure of protection to keep your lands safe when they were gone.”

	“I can’t imagine why they would keep one of their own out.” Dusk scowled, looking back to the wall. Gazing through the clear crystal, Layla was still able to take in the vast swath of the plateau with its tiers and pinnacles embracing the citadel beyond. The barrier was so massive, Layla imagined it probably wrapped around the entire plateau. From the angle of the wall as it arched upwards, it probably went high above too, like a massive crystal bubble. The citadel occupying the plateau’s heights looked like some distant fairyland now, like Sleeping Beauty’s palace. But rather than ringed by a barrier of thorns, this fairyland was held fast by a wall of pure, un-shatterable crystal.

	Suddenly, the idea of Sleeping Beauty prompted a thought in Layla. 

	“Maybe it’s a test.” She spoke, moving forward to touch the wall, finding it smooth and cool beneath her fingers despite the high desert sun. “Maybe your clan leaders wanted insurance that if someone survived the battle and came home, they’d be strong enough to re-start what had been lost.”

	“You mean maybe they wanted to ensure it was a Royal Crystal Dragon who came back here,” Dusk spoke quietly now, consideration on his face as his mind churned. “One with enough power to bring the barrier down.”

	“Or maybe with enough heart,” Layla spoke as she smoothed her hand over the wall, “strong enough to protect any Dragons he or she called to come start the clan again. King Markus couldn’t bring this wall down, Dusk. He’s the strongest person in your Lineage. He’s got power, but from all the stories I’ve heard, he’s a fucking tyrant. So what do you have that he doesn’t?”

	“Heart.” Dusk echoed, lowering his sunglasses now and tucking them in the pocket of his shirt, blinking at the wall. “I care about this land and its people. Others who would try to get in here are just treasure-hunters, like Talia said. People who would raid this land for its riches and leave the dead to rot. I want to rebuild this land and its people, not ruin it further.”

	“So how do you put your heart into your vibrations?” Layla wondered aloud, glancing up at the wall’s heights, shimmering out as if to nothing in the broad azure sky. 

	“I simply let my pain be felt.” Dusk spoke quietly. 

	Layla and Adrian both glanced at him, but Dusk was already in motion, solving the problem before them. Inhaling a deep breath, he turned back to the wall. Closing his eyes as if it was the hardest challenge he’d ever faced, he set his palms back upon its smooth expanse. 

	Layla could feel it through their Bind as he dug down deep inside himself, to the place he never wanted to let show. She felt it as Dusk dredged up all the pain of his origins, and all his sorrow. Every horror he’d witnessed in that final battle of his clan, every scream inside his heart as he’d wandered the desert alone afterwards, starving and afraid and broken. He’d run from the carnage; it had been too much for a six-year-old child. When his father had fallen, he’d run and run, not looking back. 

	But he wasn’t running now.

	As Dusk began a deep rumble inside his body, pouring it through his hands into the crystal barrier, Layla felt the whole thing shudder. Like a symphony of bells it rang, a soaring, screaming, terrible sound like a million voices crying out in pain. But just when it reached its most jangled, Layla felt all of Dusk’s formidable determination roar up inside him – determination that this wouldn’t be his fate, to wander alone and clan-less all his life. Homeless and lost wasn’t their destiny. He would build a people again, and he would build them strong. And he would honor the slain and make it right, whatever had happened to them and why a peace treaty had been so profoundly shattered at the last moment. 

	Layla felt it, as Dusk poured all of himself into his vibrations.

	And she felt it, when all along its vast length, the wall suddenly cracked.

	All at once, the whole wall sang like a choir of angels as Dusk pulled swiftly back, hauling Adrian and Layla into his arms, fast. Curling protectively around them, he slammed up a crystal shield-dome around them. Yousry didn’t need shielding, swirling out to nothing upon the winds as those cracks devoured the surface before them. 

	Suddenly, the enormous crystal wall shattered. Exploding like a million bombs, it blasted apart in a wave all down its length and high up into the sky. From inside the safety of Dusk’s barrier, Layla watched all that crystal shatter in a vicious, tremendous burst around the massive plateau, then fracture inward as it followed the miles-long dome to its height. The final blast-wave consumed the sky far above the crystal citadel. 

	And then there was only the sound of tinkling, as millions of clear-white crystal shards shimmered from the heights to the ground like snow.

	It was beautiful and terrible as Layla watched that enormous barrier come shimmering down. The fragments were like billions of falling stars as they glittered to the earth, each no bigger than a hummingbird’s feather but sharp as needles. As it finished, there was nothing left of the massive barrier except a fine diamond snow three feet thick, coating the entirety of the plaza. Except this snow wasn’t cold, and it was deadly.

	Cutting like a million razor-blades should anyone step into it.

	Lowering his protective barrier slowly, Dusk dissipated it into the ground rather than shatter it and add more mess to the plateau. All around, what had been red, yellow, and blue sandstone was now blindingly white. All of them blinked, amazed at what had just happened, as Yousry swirled back into existence beside them, lowering his shades and blinking with his mouth open at Dusk’s feat. Yousry’s Djinnic winds stirred the crystal snow at the edge of the plateau, swirling it up into the sky. Adrian quickly shot a hand out, manifesting his own wind to flush those deadly razors away from them, clearing a small path into the carnage. 

	Though it abruptly ended five feet in.

	“Damn.” Adrian cursed, glancing to Dusk. “I don’t think Desert Dragon or Djinnic winds can make much of a dent in this.”

	“It was made by Crystal Dragons; they meant for a Crystal Dragon to clean it all up.” Dusk spoke soberly. Stepping into the small clearing Adrian had made on the highway, Dusk took a deep breath. Extending his hands at his sides, palms splayed towards the earth, he gave a tremendous rumble inside his body. Shuddering it outward in a massive shockwave, he hammered it deep into the crystal snow on the plain, slamming his shockwave out to at least five hundred feet ahead of them. Like magic, those shudders undulated the glittering shards like some vast sea – and then like waves retreating from a shore, the shockwaves pulled back. 

	Pulling the crystal snow back from the highway with them.

	Layla watched the last edge of Dusk’s vibrations; she saw how his power took those shards and resorbed them into the earth, back where they belonged. Before them, the bank of snow retreated, shimmering in a long line as the Crystal Highway was exposed, leading them into Dusk’s lands. But Dusk was shaking now as he lifted his elbow, wiping sweat from his brow with an unsteady exhalation. Through their Bind, Layla could feel his exhaustion, as if clearing all the crystal his people had left behind was yet another test – not one of heart now, but truly of strength. They wanted to make sure whomever came to claim these lands didn’t just care for their people and wealth, but was strong enough to protect it. 

	“Get the Jeep.” Dusk spoke with a glance to Layla and Adrian. “I can clear it, but it’s going to take a fuck-ton of energy from me, and I’d rather not walk the whole way into the city.”

	“On it.” Adrian was already in action, vaulting down to where the Jeep waited before the embankment at the edge of the plateau. As he and Yousry moved to it, Layla had no idea how they were going to winch the Jeep up that ten-foot jagged cliff, when she realized she was thinking like a human, not like a Desert Dragon. Waving their hands at the Jeep, Yousry and Adrian had within moments created a cocooning wind for it. Heaving it up from the ground, they levitated it smoothly up to the Crystal Highway and set it down, their combined winds not disturbing even a single item in the Jeep’s back, then levitated themselves back up also.

	Climbing into the driver’s seat, Yousry started it up. As he revved the engine, Dusk took the passenger side, while Adrian climbed in back with Layla. Driving forward slowly along the glassy multi-colored highway, they proceeded with care as Dusk held one palm out the window and one forward, clearing a six-foot-wide path so they could drive. The thick snow of crystal shards undulated as they drove, cresting back like some enormous parting of the Red Sea, except it was all glass-white. Resorbing into the ground on either side of the highway, they left nothing behind.

	And it was a good thing, because Layla was certain even a single grain of those vicious shards could pop one of the Jeep’s thick tires.

	Proceeding, they drove the highway’s course over the wide plateau, until Layla could no longer see the Egyptian desert around the plateau’s heights anymore. Only glittering crystal snow spread out in all directions, like they drove through the middle of endless salt flats. Dusk was shaking now, doing a deep breathing practice as sweat poured down his brow and neck, soaking his white Cuban shirt. Layla could feel how much it was taxing him as they hit their third mile into the mess. The crystal citadel was still some miles ahead, and as Layla reached out to touch Dusk’s shoulder to comfort him, she felt his energy leap to hers.

	Suddenly, Dusk was drawing on the Bind between them, drawing on Layla’s Dragon-power like it was his very last breath. Layla gasped, but clamped her hand down on his shoulder, knowing what he needed as her drakaina roared inside her veins for battle. Joining her energy to his, Layla fed his magics like a golden river, pouring her strength down through their Bind into his body. Steadied, Dusk let out a relieved breath, glancing to her with deep gratitude. As Adrian felt what was happening, he set a hand to Dusk’s other shoulder – pouring his own energy down through the Bind that had formed directly between him and Dusk just the night before. 

	Dusk’s energy roared like a bonfire, and he cried out, jolting like he’d been hit with a Mac truck. But as Adrian’s hand clamped down on Dusk’s shoulder, a furious aqua-gold fire in his eyes, Dusk suddenly snarled. Opening his door and getting out from the Jeep, Dusk walked to the front of the car as Yousry stopped it. Climbing out of the Jeep also and moving to stand at his sides, Layla and Adrian set their hands to his shoulders again as Dusk extended his palms out near his hips.

	Pointed directly up the highway.

	“Ready?” Dusk asked them, though his entire focus was upon the highway before them.

	“Ready to fuck some shit up.” Adrian growled, his chin lowered and an eager glee in his eyes, to work some serious magic. Layla felt his excitement also; like a wildfire it poured through her. 

	A fierce eagerness to see just how much their trio’s combined power could do.

	As Dusk started a low vibration in his body yet again, Layla felt it pour through her own body in a bright wave. Like someone thundered a sea of diamonds through her, it was hot and cold and brilliantly powerful all at once. She cried out for the pain and pleasure of it and heard Adrian do the same on Dusk’s other side. But they stood strong. And as all three of their Dragons suddenly roared with the same voice, twining that enormous roar together into one massive vibration, Layla felt that sound harnessed inside Dusk through their golden Binds.

	And released in one powerful, gargantuan blast through his hands.

	Crystal snow shot back in enormous waves, roaring away like an ocean to twenty feet beyond each side of the highway. In front where Dusk’s palms pointed, that blast cut like a knife straight up the highway, following it through twists and turns as it gained the vast heights of the crystal citadel. Clearing miles of highway in a single go, Dusk roared aloud with all the terrible, earth-shuddering overtones of his Crystal drake. As a vicious, incredible fury took his gaze, searing his irises entirely diamond-white, Layla felt that roar sweep the citadel far ahead.

	Clearing a path directly into the city.

	As Dusk’s hands came down, a jangled, over-tuned energy vibrated all through him, as if it might shift him into his Dragon. Heaving hard breaths, Layla and Adrian drained Dusk’s cacophonous energy back through their Bind, siphoning it away on a vast wind that swept out from them both. With a deep shudder, Dusk’s energy quieted, and silence devoured the highway as they all stared at what they had wrought together. 

	And then behind them, Yousry started clapping, his jubilant laugh rising to the afternoon sky. “I knew I would have stories to tell today! Ah! If only I had thought to grab my phone and video that!!”

	“You wouldn’t have been able to,” Dusk turned to address Yousry, though he was grinning now with a fierce jubilance in his diamond-white eyes. “Cell phones have a bitch of a time working around so much crystal.”

	“So clear it all away then, Royal One, and we’ll be just fine!” Yousry laughed again, slapping the top of the Jeep where he’d stood up through the roll-cage. “Come, friends! The city awaits! Let us not delay, for Yousry wishes to see the Crystal Plateau before the sun goes down today, as he did in times of old. I want plenty of stories to tell my grandchildren!”

	“You have grandchildren?” Layla laughed, shaking off the last of the crazy magic they’d just wrought as she flicked her hands. Curls of wind came off her hands, as if she’d still not entirely dissipated the tremendous force of Dusk’s energy that had nearly shifted him.

	“Many!” Yousry laughed with a pointed look. “Many, many grandchildren.”

	“We all get it, Yousry. You love women.” Adrian chuckled as he moved back to the Jeep, escorting Layla at the waist and helping her up into it when she proved a bit shaky. Dusk made it back on his own, though he huffed gratefully as he sat back in the passenger seat, putting one boot up on the dash. Twisting towards the back seat, Dusk held up his hand palm-out, and Layla laughed as he waggled his eyebrows at her. Giving him a high-five, it was repeated with Adrian, before Dusk thrust his sunglasses back on his face.

	“Onward, chariot!” Dusk roared with a massive grin, slapping the door of the Jeep with his hand out the window.

	“Yes, milord!” Yousry bellowed with as much glee, throwing it into first gear and lurching the poor Jeep as he mashed his foot down on the accelerator like a race car driver. Layla’s heart lurched in her chest with elation, adrenaline, and a smooth exhaustion now like she’d just run a good race. As her Dragon coiled up inside her to take a nap with a pleased purr, she snuggled up to Adrian in the back seat, and he threw his arm up around her shoulders.

	Reaching a hand up to the front seat, her fingertips found Dusk’s. With a blissful smile, he twined their fingers together as they moved forward into his home.


CHAPTER 19 – SPIRITS
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As they drove up the Crystal Plateau, everyone was in a blithe mood, watching the heights as the city drew closer. No one was in a gayer mood than Dusk, tapping a dance rhythm out with his fingers upon the edge of the door, eagerness riven through his frame to see his home at last. But as the Jeep began to wind up along the Crystal Highway, they saw it – the first Crystal Dragon skeleton, jutting like broken mammoth bones from where it had fallen over a hundred years ago at the bottom of a sandstone pinnacle. 

	It smote their systems like a mutual shock, everyone falling into deep silence as they all suddenly recalled why they were here. Layla watched the enormous Dragon skeleton pass by. It wasn’t close to the highway, a quarter-mile or so out, but it was massive and couldn’t be missed, big as a young blue whale. As Layla and the others stared at it while Yousry drove on, she saw how the bones glittered in the high-noon day, an aquamarine-rose sheen to them. Every Crystal Dragon had the color of a different gemstone as they matured, Layla knew. The color generally didn’t have anything to do with their power, only their bloodlines, and as they passed the skeleton, Layla wondered if it had been anyone Dusk knew, or one of the Tunisians.

	She couldn’t tell, of course. Layla thought perhaps Dusk could, staring at the remains with a vibrating intensity that rumbled the entire car like it just might shake the Jeep apart. But as they drove on, he said nothing, and she and Adrian didn’t prod.

	All the same, it was a reminder of the ancient battle. As they drove on, winding steeply into the heights now up tier after tier of the plateau, they saw Dragon skeletons scattered in clusters of crystal-snowed rocks, sometimes alone, sometimes in groups as if they’d been battling. It was a gruesome reminder of the fact that Dusk’s clan and the Tunisians had fought each other to the death, obviously using the cliff-sides and sandstone pinnacles to hammer their enemies against the rocks in order to make them submit.

	Or die. 

	As Yousry drove around a last pinnacle into the citadel, they suddenly saw the entire city spread out before them, layer upon layer of buildings all made out of crystal marching up in tiers to its heights. Layla had never seen anything so lovely. Sprawling through the sandstone pinnacles at the top of the plateau, it was like a desert Machu Picchu, the city glittering under the sun in every jewel tone imaginable. Beautiful like a gemstone of a thousand colors, the city glittered under the wide desert sky. Clouds wreathed the lost heights of pyramids and temples and gargantuan effigies as large as those in Giza, but made entirely out of diamond and sapphire, rose quartz, citrine, and more. 

	The sight stole Layla’s breath. But even as lovely as it was, it was also horrid. Though many buildings stood, there were just as many that had been blasted to bits, often with dozens of massive Crystal Dragon skeletons littering the ruins. The devastation was terrible, entire sections of the city reduced to rubble. Dragon bones littered everything, some massive as fully mature dinosaurs, dead like all the rest of the city. Every skeleton glittered in different colors beneath the noontime sky, the blinding fall of crystal snow laying over it all like a beautiful shroud. 

	Layla felt Dusk’s breath clench in his throat as his chest hitched. Lifting his fingers, he rubbed tears out from behind his chic sunglasses, and Layla’s heart broke for him. She didn’t know if he had memories of the city from his childhood, but whatever he had been expecting, it wasn’t this. It was awful, and Layla’s heart twisted as tears slipped from beneath Dusk’s sunglasses at last. She felt him screaming through their Bind as he set his jaw and Layla twined her fingers though his, to let him know she was there. He gripped her fingers hard; too hard. But Layla didn’t ask for her hand back. Reaching out also, Adrian covered their hands with his, watching it all as Yousry drove silently in. 

	The city had been lovely, Layla saw as they drove past two rose quartz pyramids that flanked the highway like a portal into the city proper, though one pyramid was hopelessly smashed. The city was still beautiful despite the damage and the dead, with sprawling sandstone plateaus and hills lifting to its heights, all of it grown over with crystal plazas and gardens, archways, tiers, and buildings. Some buildings were Romanesque in their design, while others were decidedly Egyptian. Some mansion-houses and temples had a Persian feel to them, as if the Crystal Dragons simply borrowed whatever architecture they liked to grow their city of splendor. But what would have been marble columns or granite in other cultures were done here in pure ruby and garnet, citrine and sapphire, aquamarine and vibrant emerald – and often an incredible meld of many colors. 

	It was a wealth of strength and glory shining beneath the desert sun, and despite its half-ruined state, Layla felt how it had been, and how it could be again. Setting his jaw in the front seat, Dusk had ceased to cry as they wound their way up the heights along the main highway. Some lost magic still lingered here, and as they came into the heart of the citadel, Layla saw beautiful hanging gardens in the ruins. Run riot with flowers, trees, and vines since no one had been around to tend them for centuries, they were lovely and wild, as if a desert forest had claimed the ruins in the absence of civilization. The weather was almost humid in the central city, ultra-green vegetation crawling over ruined domes and walks of the city-scape. 

	As if it could somehow take all that destruction back to beauty. 

	Clouds wreathed the upper reaches of the city, though there was no rain in them today, creating a haunting pattern of light and shade as they reached a truly massive plateau of temples at the very top. All of these were Egyptian, designed just like the long-ago temples of the Nile. The highway suddenly split, going around one centrally-featured temple, and Dusk signaled for them to stop before its massive columns. 

	As everyone climbed out of the Jeep, Layla watched patterns shimmer in the temple’s walls and massive Egyptian colonnades. Built entirely out of yellow citrine, the temple shone in the noontime, flowing patterns of lotus, cartouches, and ankhs revealed in its depths as the sunlight struck it. It was like watching waterfalls of sunshine pass through rivers of molten gold, and as Layla marveled at it with a tremendous awe, she felt the rest doing so also. Surrounded by lush gardens, jasmine and honeysuckle vines crawled up the walls, though they couldn’t obscure the temple’s incredible grace. But while everyone else gazed at the temple, Dusk turned, staring back down the highway from whence they’d come.

	Looking out over the destruction of his city.

	“This is the Temple of the Sun,” Dusk spoke quietly, though his resonant voice echoed in the overgrown plaza like he’d yelled. “This was the main celebration temple of the city, and the place they confirmed their Kings and Queens. When battle came, this was where they hid the children. I snuck out. I wanted to watch the battle. I saw the carnage, and… it shocked me. I know I ran. I don’t remember anything after that, except watching my father fall trying to protect me, somewhere else in the city. I don’t remember anything more until I was cradled in Yousry’s arms.”

	“Yousry? You found Dusk as a child after the battle?” Layla blinked, glancing over at the Djinn. “But I thought Emir Rhakvir found Dusk, wandering out in the desert?”

	“Not exactly.” Yousry spoke soberly, his face sad as he glanced at Layla. “I was nearby one hundred and fifty years ago, when the Tunisians traveled here through the earth by the Thin Ways. Possessed like devils, the entire desert heaved as they came, and deep in meditation in the hills just to the north, I felt it. Always looking for a good story, I followed the vibrations upon my winds, arriving just in time to see carnage explode through the city. It was awful, but I couldn’t look away. I watched it all, for the three days it took for the last Crystal Dragon to finally fall. And when I spied a small child wandering away from the plateau afterwards down in the desert to the west, god knows how he got down there, screaming and crying his heart out and causing earthquakes all the way… I knew I had to get to him before anyone else did. Even so, Dusk killed three villages in his misery – mixed villages of Djinn and half-humans living in the Twilight Realm nearby. Intercessoria don’t forgive such things, even from children. So I saved the boy and brought him to Emir Rhakvir, who was busy in the area at the time, negotiating with a delegation of Egyptian Desert Dragons. In his mercy, Emir adopted the boy and negotiated a truce with the Intercessoria as Dusk’s protector – I still have no idea precisely how he managed it. And here we are.”

	Layla was about to respond to Yousry’s awful story, when she felt something shudder the entire city in a tremendous shockwave, the whole plateau trembling beneath their feet. Like the earth had become thunder, that massive shockwave shook their group where they stood. As if a vibration of earthquakes and tsunamis could manifest in the air and become pure sound, that enormous concussion poured in from every corner of the city, towards the highway. Hitting the highway’s broad causeway and flowing up it in a fast wave, that vibration roared as it came, ringing broken temples and hale ones all around like a jangling symphony of bells. 

	It was terrible, like the vibrations in the crystal wall before Dusk had brought it down – and in that cacophonous roar, Layla thought she heard voices screaming. Flooding the world with wrath as they roared, it was a sound Layla couldn’t escape, not just inside her ears but also deep inside her skull. The terrible sound was in her very bones. And as that roar rushed up the highway to their position, Dusk slammed up a crystal shield fast around them all, even Yousry this time. Arching in a dome above them, Dusk’s shield even went under their feet. As the sound rushed up the hill and surrounded them, screaming like a million specters all at once, Layla felt the force of it rattle Dusk’s shield-wall to its foundation.

	“Jesus Christ!” Adrian swore, his aqua eyes enormous as he raised his hands in shock, blue-red flames sparking fast in them, though even Layla could see there was nothing to fight. Roaring, surging, furious, that sound menaced Dusk’s shield for fifteen seconds, rushing around them like a never-ending wave of sonic booms, before surging into the temple behind them and careening up to the sky, gone. As Dusk let his shield-wall drop, breathing hard and ashen from holding that sound at bay, the entire party shuddered. 

	Though Layla still felt a press of malevolent spirits in the air. 

	“The Crystal dead!” Yousry spoke urgently, his eyes wide. “We have angered them by coming here!”

	“More like, they were already pissed off that they’re dead, and now we’re intruding on their burial ground.” Adrian growled deeply, his hands still up as if fire might somehow be necessary.

	“This isn’t a burial ground,” Dusk countered soberly, gazing around the ruins. “This is an open grave, Adrian. None of these Dragons have been laid to rest yet, and they’re pissed about it. Not to mention the way they died; brutal rather than peaceful.”

	“So how do we lay them to rest?” Layla spoke, raising her hands and sparking a red-gold fire in her palms just as they felt another malevolent push of vibration coming their way again. “Because if I’m not mistaken, we’re not going to last against much more of this.”

	“Forget the fire, grab me and hold on!” Dusk roared as he grit his teeth, then cast another thick shield-sphere around them all. Layla and Adrian seized his shoulders, adding their power to his – and their Bind rose not a moment too soon. That wave of screaming, furious energy rushed up the causeway again, hammering Dusk’s shields and making them crack this time. With a terrible wrenching sound, the Jeep was suddenly eviscerated by those malevolent vibrations, tearing it apart from the gas tank up as if the spirits were furious they couldn’t get the intruders. Everything they’d brought with them was torn to shreds in that hurtling mass of sound. As it threw pieces of the Jeep and all its contents at Dusk’s dome like hundred-mile-an-hour fastballs, Dusk cried out, trembling under the strain as his whole body shook.

	Layla and Adrian held their hands clamped to Dusk’s shoulders, holding him fast from falling. Their power as a trio blossomed out through the Bind, but even so, Dusk was already weak from having expended so much energy getting here. As the last piece of Jeep was hurtled into his crystal sphere, he screamed, suddenly sprouting a vicious nosebleed.

	The fury of the Crystal Dragon dead roared away, and with a deep shudder, Dusk let his shields drop. But he wiped at his bloody nose with his bare wrist, cursing as he breathed hard. 

	“Is there anywhere we can hide from this, Dusk?” Layla asked urgently. “Inside the temple?”

	“They’ll find us.” He shook his head. “They’re channeling their magics through all the crystal floes and architecture in this entire city. It goes deep underground, Layla, in massive caverns all through the plateau. There’s no place we can run from them, not without flying out of here anyway.” Dusk glanced to Adrian, and Adrian gave a sober nod.

	“If we have to, I’m on it.” He growled darkly. “Better to retreat and figure this out another day than die right now.”

	“I’ll leave if we must, but I can’t leave the city unprotected.” Dusk spoke back determinedly, still holding his wrist to his nose to stop the bleeding, slowing now. “You heard Talia. Treasure-hunters are just salivating to get in here and loot this whole place, not to mention King Markus. Can you even imagine what just the pillars of the Sun Temple would fetch on the black market, Adrian?”

	“A fortune way bigger than I have, that’s for sure.” Adrian responded darkly.

	Layla could imagine it. She had seen amazing formations of gemstones and crystal grown by Crystal Dragons in other places, most notably beneath the Red Letter Hotel Paris, but this city was truly astonishing. She suddenly felt Dusk’s fierce desire to protect it, and like him, she knew she couldn’t let such a place get looted and torn apart by grave-robbers. “Can you speak to them, Dusk? Can you use your vibrations to talk to your dead and get them to quiet?”

	“I’ll try.” He spoke grimly, lowering his wrist from his now-stopped bloody nose and facing the causeway. Layla could feel another wave of furious energy gathering, far down in the city. As if it was using the Highway as a direct channel to get to them, that energy built from all around, beginning to rush up the vast crystal floe once more.

	As it did, Dusk stepped out in front of Layla, Adrian, and Yousry. Holding up his hands like he was about to call lighting down from the mountains, he roared at the top of his voice, shuddering it out in massive waves of thunder through the temples like the voice of God.

	“Kithlenii hile Aegypti Chryssali, abra houthet hai ne karnak ounir! I am Dusk Arlohaim, First of the Crystal Dragons of Egypt, and I am your kin! I am no threat to you, and only wish to understand the peace you seek! Calm yourselves, spirits of the wrathful dead! Calm yourselves, and tell me what you want!!”

	Roaring up the slope, that enormous energy didn’t slow or falter, only plowed on, thundering and screaming and roaring them into submission. It didn’t hear Dusk. It didn’t care. They were the spirits of the angry dead so long forgotten that nobody and nothing could calm them now. As Dusk slammed up his crystal sphere around their party a third time, fracturing it through with hard diamond and ruby now, Layla felt that final shockwave shudder her very bones as she and Adrian gripped Dusk’s shoulders, pouring their strength into him. But even so, the tremendous power of thousands of pissed-off dead Crystal Dragons hammered Dusk straight to his knees.

	He screamed, a terrible sound like his soul was being shredded. 

	And in that scream was one word. “Father!!!”

	The roiling wave paused. It held still, listening. In that moment, Dusk’s crystal shield shattered as he collapsed to his hands and knees, sobbing. Wracked with sobs, heaving with them, pained and awful, he screamed, and in that scream, Layla could hear the torture of a child. 

	A child who had lost everything.

	The thunder paused; it listened. It heard Dusk shatter into screams and sobs, roaring out his wrath and misery with the furious overtones and sub-bass notes of his Dragon. Roaring his pain deep into the Crystal Highway and into the temples all around them now, Dusk’s utter agony rang the city like bells. It was a terrible sound, but also lovely, as Dusk poured out his heart in the rawest form possible, as wrathful as his Crystal dead. The spirits of his dead listened; they heard his call. And when all of them were at last attentive, Layla heard a voice shudder her very core, rung by the crystals all around them.

	Lay us to rest, my son. Please.

	That voice was like a switch flipped inside Dusk. His sobs choked off; he pushed up from his elbows on the Crystal Highway; listening. And when there came nothing more, he suddenly shot to his feet with a roar, his hands ready. 

	Instinctually, Adrian and Layla knew what he wanted through their Bind. Like they had been born to it, Adrian and Layla used their winds together to create a twinned sand-funnel of furious energy. With their winds, they heaved up the nearest Crystal Dragon skeleton from the ruins of a shattered emerald dome and cast the bones into the causeway. 

	With a roar, Dusk moved in, hammering a tremendous vibration into those bones and shuddering them, sublimating them. As Layla watched, the bones seemed to become liquid like flowing glass, and then Dusk shot his hands towards the ruined emerald dome. Roaring, seething, enormous diamond-light spines shot from his shoulders as he partially shifted to work his magic, using his hands to smooth those liquefied Dragon remains into the already-existing building. 

	As columns took shape, as lintels were replaced and foundation-blocks repaired, Layla saw the building made hale from its foundations to its pinnacle. It wasn’t a large dome, just big enough to be completed by a single Dragon skeleton. But as Dusk finished then shuddered to his knees, the furious vibration of ancestral dead all around them quieted. With a smooth tremor, the dead seemed to ease.

	And with that ease came silence. 

	A vast silence breathed through the city now, as if Dusk’s act had somehow laid them all to rest. But even as she listened, Layla could hear towers and columns being rung like bells far off in the city. Dusk’s dead weren’t finished being angry, they were just mollified for a while. But as Dusk grit his teeth and waved his fingers one last time at the finished emerald dome, inscribing strange hieroglyphs on a foundation-stone right before the ingress, Layla felt the world listen.

	“Hathna enthinii melat hahk.” Dusk spoke quietly, his voice resonating through the crystals all around. “I’m not finished with you, and you will obey me as I lay each and every one of you to rest. This I promise. This I vow, as rightful First of this clan. So be it.”

	All around, the crystals sighed to silence.

	And far off in the city, Layla heard everything become quiet.


CHAPTER 20 – CAVERN
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All around, the city was quiet. If they’d had a pin to drop, Layla was almost certain she would have heard it, everything was so still. As the party breathed a collective sigh of relief that Dusk’s dead had been mollified for the moment, no one was more relieved than Dusk himself. Rising from his knees after finishing the inscription etched into the emerald dome, he could barely stand. Shaking like a leaf in a gale, he nearly fell over, and Adrian and Layla had to swoop in and shore him up as he gave them a tired smile. 

	Layla could feel a vast exhaustion running through him as he nodded his head at the Temple of the Sun and asked them to help him inside. Moving up the ornate citrine stairs, they were soon inside the massive temple, similar to the Luxor Temple but far larger. Pillars of bright citrine lined the space, though these were not pure gold like the outside, but inset with multi-layered Egyptian gods and goddesses made out of various colors of gemstone. 

	It made the interior of the temple vivid, scenes of worship and plenty depicted all around in bright jewel tones. Crystal Dragons diving into the Nile to fish were large as life. Crystal Dragons being born inside enormous gemstone pillars deep in the earth were hauntingly beautiful. On every wall they glittered, sometimes depicted as human with enormous headdresses, jewelry, and diaphanous robes, sometimes depicted in glorious Dragon-form with enormous mantles of spikes and serrated scales in every color of the rainbow.

	It was astonishing, and the beauty of the enormous temple was barely marred by the far walls, which had been entirely collapsed by the battle, vines of jasmine and honeysuckle creeping in now and carpeting the floor. But as they rounded one massive pillar, Layla’s breath caught. Tears came to her eyes as she saw a dozen small human skeletons before them, all of them crystallized and laying in various broken poses, crushed by a section of wall when it fell. Seeing them also, Dusk hitched a hard breath. But he had no energy left to deal with them just now, and simply nodded Layla and Adrian past as they helped him towards a recessed alcove that burrowed deep into the rear of the temple. 

	The doorway was flanked by two massive statues of rose-quartz and black opal – of furious Crystal Dragons snarling in beast-form, raking forbidding talons at any invader. The massive all-diamond doors between them were closed, and Layla supposed it was some kind of inner sanctum where the holiest of holies resided. Moving to the doors, Dusk held a hand out. Closing his eyes, he pulsed a repetitive vibration into the doors as if it were a piece of music he knew by heart. With a grinding sound and a puff of dust from broken citrine columns nearby, the doors groaned open – revealing an obsidian passage with a set of stairs that delved straight down to blackness.

	Layla had been expecting some kind of opulent room, perhaps a coronation space of some kind since Dusk had mentioned this temple was used to confirm Crystal Dragon Kings and Queens. But this dark, forbidding passage was nothing of the sort, and Layla felt a curl of fear pass through her to be facing that utter blackness after so much wreckage today. But Dusk had no fear, and as he nodded them forward, Layla got the feeling this was the space he’d been hidden in as a child, deep inside the temple as the war raged. It was a stark contrast to the brightness above, and as they proceeded down, Layla and Adrian lit fires in their palms to see the way as Yousry followed, since Dusk was too tired to vibrate the dark amethyst columns flanking the stairs to life.

	“Dusk?” Layla asked quietly, noticing her voice was instantly deadened in the passage, even their footsteps hushed as if nothing could penetrate the black. She felt like she had to be extra-reverent in this space, as they descended into darkness and left the upper temple behind. “Where are we headed?”

	“To the underground.” He spoke softly, as if he were feeling reverent also – or just was too tired to raise his voice. “It’s a healing place, somewhere I can go to recoup my energy. Plus, if I’m right, there’s water down there we can drink, places we can sleep, and gardens with food – if everything hasn’t gone totally to riot like the gardens above. Otherwise, we’re going to have a very uncomfortable night, since the spirits of my dead destroyed the Jeep and all our shit.”

	“Camping rough in the desert,” Adrian joked with a wry laugh. “We never brought enough food or water on our sojourns when we were young, or warm blankets. Brings back old times.”

	“That it does.” Dusk gave a wry grin, though he seemed lighter now as they continued down. “Hopefully, we won’t be sleeping too rough tonight. My bones feel like ground glass from all that energy I expended earlier. I have to thank you both. I don’t think I would have been able to do everything we did today without you two. And you, Yousry, for helping us.”

	“It is nothing.” Yousry spoke with a gentle smile as he set a hand to Dusk’s shoulder and squeezed. “I would do it all again, young friend. You are an amazing man.”

	Layla knew Dusk was thanking Yousry for a lot more than his help today. But she and Adrian didn’t need to respond as they moved Dusk further down the seemingly endless staircase. They all knew the Bind had saved their asses today, and for Layla, it was the first time she realized just how much they could do with their aims aligned. But she had no more time to ponder as the stairs suddenly flattened out to a wide landing. The walls of the passage disappeared, and it seemed like the obsidian spanned in an endless flow to oblivion, devouring the way before them to the very edge of the light. Brightening the fire in his palm and moving his fingers to make the fire twist between them, Adrian raised his hand, pushing more light into the space.

	It was gone. Just like earlier, Adrian and Layla’s abilities held very little power here, as if the environment was made to resist all magic that wasn’t Crystal in origin. With a tired huff, Dusk pulled away, standing on his own. Setting their hands to his shoulders again, Layla and Adrian ceased their fire until they stood in utter blackness, then began pouring all their reserves into Dusk. With a deep growl that built like thunder, Dusk shuddered the obsidian floor beneath them, making everything rumble in a deep quake. And with a concussive roar, he shot that energy up and out – lighting crystals in a spreading wave far above like lighting the ocean on a sunny day.

	It was beautiful. Layla stared at what she now realized was the far-away ceiling of a gargantuan cavern. Dusk’s flooding wave of light fanned out in fractal patterns as it poured through clusters of every kind of crystal imaginable, all through the ceiling of the vast cavern. It created a luminous effect like daylight, and though there was no sun, that light flooded the cavern – allowing them to see where they were at last. 

	What Layla had thought was an endless obsidian flow actually stopped five steps beyond where their firelight had reached. They stood upon a promontory high above a cavern so enormous, it could have held all of Manhattan. Below, an underground citadel spread, made entirely out of crystal. Classical and ancient yet alien and modern, the truly mind-boggling space was like a spaceship that had crashed underground, full of unearthly contents. 

	Massive pyramids of ruby led to arching walkways of hematite and towering spires of diamond. Honeycombed columns of quartz led to enormous ziggurats of emerald and sapphire. Massive waterworks of aquamarine led to emerald fountains and high-arching aqueducts of amethyst. The vastness of it all and the sheer beauty stole Layla’s breath away, and she could only stare in wonder as they took it all in.

	Unlike the city above, this space was still hale. Though battle had raged above, Layla saw no broken buildings here, and no Dragon bones. From their promontory, she saw growing terraces that stepped down to the cavern floor all around the endless space. Covered by domes of clear crystal, the terraces were terraformed, the environment humid and supporting sprawling farms of fruit trees, vegetable gardens, and even massive ranges of livestock on every tier. Despite the space seeming dark when they’d arrived, as they took a winding set of obsidian stairs down to one of those terraces, Layla saw each held bio-luminescent crystals that had kept their environs lit all these years – all of the light reflected back within each biodome rather than flooding out to the cavern. 

	Fountains burbled within the terraces, fish swam in streams that curled through vegetation gone to riot. Birds wheeled up to the glassy crystal domes, so tall they supported entire forests inside. Animals moved within the domes; from livestock and predators to very small creatures like mice. Fully terraformed but gone wild in the past hundred and fifty years, the terraces had returned to a natural state.

	“Anyone feel like hunting for dinner?” Adrian joked mildly as they arrived at one wide terrace with an environment like the African savannah. Peering within the enormous dome, they startled a lioness lounging beneath an acacia tree, which snarled at them through the dome, then raced off. 

	“I think if we go inside any of these, we’ll be dinner.” Yousry joked back, staring as a group of African elephants idled by inside the vast dome. “These terraces haven’t seen a keeper in a hundred and fifty years.”

	“It’s like Noah’s Ark in there.” Layla agreed, amazed the Egyptian Crystal Dragons had created such an incredible environment below the surface of the desert.

	“Crystal Dragons get hungry in Dragon-form.” Dusk glanced at her knowingly. “Since we’re one of the largest Dragon types, sometimes only an elephant will do. The desert doesn’t support a lot of life, though the Nile basin is fertile. So over the past tens of thousands of years, we grew our own.” Gesturing further down the terraces, he said. “This way. If I remember right, there’s a temple with some healing oomph and a fountain. It’s safe, and we can sleep there for the night. It also has a small garden sans beasties, so we can probably find some dinner.”

	“Lead the way.” Adrian spoke, though he was still basically holding Dusk up as they descended. 

	Arriving at a spreading plaza ringed by sapphire pillars, Layla saw an enormous six-tiered fountain in the center, made out of emerald and aventurine, chrysoprase and peridot. It was a calming spot, and as Dusk gestured left, Layla saw a domed temple like an Egyptian rotunda, ringed by pillars of crystal grown to resemble blue lotus. The entire temple was encased in a dome of clear protective crystal like the terraces. And though the temple was surrounded by lush gardens full of fruit trees, herbs, and fireflies, Layla saw no animals. 

	A burbling stream from the fountain flowed around the lotus-temple in a wide circle, and motioning Adrian over a bridge of aventurine, Dusk set his hands to the protective dome. He didn’t bring it down, only vibrated it enough to slide back shards and create a door. Mounting a short flight of stairs, they proceeded inside the open-sided temple. 

	Like the terraces, the lotus-temple was lit inside by aquamarine columns that gave the space a soothing glow. The circular space was deeply calming, every column and wall grown to resemble lily pads, lotus, and papyrus reeds. Giant sapphire sarcophagi decorated with blue lotus sat beneath every outer archway. The stream from the fountain-plaza ran through the floor, coming in through every point of the compass and surrounding a small garden inside. The inner garden held a variety of fruit trees, all heavily bearing, and like the gardens outside, overflowed with edible plants and herbs. Fireflies and dragonflies flitted about inside, chaises of amethyst and rose quartz acting as sleeping-beds beneath every inner vaulted arch, with three clustered beneath the center of the high dome.

	It was beautiful. As Layla moved into the space, Adrian took Dusk to one of the amethyst chaises right in the center. Practically collapsing on one chaise, Dusk gave a tremendous sigh – and as he did, the dome came alive above him. Enormous stalactites carved with symbols like hieroglyphs but different had been grown from the height of the dome. Pointing down at the three chaises like they channeled energy into whomever lay upon them, the stalactites illuminated with a heavenly glow that rippled and curled with Dusk’s every breath. Some of them even seemed to beat to the rhythm of his heart – clusters of crystals lighting all around his bier now, carved with the same hieroglyph-like symbols above. 

	It was a healing space, and as Dusk laid back and closed his eyes, lacing his fingers over his abdomen, Layla could feel a deep ease seep into him. Like a waterfall of light and sound poured through his body, it was so soothing that Layla wandered to the center of the dome also, wanting to try it herself. Laying down on one of the empty biers, she closed her eyes, feeling a sudden harmonization vibrate all around her and deep inside her body. Her drakaina drank it in, curling up in a gentle ball inside Layla, deep in trance. And though Layla could sense the effect wasn’t as strong for her as it was for Dusk, it was deeply enjoyable all the same. As Adrian lay down on the third chaise, the effect tripled – until they all fell deeply asleep.

	Layla didn’t know what time it was when she drifted awake. Feeling amazing, she sat up, stretching with a yawn. Her stomach rumbled, and she realized it had been a long time since breakfast. Not seeing Yousry, though Dusk and Adrian were still deeply out upon their chaises, Layla rose from her bier and went to the fruit trees, picking dinner. 

	She had a decent stash of Asian pears, mission figs, Medjool dates, and peaches, when a sound startled her. Turning, Layla thought she’d see Yousry coming to wake them up. But as she faced the arch where she and the others had come in hours ago, she found herself staring at a skinny guy with sandy blond hair, artsy glasses, and freckles in his sweetly handsome, tanned face. Wearing dusty jeans, hiking boots, and a sand-smudged t-shirt with his blond hair mussed up into a ruckus, he couldn’t have been more than twenty-five or thirty as he stood there, blinking at Layla. At the last edge of his cheekbones and temples shone thin lines of serrated emerald scales, though brighter like peridot. His eyes held the same sheen – a color that made his freckle-tanned appearance go from plain to stunning.

	Opening his mouth, the guy almost said something, then stopped. Then he opened his lips again, speaking in a resonant tenor voice. “Um. Hi. I’m Trevor Sachs. And… who are you?”

	“I’m Layla.” Layla blinked, stunned, wondering if she was hallucinating as she set her foodstuffs aside on a sapphire bench. “Layla Price. How… how did you get in here?”

	“I mean, I just sort of followed the resonance, really.” The guy blushed, shuffling his feet as he tucked his hands in his jeans pockets. “I was in Luxor, studying the temple yesterday with my group. And last night… I just felt this pulse. Next thing I know, I’m renting a Jeep and driving way the fuck out here up some wild canyon, past a Djinn barricade to Oz with a shit-ton of dead Crystal Dragons all around. I mean… is this for real? Are you real?”

	“I’m real.” Layla spoke quietly, still amazed. “And this is real. So, are you a Crystal Dragon?”

	“Arizona Crystal Clan.” Stepping forward, the young guy finally overcame his shyness and confusion, offering Layla his hand. “Trevor Sachs, Crystal Architect. I specialize in crystal architectural repair and rebuilds, been doing it since I was little. I’m the Arizona Clan Third. I mean, I was. I don’t… really feel like I belong there anymore. Even though it’s my whole life.”

	“You were re-imprinted.” Layla spoke quietly, amazed that the pulse Dusk had sent out had really called someone. She was doubly amazed that not just any Crystal Dragon had arrived on Dusk’s doorstep, but one who specialized in re-building and studied Egyptian architecture – something the citadel could desperately use. It was as if Dusk’s magic had called the perfect person to him for his needs, and the proof was standing right before her. Gesturing at the still-sleeping Dusk, Layla said, “He sent that pulse you felt; he re-imprinted you to his homeland rather than yours. His name is Dusk Arlohaim. He’s First of the Crystal Dragons of Egypt.”

	“Fucking hells!” Trevor’s blond eyebrows climbed his forehead as he glanced at the sleeping Dusk. His bright green eyes went enormous behind his glasses as he perused the gold and midnight scales edging Dusk’s cheeks, temples, and collarbones. “He’s a Royal! Shitchrist! I didn’t even know any still existed outside of Prague. I mean, my clan hasn’t had a Royal in seventy years! How did he manage to escape King Markus?”

	“It’s a long story.” Layla smiled, enjoying Trevor more and more. “I’m sure Dusk will tell you all about it when he wakes up, but he’s been through a lot in the past twenty-four hours. Are you hungry? We can have something to eat until he wakes.”

	“Yeah, sure.” Trevor spoke, still staring at Dusk, amazed. “I mean, I saw all the crystal shards up on the plateau. Madness! Must have been a fucking huge barrier to bring all that down. The stories told in my clan about the protection around the Egyptian Deadlands are legendary. He must be one hell of a Royal, to do all that.”

	“He is.” Layla smiled. Sitting down on the sapphire bench, she beckoned Trevor over. “Come on. Let’s chat, and you can tell me all about how you got into architecture, and about your clan.”

	Moving over with less hesitation now, Trevor smiled genuinely at Layla. Claiming a seat next to her with the pile of fruit in-between, he picked up a fig. Layla had a handful of dates, listening as Trevor talked and wondering how many more Crystal Dragons were going to show up soon.

	Probably even sooner than any of them expected.


CHAPTER 21 – SUMMONS
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An hour later, Layla was still chatting with Trevor, whom she found was a lovely person with a fantastic sense of humor. She and Trevor were the same age, and their conversation had moved from Trevor’s childhood in his clan building anything out of crystal he could get his hands on, to Layla’s discovery of being a Desert Dragon late in life. Their conversation had turned to the contrasts between life in the Twilight Realm and the human world, where Trevor had been partially raised also. Now, they were laughing about stereotypes of people in Seattle versus Phoenix. Eating an Asian pear, Layla snorted as Trevor described white trash people in Arizona as trash bags – and then she perked as she heard Dusk wake with a stretch and a massive yawn.

	Glancing over, Layla and Trevor both watched as a veritable flood of light washed through Dusk’s scales and hair. Trevor gaped at it, his food entirely forgotten as he stared as Dusk with enormous eyes. Rolling over on his amethyst bier, Dusk gave a Layla a sleepy smile, then instantly came alert as he saw she was with someone. Rising with incalculable grace and not a little danger, a flash of his Dragon took Dusk’s sapphire eyes. But before he could growl or do anything menacing, Layla rose quickly, Trevor moving fast to standing also as Layla gestured to him.

	“Dusk. Meet your newest clan member. This is Trevor Sachs from Arizona. He’s a Crystal Architect, the Arizona Clan Third, and felt your call while he was in Luxor yesterday.”

	Dusk halted immediately, blinking as astonishment took his face. Layla almost laughed at his befuddlement, as he suddenly ran a hand through his artful hair with a flash of illumination. The fury and protectiveness of his Dragon vanished, replaced by the Dusk Layla loved so much. As he shook his head, moving forward with a beaming smile devouring his face and his hand extended in greeting, Layla felt Trevor heave a tremendous shudder of relief.

	They clasped hands solidly, Dusk’s eyes flashing with diamond-light as he chuckled. “Trevor Sachs. Good to meet you. Be welcome in the Egyptian Clan. I’m Dusk Arlohaim, Clan First. And part of me is fucking astounded my pulse actually worked.”

	“Mr. Arlohaim, Clan First. Well-met.” Trevor blushed hard in his freckle-tanned face, his peridot gaze shying from Dusk’s but coming back up, intrigued. Trevor’s blushes wouldn’t quit as Dusk gave a rumbling laugh, gripping the young guy’s shoulder and shaking him. The rumble woke Adrian, who sat up with alertness on his bier – then moved to Dusk’s side with a slow grin as he watched the interaction.

	“Your first clan member. Well done.” Adrian spoke to Dusk, his aqua eyes shining as he extended a hand to Trevor and the young man shook it also. “Adrian Rhakvir. Adopted brother to Dusk. First of the Desert Dragons of Morocco and the Mediterranean.”

	“Another Clan First?” As he shook Adrian’s hand, Trevor was blushing so hard now that Layla thought he might just melt right down through the floor. She could feel rumbles of energy coming off Trevor now, though they were nothing like the power Dusk was able to manifest. The contrast made Layla smile, finally realizing how strong her Royal Crystal Dragon was among his kind. He truly was an anomaly, and as Layla watched Trevor glance between her two men and goggle at them, then at her, she suddenly felt intensely proud of their trio.

	“So Layla… who are you to be hanging out with two enormously powerful Clan Firsts, and Royals to boot?” Trevor asked, pushing his glasses back up his nose. “Are you a Clan First also?”

	“No.” Layla shook her head, smiling a little. “I’m a Royal Dragon Bind.”

	“The Bind!” Trevor went from blushing to ashen, pulling back as if Layla might bite. “Seriously? But you’re so nice! I mean, I’ve heard stories that you were like this… like a…”

	“Like a sex monster or something?” Layla grinned, and Trevor blushed again.

	“Yes! No. I mean, I wouldn’t put it like that.” But from the way Trevor stared at her, Layla became aware she was achieving a reputation in the wider world. A reputation as being something big, bad, and scary – which she was surprisingly ok with, if it kept the people she loved safe. An awkward silence came as Trevor blushed. It was broken by a bubbling laugh from Yousry, returning through the vaulted entry at the rotunda’s front. Layla saw he wasn’t alone, either; he had with him not one, not two, but six people as he made a sweeping gesture to Dusk.

	“My Crystal Dragon friends!” Yousry laughed delightedly, his body shimmering with his Djinn-magics as his vivid eyes flashed with pleasure. “Meet your new Clan First, Dusk Arlohaim of the Egyptian Crystal Dragon Clan. Dusk is a true and heart-worthy leader – I’m sure you will find him much suited to your needs as recent transplants to Egypt.”

	As the new arrivals moved forward with enormous eyes and gaping mouths just like Trevor to see Dusk, they shuddered in sequence, producing a ripple-like effect that moved through the lit crystals of the dome. One man and two women looked like excellently fit Americans, though with bleached blonde hair and good tans. Two were dark-skinned, elegantly robust women in bright patterned dresses and head wraps that spoke of west Africa, most likely Nigeria. And the last was clearly some kind of monk, an aged old man beaming at Dusk with classically Tibetan features, dressed in saffron robes like the Dalai Lama. 

	Though they were all older than Trevor, none had scales of any kind, though all had jewel-tone eyes – all except the monk, whose eyes were a plain, kind brown. The old monk suddenly made a move to kneel before Dusk, but Dusk swiftly took a knee first, bowing his head like a servant before them all, including Trevor. 

	“My friends.” Dusk spoke, his heart opening in his voice and making the crystal dome all around them sing. “Thank you for coming here. I am sorry to pull you away from your lives in such a manner, and my heart grieves for the homes you left behind, in order to answer my call. But know that I will do my utmost for you in this time of change so you may feel welcome here in my ancient home, and that it may become a home to you also. For all of us here will be international transplants – none moreso than I. I hope you can find a new home here. And if you cannot, it is not beyond me to release you back to your original resonances. But I hope you will choose to stay. And I will try my best for you.”

	Layla blinked, astounded to learn that Dusk could release these people from his re-imprinting. They seemed amazed also, glancing between each other with incredulous eyes, though the old Tibetan monk simply beamed at Dusk in an immensely pleased, supportive way.

	“Never gonna turn down the opportunity ta see a real Royal out in the open, are we?” The tall, robustly-tanned guy stepped forward with an enormous grin as Dusk rose, slapping Dusk on the shoulder as he spoke in a heavy Australian accent. “Ain’t seen nothing like you down under for years upon years, not since King Markus took away the last of our Royals two decades ago. Name’s Jade Daley, Sydney – Bondi Beach. These’re my top mates Crystal Ives an’ Ruby Nile.”

	The two women, both ultra-blonde and fit like pro athletes, moved forward to shake Dusk’s hand. Layla had no doubt the Australians were a threesome as they cuddled together, all ultra-tan and incredibly hot. 

	“Bondi Beach?” Layla asked, curious about them. “Do you three surf?”

	“Taken gold in all the surfing competitions for years in the Twilight Realm,” the girl Crystal quipped brightly. “Who says only Sirens and Mermaids can surf, hey?”

	“These three are the Twilight Realm’s equivalent of Olympic athletes, Layla,” Adrian chimed in with a pleased smile. “My company Desert Hardware sponsors them out of Sydney.”

	“Yer the mysterious Desert Dragon bloke who owns Desert Hardware?” The guy Jade gaped at Adrian as his pale amethyst eyes went enormous. “Best outfitter fer travel through the interior, an’ basically throws money at us fer our surfing. Thanks fer that.”

	“It’s my pleasure,” Adrian smiled with a twinkle of mischief in his eyes. “You three are some of the best Dragon athletes I’ve ever seen, and sponsoring you gets my company’s name out everywhere. So my thanks to you, really.”

	“Guess we might need to take up a different sport now, though,” the woman Ruby spoke up, her bright citrine eyes fixing sharply upon Dusk. Layla felt something like a standoff shiver between them for a moment, as Dusk cocked his head at her. 

	“I can take over your sponsorship,” Dusk spoke amiably, though his gaze was pinned to Ruby. “The Egyptian Clan has plenty of resources to send you to training around the world and to competitions, and I intend to modernize the plateau so we’ll have a runway. But I sense that’s not all that’s bothering you about me, Ruby Nile. Not a very Australian Crystal Dragon Clan name, is it?”

	As Layla blinked, realizing the sudden truth about the standoff between them just as Dusk realized it, Ruby lowered her chin at Dusk. “I was outcast from the Egyptian Clan long before you were born, child of Arlohaim.” She spoke softly. “Do you revoke my outcast status, new Clan First?”

	Layla had gotten zero impression that this woman was older than Dusk, and as she glanced between Dusk and Adrian, seeing them both frown, she realized they’d had a similar perception. It meant Ruby was far more powerful than she let on – powerful enough to hide it.

	“What was your crime?” Dusk spoke softly, watching her. 

	“Manipulation of water.” She spoke back. “Ever since I was a child, I’ve been able to push and pull water by vibrating the micro-minerals and salts in it. I caused a tidal wave by accident on the Nile when I was young, and drowned seven fishing vessels of Djinnic half-humans.”

	“So it was either banish you somewhere with plenty of water where your skills wouldn’t be damaging, like the Australian coast, or start a war with the nearby Djinn.” Dusk spoke quietly. Ruby nodded, still watching him. Layla saw a flash of citrine scales flow across the woman’s cheekbones and through her long blonde hair, though in sunlight it might have been missed. But Dusk saw it, and his mouth curled up in a pleased smile. “You’re a Royal. I’ll be damned. Hiding this entire time just like me.”

	“I couldn’t shift when I was young,” she spoke with no-nonsense. “My true Royal power kicked in fifty years ago, when I tried to dive off the Great Barrier Reef and see what was down deeper. I shifted spontaneously into my Dragon, underwater. It happened when the pressure got too crushing and I couldn’t control the water anymore. But because my shift happened underwater, King Markus wasn’t able to sense it. I’ve only allowed myself to shift underwater since.”

	“So you’re still off his radar. And covering your changes with a glamour, even in the Twilight Realm.” Dusk chuckled, setting his hands on his hips and grinning at her now. The two shared an accord as the statuesque blonde finally smiled at him, though something in her citrine eyes was still hard-edged. She was a survivor, the leader of their trio though Jade was the most talkative. Layla watched her threesome benefit from the slow surges of power moving off Ruby now, as another flicker of citrine scales emerged at her cheeks and temples – then hot red ones like her name indicated. 

	“Well, welcome back to the Egyptian Clan, Royal Ruby Nile.” Dusk spoke kindly. “I’ll talk with the West Nile Djinn and clear things up. Stories last long among their culture, but not grudges.”

	“I’m a fugitive from the Intercessoria, also.” She spoke, narrowing her eyes on him. “The dead were human enough for them to care, though as long as I remained on the Australian coast, the Juds wouldn’t press charges.”

	“I’ll deal with that, too. I have an in with the Intercessoria.” 

	As Dusk held her gaze, something impressed moved through Ruby’s bright citrine eyes at last. With a small quirk of her lips almost like Rikyava Andersen, Ruby inclined her head to Dusk. Her trio followed suit, and with a fighter’s grace, Ruby moved her group back so the other Crystal Dragons could meet their new First.

	The ladies from Nigeria moved forward with twin pleased smiles, and as Layla regarded them with their voluptuous curves, tiny waists, and elegant statures, she realized they were twins. Their features were identical except for the color of their eyes, one bright gold like tiger’s eye, the other a clear white color like pure quartz. With twin rumbles of power, they set their hands to their hearts rather than shake hands with Dusk, and Layla wondered if it was cultural.

	“We are the sisters Light and Bright Adeyemi.” One spoke in excellent English, with a smooth Nigerian accent.

	“We come with blessings to our new clan, the blessings of healing hands.” The other continued without skipping a beat.

	“Born with twin gifts from our mother’s womb,” the first continued, “we bring great healings of love, light, and song through our vibrations.”

	“Never apart, always together, we join our hands as one upon the injured, the sick, and the dying, and bring them back to health.” The second finished. “Though we are not Royals, we have trained in but a single talent all our lives, and it has given us singular skill. Come, let us lay our hands upon you, our First, that you may know the healing of the Light and the Bright.”

	With a mystic smile, as if deeply curious about what was going to happen, Dusk extended a hand to the sisters. As one, they touched him, and Layla felt an enormous surge of resonance pour through Dusk – and from him, into her. With a grunt, Adrian felt it too, and as Layla staggered from the enormity of power now rushing through Dusk, Adrian steadied her. 

	But it was as if that power carried the most beautiful music, harmonizing everything inside Layla instantly. As the temple sang with a joyous vibration through every crystal facet, the whole place lit up bright as the high-noon desert. Layla drew an enormous breath as a fatigue she’d not known she’d been carrying since the previous day evaporated. And as a torrent of light and energy washed through Dusk’s scales and hair, flaring even brighter than the dome, Dusk gave a roaring laugh – a jubilant energy pouring from him as the sisters removed their touch. 

	“My god!” He laughed unsteadily. “Your ministrations are even better than I heard about!”

	“The stronger the power within,” the first sister spoke with a pleased smile, “the stronger our power heals. Our First of the Nigerian Clan will be angry for losing us. You will need to make provisions to assuage him in the coming months.”

	“I will keep that in mind.” Dusk spoke more soberly now as he realized what negotiations he would have to undertake soon, nabbing powerful Crystal Dragon clan members from all around the world. As Layla glanced at Trevor, his sweet gaze pinned shrewdly to Dusk, she realized that even the young Arizona man was a Clan Third. Trevor was far more than he seemed, and Layla found herself suddenly wondering if he wasn’t hiding Royal talent also, since he was the only person there showing scales openly.

	But as the Nigerian sisters stepped back, the old Tibetan monk came forward. Hands tucked in the wide sleeves of his robe, he bowed low before Dusk, still not saying anything though he beamed pleasantly. As Layla watched, the man suddenly dropped a glamour so thick, he’d seemed human. But as searing diamond-scales flared over his entire body as his glamour disappeared, Layla almost threw a hand up over her eyes, he was so bright.

	Glimmering before them with millions of serrated diamond-scales glittering in complex lines all over him, the old Tibetan man seemed mostly Dragon just standing there in his saffron robes. He’d grown five feet in moments, and now stood towering over everyone in the room as a ten-foot-tall Dragon-man, his body entirely scaled as long diamond-spines flowed back from his stout skull, enormous diamond-talons protruding from his fingertips, his legs powerful with muscle and walking on the balls of his taloned feet like a bird. Layla had never seen any Dragon take this kind of half-human appearance before, and knew from Adrian and Dusk’s tremendous astonishment rolling through their Bind that assuming this half-shifted form took an immense amount of power and mature energy. As the Dragon-man’s resonant voice rose in Layla’s mind, his scaled lips did not move, only smiled with delight like his entirely diamond-white eyes.

	I am Norbu Gyatso, Clan First of the Crystal Dragons of Tibet and Nepal. He spoke telepathically, though from everyone’s expressions in the dome, they could all hear him. Long have I remained hidden in the human world, waiting for a Royal powerful enough to challenge our King. In times long past, I took a vow of silence and peace, so it was not I who could challenge King Markus Ambrose when his cruelty began. Many Royals did he steal from us in the beginning, until I discovered how he used them. Then did I hide my people in the human world, to do works of service and kindness until I sensed the call of one strong enough to bring a great peace to us. Many pulses I have felt, young First, many whose call I have turned down. But now, I am summoned. And though I am not to stay, for I have my own clan to govern, I come now to let you know you have allies. Though we raise no talons to fight, my people are strong in the ways of peace and negotiation. You will have need of us, to travel as your ambassadors all over this earth. And we will do so gladly – to bring the great joy of your Kingship to the world.

	Dusk held stock-still, staring at the old man. His lips had fallen open and his face was pale now as he stared at Norbu Gyatso. “You must be mistaken. I’m not to going be King. I’m grateful for your support, but I’m sure I will only need your ambassadors to visit Clan Firsts I have stolen valuable members from, that’s all.”

	For now. The Dragon-man spoke again. With a twinkle in his bright eyes, he turned towards the bridge and beckoned one taloned hand to Dusk. Frowning, Dusk followed him as everyone else came also, even Yousry. Silently, the Dragon-man led the procession back up the winding tiers of the underground cavern, up to the obsidian stairs they had come down yesterday. Moving all the way back up into the brightness of the Sun Temple, Layla discovered it was morning again. As everyone followed Dusk and Norbu Gyatso, stepping out into the sunshine and down the steps to the Crystal Highway where four intact Jeeps were parked now, Layla suddenly heard hard beats concuss the air.

	Not the thundering roar of Crystal Dragon spirits, this was a mechanical sound Layla knew from the human world – the thudding beats of a helicopter. As she and the others looked up, a modern military Blackhawk helicopter came into view around one sandstone pinnacle, flying quickly over the crystal city. Layla blinked in astonishment. Clearly, someone with a little cash had felt Dusk’s pulse and was arriving in style.

	A style far more grand than the rest. 

	Deep unease filled Layla, watching that forbidding-looking helicopter approach. As it touched down in the middle of the Crystal Highway, Layla watched buff men in tactical armor with semi-automatic rifles help a slender woman in a chic business suit down from the back. Flanking her in a chevron as she walked forward with a black briefcase in hand and tall black stiletto heels upon her feet, the men with guns held scary glowers, watching Dusk’s crowd like they were a threat. 

	The woman’s dark eyes were pinned to Dusk. Though the men’s eyebrows went up at Norbu Gyatso with his diamond-glory, the woman only spared Norbu a glance before her viciously efficient gaze returned to Dusk. Moving forward briskly in her smart business suit and pencil skirt, she came to stand directly in front of Dusk as those scary military men fanned out behind her, their guns not quite pointed at the group but not far from it. As she arched one fine dark eyebrow, Layla saw her eyes were black-grey with a shine of blue, crimson, and green like labradorite. Pursing her full lips, she stared Dusk down until poor Trevor began to fidget and the Nigerian sisters had to touch his wrists to keep him calm.

	“Dusk Arlohaim, I presume?” The woman spoke with a bitch of a bite.

	“You presume correctly.” Dusk spoke as his eyes flashed the menacing sapphire-diamond of his Dragon now. The gaze of his Dragon startled the woman, and for a moment she looked shocked before she drew up tall. 

	“You are Summoned by your Crystal Dragon King, Markus Ambrose, to appear at his palace in Prague, Czechia in the Twilight Realm immediately, and undergo your Trials of Proving.” She spoke with authority now. “Resistance will not be tolerated, and we have orders to shoot your Bound lovers if you cause a fuss. The bullets in these rifles have Black Spear tips, and my men do not miss. If you will follow me?”

	Suddenly, all of those rifles were trained upon Layla and Adrian. 

	And Layla caught her breath, as she froze before their menace. 


CHAPTER 22 – FLIGHT
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Layla had never loved guns and she didn’t love them now as her drakaina snarled in her veins – though it was a terrified, strangled sound watching all those rifles being pointed at her. Layla knew what Black Spears could do to a Dragon, paralyzing and killing them within half a minute. And if King Markus had made bullets out of them somehow, it was downright terrifying. At her side, she felt Adrian go deadly still, though she could feel him seething deep inside. 

	Before them, Dusk reached out a hand to take an etched crystal tablet King Markus’ emissary was now extending to him from her unlatched briefcase, which she had handed off to one of the militia-men. Dusk’s eyes burned the diamond-wrath of his Dragon as he accepted the summons and read what was etched upon it. Finished, he looked back up to King Markus’ emissary and extended the crystal tablet, offering it back. The woman blinked as she hesitated to take the tablet – as if not wanting to touch anything crystal that Dusk had held.

	“I will come peacefully.” Dusk spoke, though the enormous energy coiling through him with dark rumbles was not lost upon anyone there. “Give me a moment to say my goodbyes.” 

	“Of course.” She spoke briskly, locking the crystal slab back in her briefcase and reclaiming it from the militia-man, whom Layla saw all were Crystal Dragons now, their eyes various shades of gemstone though none had scales like Dusk, Ruby, Norbu Gyatso, and Trevor. “In time-honored tradition, your King also allows a Witness at your Trials,” she continued, her eyes darting to Adrian and Layla. “You may bring one person to accompany you to Prague. I will give you a moment to confer and decide.”

	Stepping briskly away, she flicked her fingers to the gunmen, who backed off out of earshot though they still held their weapons ready. Turning to Layla and Adrian with a glance at the rest of his new clan, Dusk let out a controlled breath. Gripping Layla’s hand, then Adrian’s, he spoke quietly. “I had no idea King Markus would come for me so soon.”

	“You have to go,” Adrian responded just as quietly, his blue-green eyes burning with heat though he was calm. “This has been coming a long time, Dusk. But better now than back when we were young. We’ve got a plan for this, remember?”

	Adrian spoke with a deep fire in his eyes. Suddenly, Layla felt him open their Bind with a roaring blast, directed only to Dusk and Layla so no one else could hear. We follow the plan, as we discussed these last three days. You and Layla go to Prague together; I’ll arrive in disguise and infiltrate the palace. I’ll make contact when I’m settled in, and we can take things from there. Layla, take this – keep it close. Slipping his smartphone out of his pocket, Adrian held Layla’s gaze for a fierce moment. Her phone had been destroyed in her purse on the Jeep, but Adrian had extra phones, and she gave him a subtle nod, taking it and slipping it into her cleavage. It may not work well in the Crystal Palace at Prague, Adrian continued, but I need you to use it to call Reginald and Rhennic for backup as soon as possible. I’ve got other phones on my jet in Luxor, and I’ll try calling them, also. We would never let you go through this alone, Dusk. Ever. We’ll put pressure on your Crystal King to leave you be, from as many angles as we can muster.

	“I know.” Dusk breathed, and Layla saw him swallow. She could feel fear churning all through him now that the moment they had all been dreading had arrived. Her drakaina twisted in her veins, crying out as she felt his distraught coils wrap around her. But then, Dusk took a steadying breath. Gripping Layla’s hand and Adrian’s he gave a firm nod, the fury of his Dragon spiking in his eyes. It was a ready look, but Layla knew the intention behind it. Dusk didn’t want to be left alone by his King – he wanted this summons. He wanted to face his King and unleash his Dragon for all the wrongs King Markus has inflicted upon his people. 

	And Layla suddenly wondered if Dusk would abide by Adrian’s plan. 

	But Dusk said nothing about his Dragon’s agenda, and Layla had no time to explain it to Adrian. Drawing a deep breath, Dusk set his forehead to Adrian’s and the brothers shared a moment. As Dusk curled Layla into his arm, Layla felt him grip Adrian close. They stood together, feeling their Dragons move through each others’ bodies just like they had in Luxor. As if a Dragon made of gold coiled through all three of them, the Bind was stronger than it had ever been, as their inner beasts moved through each other’s magic.

	Deep fear consumed Layla suddenly, at what might happen if Dusk died – and broke that Bind.

	“Shh.” Dusk soothed her as he felt her distress, turning his head so he could kiss Layla sweetly on the lips. “We are not giving up. Not now. Not ever.”

	A cleared throat came from the causeway; the pissy tones of King Markus’ emissary. With one last kiss to Layla’s forehead and a squeeze to Adrian’s hand, Dusk turned, not facing the woman but facing his new clan. They gazed back at him; some worried, some deeply furious. Only Norbu Gyatso beamed his pleasant smile as his Dragon-man, unperturbed. Layla realized suddenly that old Norbu had felt the emissary coming, and had known King Markus was about to summon Dusk. As she watched his diamond Dragon-eyes sparkle, she suddenly saw into him, and heard a voice in her mind.

	Go, young challengers. Norbu Gyatso spoke to Dusk and Layla, his silent words startling the emissary and her gunmen, though Dusk’s new clan members were ready for Norbu’s telepathy now. Go and fight injustice. Go and bring the tyrant down, and raise up a better world for all Crystal Dragons. I will be here guarding your budding clan until you return, organizing them into a peaceful place of wonder and plenty. Go, and let triumph be your only option.

	The old monk’s words of support brought tears to Layla’s eyes. She suddenly felt like the world was crushing down on them, but as Norbu turned his smiling eyes to her, she felt a warm resonance pass deep into her body, soothing. Layla breathed easier, Dusk doing the same. Turning, Adrian, Layla, and Dusk faced the emissary as one.

	And then Dusk stepped forward, raising his voice with a rumble of power.

	“Layla Price, Royal Dragon Bind of the Desert Dragons of Morocco will be Witness to my Trials. She comes with me now, and I go in peace to the summons of my King.”

	“So be it.” The emissary nodded, though Layla saw her dark eyelashes flicker at the mention that Layla was coming with. Either she’d been expecting Adrian to be named as Dusk’s Witness, or she was uncomfortable around a Bind. But as Dusk moved forward with Layla on his arm the emissary stepped back a pace. With a flick of her fingers, she closed the chevron of gunmen around Dusk and Layla – turning and leading everyone back up the causeway to the still-beating helicopter. 

	As the emissary was helped up to a seat by a gunman on the helicopter, Layla was helped up by Dusk. Settling inside as the rotors made a mess of Layla’s curls from the fierce wind, she saw the interior was coated with thick flows of crystal. As if they’d had trouble before with Dragons resisting arrest, some of the gunmen hid behind a bank of crystal walls, which protected the pilots also.

	In the main compartment, Layla buckled into a five-point harness, Dusk and the emissary doing the same, though both women had to do it carefully with their skirts. Within moments, they were departing, and Layla’s heart wrenched as she saw Adrian shield his eyes to watch the helicopter take off. Across the distance, she could feel their Bind pull hard between their hearts, and Layla felt her Dragon roar, coiling in her veins with a miserable movement to leave Adrian behind. The spike in Layla’s heat made the emissary glance over sharply, though Dusk was calm as he donned a human headset with a microphone. The emissary did the same and Layla followed suit.

	As Layla tried to ignore the men with guns in the close quarters of the helicopter.

	As they flew fast over the citadel, Layla saw the extent of the Dragon-battle upon the Crystal Plateau. It was tremendous, stretching all through the damaged city and spilling out over the plateau to the north, tens of thousands of Crystal Dragon skeletons glimmering beneath the high desert sun and the blinding snow of the shattered barricade. The sight made her heart clench even as she was awestruck. Beside her, Dusk’s jaw tightened, though he said nothing as they took it all in from the air. Looking around, Layla’s gaze fixed upon the emissary, who had been staring down over the decimation also. Glancing up, she found Layla’s gaze, then Dusk’s. 

	“It’s amazing a child could survive such carnage. Our King is impressed that one so young could accomplish such a feat, and wonders how it was done.”

	“I don’t recall the battle,” Dusk spoke with a growl, though Layla could tell he was trying to keep himself in check with the gunmen all around. “Nor do I recall what happened afterwards, not for days.”

	“Our King can retrieve blocked memories, if you like,” the woman responded coolly. 

	“And who are you to offer such a boon from him?” Dusk countered, staring her down.

	“My name is Davira. Davira Breneman.” She answered, not responding to Dusk’s temper. “With my eyes, my King sees. With my lips, he does speak. And with my hands, he does deliver justice to the unfaithful.”

	Davira’s words were frighteningly similar to those the High Priest of the White Chalice had used when he had illuminated his ability to channel Layla’s nemesis Hunter, and they made Layla’s skin crawl. Feeling a fierce heat flush from Layla, Davira gazed over with her labradorite eyes, smoky yet fierce with crystalline color. 

	“Have I been unfaithful to my King?” Dusk growled, simmering with restrained wrath.

	“Not precisely.” Davira responded, a clever darkness taking her gaze now. “Should you have resisted our King’s summons today, I would have had your friends shot on the grounds that you were being unfaithful to our King’s requests. But even though you have not directly resisted an order from King Markus, he is vastly displeased you have decided to re-start your clan without consulting him. He does not know if you are strong enough for such responsibility. Hence, why he wishes to test your skills with the Trials. Succeed, and you will be granted a boon of your heart’s desire. Fail—”

	“And die.” Dusk spoke with a dark rumble, even though his words sounded tinny through the in-flight headsets.

	“If you must.” Davira held his gaze without flinching, and it was clear she had authority to use any force necessary in this situation. Dusk saw it and settled back, sliding a hand out to Layla. She wasn’t sure she should take it with Davira and the gunmen looking on, but as Dusk curled his fingers around hers, Layla didn’t pull away. Davira didn’t react like it was a threat except to glance down at their twined hands.

	It was clear no-one was going to be friends here. As Dusk said nothing more, Davira lapsed into silence, though she kept her eyes on him. Gazing out over the desert, Layla saw they were far northeast of the Crystal Plateau now. They had a good view of the Nile, and she watched the blue water glimmer as it snaked around bend after bend. Wind whipped inside the helicopter, but no one moved except the gunmen swaying with a shift in the aircraft as they made a turn. Heading towards the river’s east bank, Layla saw a private airfield that didn’t exist in the human world. As they settled to a landing upon the tarmac, everyone was suddenly unbuckling seatbelts and being ushered out beneath the slowing rotors as the pilot cut the engine.

	Stepping out onto the tarmac, Layla and Dusk were hustled quickly to an elegant private jet, thrice the size of Adrian’s. Roomy and ostentatious, the entire jet was decadently appointed in royal blue velvet, gilded everything, and crystal. Crystal chandeliers hung from the jet’s brocaded ceiling; crystal waterfalls of gems dripped from the tables. Crystals embroidered with gold thread decorated every ostentatious throw-pillow and seat. The plane didn’t so much have seats as old-world European lounging-chaises which had been bolted into the floors and equipped with modern seatbelts. The jet sported a full bar, a separate lounge for dining, and suites of rooms in the back for sleeping – some of which Layla saw were as decadently appointed as the main area.

	As Layla and Dusk were hustled up inside the jet, the gunmen remained behind on the tarmac. It seemed they weren’t coming with, and as the doors were closed by a strong-looking co-pilot with austere Russian features, Layla wondered at the decrease in security. But as she stepped into the plane, she suddenly felt like all the fight had gone out of her. Like every crystal on every chair and chandelier had been impregnated with King Markus’ energy, all of it suddenly spilled a soothing ease inside of her – telling her to simply relax and enjoy the ride. 

	It was alarming even as it calmed her, and Layla felt like it was almost like a Siren’s mesmeric abilities, except this effect was purely physical. Even though her drakaina snarled in her veins, Layla felt like she’d not be able to manifest a single flicker of fire inside this flying prison.

	And as she tried to create a flame in her palm, she felt it die before it had even begun.

	“Magic is useless inside the jet.” Davira spoke as she took a seat in one enormous brocaded chair and buckled in for takeoff. “My King has imbued every crystal here with his resonant will, that no magical harm occur to those transported within. Calm yourselves and have a seat. The flight to Prague is a few hours.”

	Settling onto a chaise with retrofitted seatbelts, Layla clicked in for takeoff and Dusk settled beside her, doing the same. It put them a wary distance from Davira, with a low coffee table between them. And though the emissary’s lips quirked to watch Dusk and Layla settle in together, practically in each other’s laps they were so close, Layla thought she saw something rueful take the woman’s gaze. As if it saddened her to see a couple be so close, she watched Layla and Dusk a long moment, then flicked her fingers to a server dressed in an immaculate tux and white gloves waiting nearby.

	“Yes, ma’am?” He moved forward smartly, his eyes a vivid emerald – another Crystal Dragon of King Markus’ retinue. 

	“Drinks for our guests, and a snack before our in-flight lunch.” Davira spoke levelly. “They look like they’ve been wandering the desert like Spartacus for weeks.”

	Layla tried to not be miffed at the slur as the server turned to Dusk, and Dusk gave him a calm order of an Old Fashioned for Layla and a bourbon on the rocks for himself. The man mixed their drinks at the gilded bar with the brisk professionalism of a well-trained bartender, then whisked away to fetch a plate of small bites; including puff pastries with smoked salmon and chèvre, mini quince pies formed elegantly into swans, and bacon-wrapped dates served in a filigreed pancake. 

	Layla was starving, but didn’t have anything to eat until Davira pinned her with a look, then gave a huff.

	“Oh, for heaven’s sake, none of it is poisoned. Here.” Leaning forward, Davira took up one of everything on a gilded china plate, then took a bite of each item. Lifting her perfectly-arched eyebrows at Layla as she chewed, she swallowed and said, “Would you like me to sip your drink, too?”

	“Not necessary.” Layla growled, trying not to bitch-slap the woman, but her ravenous stomach called. Taking more than a few pieces of everything, she dug into the salmon puff pastries first, which were divine. Sipping her Old Fashioned, Layla eyeballed Davira as the emissary received a flute of champagne from the server, then jutted her chin at him to go away.

	He did, disappearing beyond a blue velvet curtain at the front of the jet.

	Turning to Dusk, Davira sipped her champagne, then swirled it thoughtfully as the jet’s engines revved and they began taxiing toward the runway. “So what would you like to know about your Trials of Proving, child of Arlohaim?”

	“Know?” Dusk snorted sourly. “I thought the Trials were just a sham. I thought I simply show up at the palace and my King puts me to death.”

	“Not at all.” Sipping her champagne, Davira regarded Dusk frankly. “Your King does wish to know how powerful you are. If you are unable to navigate your Trials and prove yourself worthy to your King, you lose his blessing. But if you succeed, you stand to earn much fortune from him. Contrary to popular belief, King Markus does not execute everyone he summons to his palace for their Trials. I was not executed when I was summoned from my home in Switzerland for my Trials. And your mother Sky was not, either, when she was summoned from Egypt.”

	Dusk’s lips fell open so fast his chin nearly hit his chest. As shock lanced through Layla, Dusk stared Davira down, hard. “Excuse me?”

	“Your mother.” Davira sipped her champagne again, her gaze chastising. “You would have known she was one of King Markus’ most treasured members of the court if you had ever come out of hiding long enough to visit. She sends her regards, by the way, and is eager to see you.”

	“My mother’s alive?” Dusk’s whole body was trembling now, though Layla noticed none of his rumbles upset the plane. As they launched into takeoff, Layla was so intent on the conversation that she barely noticed her anxiety this time. Reaching out, she clasped Dusk’s hand, both of them watching Davira for any sign of falsehood.

	“Yes, your mother’s alive. No, she’s not locked in a dungeon.” Davira sassed casually with a lifted eyebrow. “But she is a treasured member of the palace, and thus was not able to leave and visit you these past years. And as our King is tight with security, she was not permitted to contact you. But now you may come home to your rightful place, if you are strong enough, and claim a spot in the Royal Court at your King’s side. He is merciful, Dusk Arlohaim. He wishes for you to respect his authority. And if you can show contrition for hiding your power from him for so very long… he will show you mercy.”

	Frowning now, Dusk settled back, swirling his bourbon and staring Davira down. “So what does King Markus want from me?”

	“Your allegiance.” Davira spoke without blinking. “Something you have been denying him for many long years. Your homecoming into his benevolent arms will not be without tests. But should you pass your King’s Trials… all the world may soon be yours.”

	With a lifted eyebrow, Davira sipped her champagne again. 

	And as they leveled off into cruising, a tinkling crystal bell was suddenly rung for lunch.


CHAPTER 23 – GAME
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Layla and Dusk were presented with a spectacular affair for lunch, full of royal delicacies such as the best European palaces might serve. But as Layla sat at a banquet table that could have held sixteen people inside the jet, waiting while the server filled their plates with small bites as classy as their appetizers had been, Layla was aching to hammer Davira with questions. But this was Dusk’s show, and though her Dragon simmered deep inside, Layla waited for him to speak as she sampled her opulent lunch at the ornate table positively dripping with gilded crystals, a massive chandelier hanging above it all.

	Layla could feel Dusk’s mind churning with as many questions as her, but she could also feel his awareness that they might not get another meal if things went badly in Prague, and so he ate as steadily as her. Davira eyed them both with not a little intrigue now from their extended silence, and Layla had the sense she had as many questions for Dusk as they had for her. But she was the emissary of her King, and waited patiently until Dusk wiped his lips with his napkin at last, sitting back and pushing his gilded plate away.

	“I have a few questions.” Dusk spoke levelly, swirling a burgundy wine the server had poured. As Dusk cocked his head at Davira where she sat across from them, Layla felt a low rumble of Dusk’s magics roll through her, though it was not manifested inside King Markus’ magically-insulated jet.

	“I surmised you would.” Davira spoke just as levelly back, straightening in her high-backed blue velvet chair and swirling her own wine. “What would you like to know?”

	“Firstly,” Dusk’s eyes shifted into the diamond-hard menace of his Dragon now, “I want to know how my mother is.”

	“Sky Arlohaina is alive and well,” Davira spoke almost hastily, and Layla saw her give the smallest adjustment of posture at the look of Dusk’s Dragon, as if it made her uncomfortable. “She is a treasured part of the court and considered part of the royal family. She lives in opulence and wants for nothing. Her extensive talents at negotiation and peacekeeping are valuable to our King, and she is treated accordingly.”

	“So my mother really isn’t a prisoner at the palace.” Dusk frowned, thoughtful.

	“No.” Davira spoke back with a pointed look. “She remains at the palace of her own free will; all the Royals do. Like I said earlier, our King is tight with security and allows minimal contact with one’s clan of origin once the decision is made to remain in Prague. If you had ever visited our palace, you would know these things.”

	“Visited the palace and been convinced to remain, you mean,” Dusk chuckled darkly, “just like all the others Markus blackmailed to stay.”

	“Our King does not blackmail.” Davira bristled now, and Layla watched her re-cross her knees as she gave Dusk a hard look from her smoky dark eyes. “He is a King, not a pirate.”

	“Then how does Markus convince Royals to remain at his palace their entire lives with no contact home?” Dusk countered fiercely now, setting his wine down upon the table. “Every Crystal Dragon knows a summons to the Crystal Palace in Prague is a one-way ticket. Everyone I’ve ever talked to thinks it’s a death note, to receive a summons to your Trials of Proving.”

	“If any of those Crystal Dragons you talked to had ever visited Prague, they would know differently.” Davira set her wine down now also, crossing her arms. “Our Crystal King does not waste talent; he uses it. And it is better used close to his person in Prague than anywhere else. Just like your mother.”

	It was a terse and minimally forthcoming answer, and it was clear from Davira’s posture in her elegant suit that she would say no more on that particular subject. But Layla could feel Dusk was at least mollified that his mother was safe and unharmed living at the palace. His astonishment at the news still rumbled deeply through Layla, though her Bind-magics were partially dampened on the jet. But as he reached out, clasping Layla’s hand upon the table, the Bind between them roared. Layla saw Davira sway slightly in her seat, her dark eyelashes closing for a moment as if she’d felt Dusk and Layla’s Dragons twist into each other. As she did, a flash of smoky labradorite scales blossomed over her high cheekbones, the same color flashing through her long dark hair. 

	Dusk noted it also – and the tiniest ruthless smile suddenly moved through his Dragon. 

	“What will I face when I arrive?” Dusk spoke suddenly, changing topics. But he kept up the pummeling roar of his Dragon inside Layla’s veins, boosted by their touch and the Bind – and Layla saw Davira have to draw a deep breath to gather herself before she spoke again.

	“Your Trials of Proving will most likely begin in a few days.” She spoke authoritatively, though Layla saw a flash of labradorite scales at her outer cheekbones again as Davira struggled to control whatever she was feeling from Dusk and the Bind. “You will have public audience with our King immediately upon landing today, so he can take your measure. You will be shown to rooms after that and provided with dinner as our King decides how best to test you. The Trials are tailored to the individual and set only by our King, so only he knows what he has in store to test your strength and abilities.”

 	“Will I be given any awareness of what I’ll face?” Dusk frowned now; his thinking face.

	“No.” Davira spoke succinctly. “You will have no prior knowledge of what you will face; your Trials will be a surprise on the day in question. But there are always only three Trials. A Dragon has to pass them all to impress our King. In-between the appointed Trial days, you will be allowed to rest and recuperate, and will be tended by our King’s healers so you will be fully ready to face the next one. The whole process takes about two weeks, at the end of which, you will face King Markus’ judgement on your performance. If you have done well, you will be granted a boon.”

	“A boon, huh?” Dusk laughed softly, though his eyes were fierce. “What if the boon I desire is simply being left the fuck alone?”

	“It will be considered.” But Davira’s eyelashes flickered, and Layla could feel the lie inside her words. The emissary had been smooth with most of her information today. Most of it had not been outright lies, and a lot had been the truth. But this statement dripped of falsehood, and as Dusk sat back, smiling the coldest, wryest smile Layla had ever seen on his lips, she suddenly realized it was a look of command like Adrian often wore.

	“I see.” Dusk spoke softly, staring Davira down. 

	Davira fidgeted at Dusk’s impressive manifestation of command, reaching out to pour another round of red wine into their glasses. Dusk took his, sipping cordially though his eyes never left Davira’s – pummeling the intense energy of his Dragon into Layla to see how much Davira could feel it. 

	But setting her wine down, Davira met Dusk’s stare squarely now. She was an accomplished emissary, and though a flash of scales showed at her cheeks again, Layla could feel her fighting back against whatever she was feeling from his Dragon. Davira was excellent at revealing almost nothing beyond the party line, Layla noted. Clearly, King Markus Ambrose didn’t want Dusk learning much about how he ran their Lineage or his palace, and Davira was perfectly suited for the role of his emissary. 

	As for their situation, Layla didn’t like any of it. Dusk was a clear rival for the throne, and Davira was giving him the run-around. Layla wished they’d been able to bring the Adeyemi sisters to heal Dusk in-between Trials, not trusting any members of the court to help her Bound lover. Her only comfort was that Adrian was coming, and contacting the cavalry – getting Reginald and Rhennic involved with all the political clout they held in their own respective clans. As Layla sipped her wine and sat back, still holding Dusk’s hand, she felt a smug satisfaction despite their abduction. 

	King Markus was going to get a political shitshow unleashed on his ass if he pursued Dusk.

	Or if he fucked with the Bind.

	“How do we know we can trust anything you say?” Layla asked as she eyeballed Davira, setting down her wine.

	“You don’t.” Davira sighed, something about her almost tired from this conversation now. “The proof is in the cordiality you shall receive when you arrive, Dragon Bind. King Markus is not an animal. He is a King, one who rules his people with decisive attention to detail. Those who cross him rue it. But those who are cooperative are often granted many blessings.”

	“Tell that to all the Crystal clans around the world missing their Royals.” Layla spoke darkly. “All those clans King Markus has doomed to never flourish, because they don’t have the people they love and need to govern them.”

	“Many of which are in attendance at the King’s court as we speak, their talents being put to excellent use.” Davira spoke harshly, giving Layla a severe eyeball. But as Dusk curled his fingers around Layla’s upon the table, pouring a deep rumble of his vicious Dragon into her now through the Bind, Davira suddenly went pale. 

	Passing a hand over her eyes, she let out a shaky exhalation. 

	“Please excuse me,” she spoke with a tight voice. “I am feeling the resonance of my King and must go speak with him. Feel free to enjoy his hospitality in one of the sleeping-quarters on the jet, and may I suggest you both dress in something appropriate from the closets. We will arrive in Prague in about an hour, and you will have audience with the King promptly upon landing.”

	With that, Davira rose from the table, giving both Dusk and Layla a cordial, albeit frigid nod. Moving with stately grace on her slim black high-heels and not displaying any of her unsteadiness from feeling Dusk’s Dragon earlier, she went towards the front of the jet. Stepping to an area that was clearly an office, she shut the partition. 

	Glancing at each other, Layla and Dusk rose also. 

	“Well, that exit was abrupt.” Layla noted.

	“Rumors say King Markus can contact his most trusted mind-to-mind over distance, via his resonance. My guess is he told her to shut the fuck up until he speaks with us in person.” Dusk spoke also, glancing at where Davira had gone. Swiping up an unopened bottle of red wine and two fresh glasses from the table, he motioned Layla back to the rear of the plane. They went to one of the opulent suites at the furthermost end of the jet, closing the partition. The bedroom was almost scandalously ornate, reminding Layla of the Red Letter Hotel Paris except everything was done in blue velvet instead of crimson. But crystals were absolutely everywhere, and as Layla settled back on the massive King-sized-plus bed, something about it creeped her out.

	As if somehow King Markus could see her and Dusk though all those thousands of facets.

	“Can we speak privately here?” Layla asked, glancing around at all the crystals.

	“I don’t know.” Dusk frowned, following her gaze as he poured them two glasses of wine and handed one to Layla, setting the bottle aside in a rack on the wall. “I can’t retrieve images or sound from crystals, but I know they do imprint. Computer chips are the modern equivalent. Crystals can store data, but just because I can’t retrieve that kind of information from them doesn’t mean it’s impossible.”

	“So there’s a chance King Markus could be listening to us.”

	“And watching.” Dusk spoke soberly, sipping his wine. “I really don’t know what he can do, Layla. Everything I’ve ever heard about him is rumor and hearsay, and Davira hasn’t helped my opinion about the things I’ve heard. But Markus and I have never met in person.”

	“Never?” Layla blinked.

	“I’ve never let him get that close to me.” Dusk responded, his sapphire gaze dark as he leaned back on the blue silk duvet. “Adrian’s met him, in a way – he’s been to the Crystal Palace in disguise, and what he saw of King Markus then wasn’t good. But I’ve stayed away, on purpose. Ever since Adrian’s and my resonance opened in our twenties, I’ve managed my energy like a hawk, Layla. I know King Markus was able to pinpoint me living at the Paris Hotel – he came to the Hotel on a few occasions, asking about me, though I made sure to be halfway around the world when I felt him coming. I’ve not given him a solid reason to summon me to my Trials, careful to burn off all my energy at the Concierge desk, during sex, or dump into crystals in my bedroom at the Hotel. It kept everything under control until I met you.”

	“So King Markus probably took you off the threat list when he didn’t sense you being a problem. And heard the same from people at the Hotel.” Layla noted.

	“Probably.” Dusk spoke, though there was doubt in his eyes. “A rival who’s fucking his brains out and pissing his energy away all the time living in a fancy bordello never has enough wherewithal to steal a throne. Perhaps King Markus assumed I was only a lover, not a fighter. Until he felt my resonance differently after you and I met. When you Bound me, my energy was suddenly almost impossible to control. And I found I didn’t want to control it anymore.”	

	“So what do we do when we get to Prague?” Layla asked, smoothing her hand over Dusk’s on the duvet.

	“Play his game,” Dusk spoke, pinning Layla with his fierce diamond-sapphire gaze as a dark roll of his Dragon passed through her. “Find out what Markus really wants from me, until our special delivery arrives and we can face the situation more directly. I thought Markus simply killed Royals that got summoned for their Trials. What Davira asserts, that they’re all still alive and happily serving Markus somehow, just rocks my world. We need to see if it’s true.”

	“And we need to see if your mother is one of them.” Layla spoke quietly.

	“That, too.” A million questions filled Dusk’s eyes as his energy churned through their Bind. But as before, though Layla could feel his power through the Bind, almost all of it was dampened on the jet. As she reflected on that, it suddenly seemed like stepping in front of King Markus was a very bad idea. If he could use crystals to dampen the power of others this much, she didn’t want to even step foot inside his palace. But as an announcement came over the PA system that they would descend into Prague in one hour, Dusk drained his wine and rose. Moving to an ornately gilded walk-in closet, he flipped on a light, illuminating a massive chandelier and row upon row of stunning suits, tuxes, and formal gowns.

	“We should get dressed.” He spoke tersely, gazing into all that opulence without his usual gusto for fine things. “No sense arriving before a King looking like desert ruffians.”

	“I like you looking like a desert ruffian. It suits you.” Layla spoke as she rose from the bed also, moving to Dusk and corralling him around the waist. His Cuban shirt was filthy with sand-smirch, his dark jeans rubbed with it also, his hiking boots dusty. And yet, he looked sexier than ever, like a diamond in the dirt. Layla was no better, her hair a tousled mess from the past two days, her dress filthy, her sandals chafing her feet. But as she stood there with Dusk, grimy from everything they had been through in the past two days, Layla suddenly saw his eyes light. An amazed smile lifted his lips as he took her in, brushing a hand over her weather-blown curls. 

	“I like you looking like a desert ruffian, too.” He murmured, his gaze sweetly sexy. “You look so… wild. Untamable. It’s something I love about you, Layla, how fierce you are, just like the desert winds. From the moment I met you, it reminded me of home. I feel home in your arms, no matter where I am.”

	“I feel the same.” She spoke softly, reaching up to lace her hands around his neck as she gazed into his incredible sapphire eyes. “I feel that way with both you and Adrian, but it’s different with each of you. He spins me up; you ground me. And I need both to feel safe and at-home in my life.”

	Kissing her lips, Dusk smoothed a lock of hair back over her shoulder. His eyes held humor as he gave a soft chuckle. “Once, what you just said would have pissed me off. I would have been irate at Adrian, jealous. But now I know I’m not second in your bed, or in your life. When you and I first met, I really didn’t see it happening between us, even though I wanted you with a passion I’ve never felt before. I knew how crazy you were over Adrian, and he you. But two nights ago at the Djinn hotel… I just knew.” Dusk gave a beautiful smile. “You don’t consider me a lesser mate than Adrian. You consider us equals. And what’s more… I think the three of us are supposed to be a trio, the way our magics have all Bound each other from your power. Even though I’m stressed right now… knowing you love me the same way you love Adrian makes everything easier.”

	“I don’t love you the same way I love Adrian,” Layla felt a deep wash of heat move through her, blushing hard at Dusk’s sweetness as she twined her hands around his neck. “I love you the way I love you, Dusk. I love that you think of everything. I love that you’re always prepared. I love that you have indomitable energy, and I love that you’re always up for a challenge. I love that you try to put your jealousies aside and think with a clear head, and I love that you ground everyone else when we all get nuts. I love that you like a good suit and a good laugh, and never place yourself above or below anyone else. You’re not just my mate and lover… you’re my best friend.”

	“I like being your friend.” Dusk gave a sexy smile, with a debonair eyebrow lift. “It has perks. In my pants.”

	Layla laughed. Despite everything, despite how insane the last two days had been, she laughed at Dusk’s beautiful cheekiness, slapping his chest. As he gave a rumbling laugh also, crushing her close to his exquisitely hard body and pressing her with a deep kiss, Layla melted. Her thoughts and worries fled as Dusk kissed her, smooth and slow, massaging her waist and low back with his strong hands. Cupping her close, he let her feel how hard he was, let her writhe against it as they kissed, even though she knew they didn’t have time right now. 

	But it was a promise she knew he intended to fulfill later – to its fullest.

	As their kiss finally ended, Dusk gave a hot growl of frustration, then spoke. “Even though I want nothing more than to just fuck you right now and say screw my King, it’s time to get gussied up. First impressions count, especially in a Crystal King’s court.”

	“Just you wait. I’m going get dressed up so hot your scales will scald.” Layla sassed back with a sexy eyebrow lift as she wriggled out of his arms.

	Though Dusk growled again, he let her go. Everything was fifty shades of opulent as Layla stepped into the walk-in closet, sleek fabrics in outrageous designs shining beneath the chandeliers. She paused as Dusk stepped to the tuxes, his fingers settling on one with a white satin jacket and midnight-blue lapels, waistcoat, and trousers that would match his coloring perfectly. 

	As she saw his selection, Layla chose a white satin gown to match his tux, with a wide midnight sash in a draping 1930’s design. Almost viciously plain yet arresting, the dress clung sexily with midnight handkerchief ties at the shoulders, a deep v-neck, a slim waist and a long bias-cut skirt with a train. A lightweight silk that caught every reflection from the chandeliers, it dazzled the eye like diamonds on fire, though it had no decoration. As Dusk moved over, his critical eye digesting every inch of the gown, he bent, selecting midnight-blue stiletto heels to match. From a jewelry case, he took out a set of sapphires and diamonds, the blues so dark they smoldered beneath the lights. Lifting the ornate necklace up to Layla’s eyes, he gave a smile – everything about it so very Dusk.

	“Perfect.” He breathed, his eyes arresting with a trace of his Dragon now. “Go wash up, we don’t have much time.”

	“What about you?” Layla asked, stepping towards the ornate shower beyond the walk-in. 

	“I’ll just freshen at the sink.” 

	But as soon as Dusk spoke, he suddenly paused, gazing at Layla. Before she knew it, he had swept over to her in one fast motion. Pinning her against the wall, he kissed her hard as he gripped her close, pressing their bodies together with a low roll like thunder. With diamond-fire in his eyes, he dove into her again for a deep, melting kiss, pouring his power through her very bones. Though little of it manifested beyond their bodies, Layla was breathless as he pulled back, her Dragon roaring in her veins to have him. 

	“On second thought,” Dusk growled breathlessly at her lips, “that shower is big enough for two, and I don’t know if I’ll ever get to do this again. So come on. Sex first… everything else after.”

	The sudden, horrible thought that they might not ever be together again gripped Layla’s throat so hard tears stung her eyes. Deep inside, her drakaina went from roaring with sex to roiling with a fierce, desperate fire. Layla felt everything Dusk didn’t want to voice as he stepped back, taking her by the hand. His eyes were sapphire-diamond as he asked her to come to him with whatever time they had left. Because things could go vastly wrong the moment they arrived at King Markus’ palace, and Layla felt it as her Dragon screamed with fury deep inside. Dusk’s inner beast roared also, twining his diamond-bright coils gently around Layla. 

	As she came to Dusk, a trickle of a growl made it from Layla’s lips. “I can’t lose you…!”

	“Shh…” He spoke, stopping her words with a kiss. “Just be with me now. Let me feel your fire one last time before we face… whatever’s next. Please, Layla. Please. Give me strength.”

	It was all he needed to say. Layla came to him, gazing up at his impossibly beautiful sapphire-diamond eyes. And Dusk’s gaze was only love as he watched her back, gathering her dress up and stripping it off over her head, then casting it to the floor.


CHAPTER 24 – STRENGTH
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Dusk was sweetness and strength as he led Layla into the bathroom, reaching into the large, ornately-tiled shower and starting the water’s flow. As she kicked off her sandals, he undid his shirt, but it was Layla’s hands that stripped his shirt away, touching every line of gold and midnight scales on his chest. His hands were in her hair as she unbuttoned his jeans and slid them down his perfect, muscled ass, shedding them to the floor. 

	Gathering her in, Dusk pressed their naked bodies together, sighing with a deep rumble as Layla’s nipples touched his chest and their hips pressed sweetly together. He was hard, but it wasn’t what Layla noticed about him as he gazed down at her with an endless mystery. Waves of light moved through his scales as he caressed her jaw and she stroked his back. Lifting his lips, he pressed them to hers, and Layla fell into him as they kissed. Guiding her with his hands, Dusk stepped them over the shower’s lip, shutting the glass door behind them. 

	Warm water sluiced down over Layla from a rain-water shower head. The water made Dusk’s skin silky, and Layla marveled at it with her hands as he kissed her, trapping her gently against the warm glass wall of the shower. Stroking him, feeling the contrast of smooth skin and hard muscle and the exquisite serrations of his Dragon-scales, Layla felt her body drink him in as they touched – as they wound closer into each other in the water’s flow. 

	Hiking her up effortlessly against the shower wall, Dusk hefted her legs around his waist and Layla moaned into his mouth. Dusk was so strong he held her up only with his hands as he pressed himself gently at her opening, then more firmly. Layla gasped as he worked his way inside; he was so thick and hard, and she was only minimally wet, the water taking most of it. 

	But the subtle pain of their joining was decadent, and even as she cried out, Layla arched closer to him. Moving slowly, he found a rhythm, perfect and deep like ancient rivers flowing through the earth. Taking his time, Dusk reveled in Layla’s lips as he coaxed her body and magic with his. Though their magic wasn’t manifesting much beyond their bodies in King Markus’ jet, Layla felt their Dragons slip through each other, deep inside both their bodies as they made love. Something about it was even more erotic than usual, and Layla shuddered in Dusk’s arms as he clutched her closer, pressing his magic deeper into her through the Bind. 

	When his magic coiled so deep into hers that it had nowhere else to go, it suddenly pressed up inside Layla from below. It was something she’d only experienced with Adrian, but the sensation was so powerful with Dusk, so instantly overwhelming, that Layla spasmed hard upon him, gripping him to her as she shuddered in an exquisitely silent orgasm. Smiling, Dusk reveled in it, heaving his muscled coils deeper into her along with every thrust; slower, harder. Shaking and shuddering, Layla came upon him again, throwing her head back and crying out as her entire body arched and gripped, curling her into his shoulders and strong chest. 

	Something inside her came unwound as she surrendered to him; to the bounty of his flow and the hardness of his earth. As he thrust into her again and again, matched by powerful undulations of his Dragon’s coils, Layla lost herself to that deep rhythm. Time ceased to exist – everything around them ceased to matter. There was only movement and sensation and depth as a great serpent of trust coiled around her, and one of passion coiled deep within.

	Tears poured down Layla’s face as she rode Dusk’s waves, feeling every piece of his incredible heart as he kissed her, again and again. Bracing a hand against the glass wall of the shower, he held her up with only one hand as he thrust deeper, setting their foreheads together and gasping now, close to his own release. As Layla cried out one last time, something locked home deep inside her, her heart crashing open to Dusk’s love. Falling into her one final time, he gasped her name as he shuddered, flooding a wave of earth-shattering thunder through her as he finally came. The sensation devoured Layla, so bright it was like a shooting star flaring inside his body and hers. But the magical dampening in the jet soon dissipated his thunder around them. 

	Leaving only the bright blessing of it deep inside Layla’s body.

	Gasping in the aftermath of his tremendous release, Dusk laid his cheek to Layla’s temple as he quietly gathered her in his arms, holding her close. As Layla felt him hitch a sob, she knew those weren’t water drops slipping down beneath his dark eyelashes.

	“Easy…” She breathed, cupping his face and kissing his lips. “Easy…”

	 “What was I thinking, challenging my King, Layla?” Dusk rasped, hitching another hard breath as more tears came sliding down. “I’ve fucked us! Just his magical dampening on this jet—! What do I have compared to that?”

	“You have heart, Dusk, and you acted with it the moment you let yourself be who you really are, unleashing your Dragon,” she soothed him as she wrapped her arms around his shoulders now, holding him close. “The world is bigger than just you and me, and you saw it when you looked into the faces of your new clan members. You saw their pain of living under King Markus’ rule, just like yours. Maybe you made the decision to stand up to your King for yourself, initially… but now you do it for all those whose hearts have been broken living in his shadow.”

	“But what if I lose you?” He gasped, shuddering. “What if I die and break the Bind, and you and Adrian, Reginald, and Rhennic all go mad?”

	“That’s not going to happen,” Layla shushed him, feeling a vast warmth in her heart as her drakaina bolstered their Bind, pouring golden love into Dusk. “I’ll be with you, and our special delivery is coming.”

	“I love you, Layla!” He gasped, cradling her close and not letting himself slip out just yet. “I’m so sorry for all this—!”

	“Shh…” she spoke as she kissed him again. “You will stand strong, my drake. You will face your King with me beside you, and Adrian, and the others. With the power of the Bind and the power in your heart… we will take him down, whatever it takes. I promise.”

	At last, Dusk came to stillness in her arms. With a hard sigh, he let her down at last, his sleek scales catching her tender places with a sweet soreness as she slid down his well-muscled body. Corralling her in the water’s warmth, he held her a long moment as they breathed together, warm and close. Reaching out with Layla still cuddled to him, Dusk took up a loofah. Pouring body soap on the loofah, he scrubbed slow, gentle strokes over her back. It was soothing and Layla drifted as he washed her, honoring her breasts and belly with his slow, gentle strokes. Following the passage of the loofah with his eyes, his gaze was like a holy light as he beheld every part of her, even bending to his knees to lift her feet and wash her soles. 

	When there was nothing left to wash, Layla took the loofah, gazing up into Dusk’s eyes and washing him in return. She let herself remember every inch of his incredible beauty as she went through the slow ritual. Part of her wanted to cry, and part of her simply wanted to remember it all in case she never got to see him again. From the beauty of his eyes as he stared down at her to the fullness of his slightly dusky lips as he smiled, to the serrated midnight scales at his collarbones and the vibrant fractals of gold glimmering in the water’s flow. 

	Sluicing every part of him, she reveled in his strong muscles with their classically sculpted shape. Kneeling, she gently washed his groin as she admired its dusky hue, fractals of gold blushing through it now. As Dusk stroked her hair, Layla kissed his inner thighs, moving her lips to him. Taking him into her mouth, she sucked him, his entire body giving a shudder of pleasure for her.

	He stroked her hair as she took him, deep and slow so they could both enjoy it. Dusk had blocked the water with his back so she wasn’t drowning, and Layla enjoyed the pleasure of him in her mouth, firm and ready again as she moved faster. His thighs gripped under her hands, and as she cupped him, he gave a shaky exhalation, shuddering to the tips of his toes. Cupping her head tenderly as she worked him harder, his hands were neither forcing nor demanding. But as she began to use her hands to help, he made a low growl in his throat, stroking her hair with more ardor now.

	“Layla, I’m not going to last…” He growled, flexing hard under her hands and in her mouth.

	“I don’t want you to last,” she spoke, pausing just enough to catch her breath. “I want you to come for me.”

	“Goddess…” He sighed, shuddering hard and trying not to grip her head, though she could feel he wanted to. Bracing a hand against the shower with the other gently cradling her, he was thrusting subtly now, and Layla weathered it as she gripped his hips and phallus with her hands. A voracious need opened inside her as her drakaina roared, wanting to give him this. As their rhythm quickened, Layla spiraled into a blissful, timeless place, matching his rhythm with one of her own. And as he finally cried out, spilling in her mouth, she swallowed it down – reveling in the hot, sweet taste of him. 

	Shuddering to the foundations of the earth, Dusk collapsed to his knees in the shower, spent. Without pause, he kissed her, devouring her mouth as the taste of him was shared between them. 

	“God, I love you!” He gasped, finally breaking apart as he gripped Layla close, kissing her neck like an animal.

	“I love you, too.” She growled back, passionate with heat as he reached up and quickly shut off the water so they weren’t drowned. Still kissing her, Dusk pushed her backward, and Layla succumbed to him as he trapped her to the tiled floor with his kiss and his body. Despite his previous orgasms, he was still hard as he slid deep inside her, and she was wet again as he took her – fucking her fierce and wanton like an animal.

	It didn’t last long this time, though it was glorious. With one last thrust, they both erupted into climax, then collapsed to a spent heap in the bottom of the shower. Dusk heaved atop her, his ribs like bellows as his strong chest worked hard to catch his breath. And Layla heaved beneath him, clutching him close.

	Never wanting to let him go.

	At last, they had to part. Coming unwound from her with shaky movements, Dusk had a diamond-fire in his eyes as he pressed her with one last kiss. Gently washing out her nethers with the loofah, he made her squirm with delight before he turned the shower on and sluiced water over them both. She went to wash him, but with an outstretched hand and a wry smile, as if touching him again would lead to more sex, Dusk washed himself, then turned off the water. Helping Layla up, he escorted her through the glass doors, using a fluffy towel to dry her as he cuddled her in his arms, kissing her lips. 

	After brisking himself off, Dusk guided them back out to the walk-in closet. They dressed quickly and in silence, though Layla could feel his eyes on her the entire time. When Dusk was smoother than James Bond at the Casino Royale, expertly palming his hair back into artful waves, and Layla was dressed to the nines like Katherine Hepburn, pinning her blow-dried and smoothed curls up over one shoulder, they glanced at each other in the gilded wardrobe mirror. With a dark-bright smile, Dusk extended his arm and Layla took it, feeling more like royalty than she’d ever felt in her entire life. 

	Just because she was near him. 

	As they returned to the main area of the jet, Layla could feel something inside Dusk had steadied. As if their lovemaking had given him strength, he walked tall and strong as he escorted Layla back to where Davira now waited in her previous seat by the coffee table. Davira’s shocked raised eyebrows and open mouth were testament to how much Layla and Dusk had changed in the past hour. As they buckled in on the chaise, Dusk slid a possessive hand up Layla’s thigh, stroking her bare skin through a high slit in her gown as he glowered sexily at Davira. 

	Pouring a deep rumble through Layla from his growl, Dusk raised every hair on Layla’s body through the Bind – and Davira flushed, hard. Feeling Dusk’s resonance through the Bind just as before, Davira looked away, breathing fast as Dusk’s rumbles shuddered her to the tips of her black stilettos. As Dusk flooded Layla with heat and lust and sex through the Bind, she watched the resonance nearly bring the statuesque Davira to her knees where she sat. Her panties were probably entirely wet as she turned enormous eyes to Dusk, watching him like he was suddenly very dangerous – and very alluring. 

	“Stop that.” She whispered, but it was breathy and came with a lick of her lips.

	“Make me.” Dusk growled handsomely, stroking Layla’s bare thigh through the high slit of her white gown. Realizing what he was doing with his power play, Layla joined her power to Dusk’s, letting the wanton delight of her drakaina join the hot, sexy game. As her golden coils expanded, surging through Dusk, Davira shuddered hard with pleasure as if feeling Layla’s Dragon also. Increasing her pleasure, Layla used her fire-bright coils in a way Adrian could – to stroke Dusk gently, firmly, between the thighs.

	Davira felt it, just as Layla had intended her to. As if Layla had used her magic to stroke the emissary deep between her legs instead of Dusk, Davira gasped at Layla, her labradorite eyes flaring with heat as something in them roiled with need. As Layla watched, smoky grey scales with luminous colors blossomed at Davira’s cheeks and temples, entirely present now rather than just a mirage like before. Davira’s eyes brightened and Layla felt a familiar need surface.

	The need of a Royal Dragon wanting a Royal Dragon Bind. 

	Lifting an eyebrow, Layla settled back on the chaise, letting Dusk stroke her hip, his sweet touches sliding between her thighs now to stroke gently over her lace thong, adding to the sensation being leveled at Davira. Pouring all that heat and sex into her golden coils, Layla wrapped them around Dusk as Dusk added sensual rumbles back to Layla. They had addressed their need earlier, but Davira had not, and as Layla felt both of them stroking King Markus’ poised emissary from a distance, she felt the woman heighten with a hard gasp. As their resonance from the Bind found a way around King Markus’ wards, Davira came to their pleasure, arching in her seat with a cry. Gripping her hands into her neck as her face flushed, the smoky scales along her outer cheeks flared as a wash of teal and emerald color cascaded through her long black hair. Opening her eyes, they were shot through with light as she stared at Layla and Dusk, drowning in their Bound power.

	“What…?” She whispered, licking her lips. “Who are you two?”

	Leaning forward in his seat, Dusk stared her down, putting hard power behind his rumbles now – enough to shudder the coffee table between them even though King Markus’ wards dissipated most of it. “I am the man who is going to take down your King, woman, and this here beside me is the Royal Dragon Bind. If Markus Ambrose can feel me through you, if he can feel this now, then he will know she and I are coming for him. For the first time in generations, we bring the fight to Markus – but it’s not just Layla and I who will be fighting. So I encourage you to pick a side, emissary. What have you sacrificed to remain in your King’s good graces? Because everyone else I know has sacrificed much, and I don’t doubt you are the same. But under Layla’s Bind, there is no sacrifice, only plenty. Plenty for us all – to take back our Lineage and make a better life.”

	Staring Davira down with a blazing passion in his eyes, Dusk impressed his point with another shudder of rumbles, shaking the chandeliers and making them chime as he drew on some of Layla’s power now. 

	And then he settled back, easing an arm up around Layla’s shoulders along the back of the settee and stroking her thigh as he simmered with a dark passion – Davira watching them with thoughtfulness now as the jet angled steeply down into the Prague airport.


CHAPTER 25 – PRAGUE
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From the moment Layla stepped off the jet, which had landed at a private airport near the old city, Layla saw that Prague in the Twilight Realm seemed much like the city in the human world, only grander. As they were driven to the city-center in a sleek white 1950’s Mercedes, ornate cathedrals and mansions surrounded them, elegant and Gothic. Moody under the heavy spring clouds, this Prague was similar to the human version, even some of the boulevards they drove appearing almost exactly the same. 

	But where the human-world Prague held buildings of granite, marble, wood, and even concrete, this Prague was a bastion for the Crystal Dragons, with colorful buildings of gemstone. Façades of white opal abutted roofs of vivid dark ruby and ornate lintels of emerald and malachite. Gargoyles of obsidian disgorged rain water into sapphire waterways that led to sprawling crystal flagstone plazas surrounded by rambling parks. Every column and arch was decadently carved, contrasting colors used for corner blocks versus inner walls of city row-houses and larger mansions. Sapphire fountains provided a luminous allure through gardens already sprouting with daffodil and snowdrops after the first thaws of spring. 

	It was like a storybook city, and Layla marveled at it as they continued up Petrin Hill and came suddenly upon the Prague Castle. Like its human world counterpart, the Prague Castle – known as the Crystal Palace here – was enormous and ornate. Layla saw even from a distance as they drove under a span of row houses and into the main courtyard before the St. Vitus Cathedral that this castle was like its human world counterpart: one of the largest ancient castles in the world. Layla knew the castle complex in the human world was comprised of four palaces, four churches, five halls, four towers, and eleven gardens, with expansive courtyards, museums, and fountains, but this version looked even bigger.

	A city within the city upon the banks of the river Vltava. 

	As they drove in through a set of ornate wrought-crystal gates guarded by two massive Crystal Dragons in Dragon-form, both with impressive ruby scales and formidable stares, Layla saw this palace complex had been grown out of the earth rather than built. As they pulled into the plaza before the St. Vitus Cathedral, Layla saw the famous cathedral and the surrounding palace were cast of several varieties of gemstone and crystal, all blending together to make a luminous whole. High domes of sky-blue aquamarine cascaded to Gothic pinnacles of mottled turquoise and aventurine. Ornate arches of ruby, citrine, and orange tourmaline led to columns and porticos of amethyst, purple sapphires, and tanzanite. Foundations of emerald, jade, and peridot flowed into ornately-sculpted royal gardens that weren’t present in the human world.

	As they drove up to the main cathedral ingress of beautifully sculpted white topaz, opaque crystal, and diamond, a retinue of guards in 1700’s royal-blue livery flooded from the entrance to form a chevron at their car. Holding long crystal pikes, these men and women were Crystal Dragons, all of them showing a sheen of gemstone scales along their cheekbones and hair, though none had any as extensive or ornate as Dusk’s. Stepping out of the car as the chauffeur opened the doors, Layla and Dusk followed Davira up the crystal and diamond stairs into the cathedral’s main entrance. 

	As they proceeded in through the high vaulted ingress, Layla saw the doors had been grown of thick slabs of opaque white crystal, deeply etched with royal symbology in veins of gold. Moving inside the cathedral, Layla felt like she’d stepped into a Renaissance version of Rivendell from Lord of the Rings. Though the wide vaulted hall was designed like a traditional cathedral, it was actually the opulent hall of a royal court. Its enormous ceilings absolutely dripped with crystal chandeliers bigger than houses, the alcoves bright with crystal floor-candelabra, the walls of the vast space done in mirrored crystal like the Mirror Hall in the Palace of Versailles times a thousand. 

	Vaulted columns of white crystal had been grown up to incredible tableaux of Crystal Dragons far above, fashioned out of gemstones rather than painted. Decorated with sumptuous 1600’s royal furniture, the floors of the grand hall were not wood, but a smooth river of milky quartz veined with incredible patterns of gold. Looking left and right as they entered, Layla saw numerous adjacent halls and rooms branching off the main hall’s vaults, everything crystal-bright as the sun flooded in through skylights far above. 

	The entire effect was like a Gothic royal palace in the sky, and as they passed between an enormous set of sapphire columns with a gilded Dragon crest-of-arms and into the center of the vast hall, Layla was shocked to realize there were a few hundred people within. Dressed in a variety of opulent formalwear that spanned the last four centuries, some had on suits by Versace or gowns by Valentino, while others wore ornate embroidered waistcoats and frock coats. A handful of women at the front of the hall were dressed in wide-skirted gowns of brocaded silk from the 1600’s, and some of the men and women even wore powdered wigs. 

	As Layla and Dusk proceeded up the nave and arrived at the centermost chancel, all the occupants turned to stare at them. With a sudden shock, Layla realized they were in the King’s hall; Davira had taken them straight into the royal throne hall upon arrival, and surrounding Layla and Dusk in their elegant finery were upper members of the Crystal Dragon Royal Court. 

	And seated in a tremendous diamond Dragon-throne far up on a dais of sapphire and gold in the chancel, rose a man. Cultured and elegant, he was tall and strong but not imposingly so. Dressed in an elegant 1800’s suit of light grey twill with a sky-blue silk waistcoat and cravatte, his ensemble was completed by a gold pocket watch studded with diamonds and diamond-gold cufflinks. His short hair was a light blond and styled back in waves, his posture elegantly calm as he watched them come.

	Though his entirely diamond-white eyes were piercing.

	As Layla and Dusk proceeded up an aisle of ruby inset with gold to the sapphire dais, the man whom Layla assumed was King Markus Ambrose waited patiently for their arrival. He said nothing as Davira escorted Layla and Dusk straight to the foot of the dais, then bowed and retreated to one side. As King Markus began to walk down the dais with a predator’s grace, Layla saw diamond-white serrated scales flash at his outer cheekbones, the same flowing into his elegant blond hair from his temples. Proceeding down the dais until he stood just a step above Layla and Dusk, he smiled at them in welcome, his chisel-cheeked face utterly handsome, his sculpted jaw strong with full lips and a dimple in his chin. 

	But those vicious eyes could have shattered graphene as he stared them both down.

	“Dusk Arlohaim, First of the Crystal Dragons of Egypt,” King Markus rumbled pleasantly in a deep basso, though his intense gaze pierced Dusk to the quick. “Be welcome in my court.”

	“My King.” Knowing his cue, Dusk sank to one knee, bowing his head before his liege. Layla could feel through their Bind how hard Dusk was controlling himself from erupting right now – harder than he’d ever done. Without motioning Dusk to rise, leaving him down on one knee with his head bowed, King Markus’ diamond-white gaze moved to Layla.

	“And the Royal Dragon Bind, Ms. Layla Price. A pleasure.” Reaching out, King Markus took Layla’s hand. Lifting it genteelly to his lips, he gave her fingers a soft kiss, though those frightful diamond-eyes with their dark pupils never left hers for an instant. He didn’t mate-taste her, didn’t send any rumble of energy through her, and yet Layla could feel his power echoing through her bones like some vast, dark song. She knew in that moment that King Markus could shatter her with a quick snap of his fingers. With a single roar, this man could burst her bones apart with his power, a thought she’d never had about anyone’s magics before. 

	It was unnerving in the extreme, far more upsetting than even her first meeting with Queen Justine Toulet of the Storm Dragons of Europe. Layla had thought Queen Justine was the most powerful Dragon she had ever met, until she realized it was King Markus by a landslide.

	And that Dusk’s power was not even close.

	They had been played. As Layla stared into King Markus’ diamond-white eyes and saw his cunning, ruthless intelligence, she knew they had been deeply played. Dusk had thought his power was almost as strong as Markus’ from impressions of core resonance he’d read from afar. Yet as Layla stood there, watching the highly intelligent King feel everything about her from their touch, she realized Markus had somehow fed Dusk a false sensation of himself, to lure Dusk in and make him feel confident facing off with his King. As Layla shuddered to the depths of her being, holding King Markus’ hand, she knew he had led them into a very smart trap.

	And as he gave the tiniest quirk from his full lips, she knew they were utterly screwed.

	Suddenly, Layla realized King Markus had welcomed her and she’d said nothing. It had been over a minute and people were shifting all through the hall now, as Markus watched her. Layla had no clue what to say to him, her mind strangely blank as a deep roar from her drakaina flooded her veins. She was about to say something polite or punchy to show she wasn’t afraid of him, when she suddenly felt her drakaina rise up through her in a wave of heat – hijacking her mouth.

	“Touch me without permission again and lose that hand.”

	King Markus’ blond eyebrows climbed his forehead as an amused look flickered over his features. A blaze of pure white flashed through his scales and hair, and suddenly, Layla saw something new in his eyes. It was the vicious excitement of the chase that took him, as he saw Layla in a whole new light. A deeper smile lifted his lips as he gave her a subtle nod, releasing her hand.

	“As my drakaina wishes.”

	They said nothing more, staring at each other in a face-off as a tense energy rippled through the hall from all the Royal Crystal Dragons watching. But King Markus ended their stare-down with a subtle chuckle and a dark, sexy glance at Layla that said he wasn’t done with her – not by a long shot. Turning back to Dusk, still kneeling with his head bowed, the Crystal Dragon King made an elegant gesture. “Subject. You may rise.”

	“Thank you, my King.” Flowing up to standing, Dusk had no trouble staring his King down just like Layla had. Apparently, it wasn’t done in this hall, because the crowd behind them continued fidgeting until King Markus held out his hand in a pacifying gesture. 

	“Peace, my Royal Court. These two are unfamiliar with our ways, and have little knowledge of Crystal Dragon history and Lineage. We shall forgive them their impertinence, for now. But I am intrigued by a Crystal drake who has remained absent from my awareness so very long, after having once shown up so brightly in my dreams. And now he stands before me, a Royal Crystal drake with a powerful change flowing through his scales, and I wonder: did he stay off my radar simply to grow strong enough to take me down someday? Or was he just a coward, afraid of his King and hiding for his life in a brothel? What say you, young Arlohaim?”

	“I say neither, my King.” Dusk spoke directly, though Layla could feel a deep rumble through the Bind – how much it had pissed Dusk off to be called a coward. “Containing my magics all these years was a necessary result of magical illness I incurred in my youth. A magical illness of severe pain and spasms that rose when I did not bleed my energy away in as many endeavors as possible.”

	“Ever-busy as Head Concierge at the Paris Hotel,” the King smiled knowingly, “fucking everything that moved multiple times daily. Battling in the fight-halls beneath the grounds until you passed out from exhaustion – yes, I’ve heard the stories. Until you met someone.”

	Those cunning eyes moved to Layla again, and she stood strong beneath the King’s piercing stare. That tiny smile quirked his lips again, before he returned to Dusk. “Why not simply shift in your youth and embrace your Dragon to halt the illness? Why not come to me and allow me to bless the drake you were becoming, rather than hide your tremendous gifts from the world?”

	Layla thought that was slick, the way King Markus voiced it. Like he was some saint of a King who blessed his strongest warriors, rather than punishing them for being strong.

	“Because I thought you killed Royals.” Dusk growled softly, his gaze fierce upon his King.

	“And yet, clearly, you can see it is not so.” Gesturing to the court, Markus allowed Dusk and Layla to turn and look at his people. Layla saw now what she had glimpsed before – that nearly everyone at court had lines of bright color and gemstone Dragon-scales cascading from their temples and cheekbones, down their outer arms to the back of their hands, and across their collarbones. Some were nearly as Dragon-formed in their ornate finery as Norbu Gyatso, though none were as diamond-white or massively tall as the Tibetan monk in his Dragon-man form. But of them all, only Dusk had diamond-white in his eyes anywhere even close to King Markus or Norbu. 

	A sign of deeply mature power, Layla realized as she looked back to Markus.

	King Markus knew it, as he watched her realize the shit they were pickled in. Layla and Dusk hadn’t just waded into a very large vat of shit; they’d dove in and gotten a mouthful, as Layla suddenly understood that all these Royal Crystal Dragons were directly under King Markus’ sway somehow. He had no non-Royals in his court. Even the youngest pages bringing around crystal carafes of wine had the start of scales blossoming at their temples, like Trevor from Arizona. As King Markus gave a low rumble of power, subtle and deep, Layla both felt and saw washes of iridescence flow through the scales and hair of everyone in the hall. 

	Proving to her and Dusk that King Markus had an army at his command – anytime, anywhere.

	Dusk had gone pale though he stood his ground, watching his King but not responding to the obvious threat. Dusk’s eyes had gone a very dark sapphire, a look he got when he was stone-cold quiet, deeply controlling his every emotion and the power it manifested. 

	King Markus saw it, and with a bemused smile lifting the corners of his lips, he spoke to Dusk. “You are not challenging me with your power, in response to my threat.”

	“I don’t negotiate with terrorists.” Dusk spoke bluntly, and the modernity of his cold, ultra-badass statement almost made Layla laugh. 

	“How can I be a terrorist within my own court?” Markus chuckled, though his gaze flashed at Dusk.

	“Because your terror flows out into the hearts of every last member of your clans,” Dusk spoke solidly. “They’re terrified of you, and you use that terror to control them and get what you want. By all definitions, that makes you a terrorist, plain and simple.”

	“You are too modern, my young drake,” King Markus spoke softly, something deadly in his gaze now. “I am not a tin man. I have a heart and care about my people. Have I ever once invaded the lands of my clans, or slain them to cause fear?”

	“Have you ever once told your clans that you keep their Royals alive and close to you,” Dusk countered with a deadly grace, “letting them believe their loved ones are dead while you reap the benefits of all their combined Royal power?”

	It was a blow far too close to home. Layla watched King Markus’ diamond-eyes flare with heat, as he actually flashed them like a snake about to strike. Whether Dusk had sensed it or had just made a very astute guess, he’d figured out something about King Markus that no one else had. That somehow, Markus kept all these Royals close to his person at the palace because he made use of them energetically, in a way that augmented his own power to phenomenal heights. But though Markus showed his ire, the next moment he settled, drawing up tall and staring Dusk down with a deceptively pleasant smile. 

	“I may do with my Royals as I wish, young drake. They all desire to serve me, and resonate their power with mine when I need them. Should you learn to do something similar with your magic one day, you could benefit from the might I enjoy. But alas, with the Trials I have planned for you this week… I pity you may never get the chance.”

	With a cruel gleam in his eyes, King Markus turned from Dusk. Layla had thought they were about to be dismissed with that last punch in the face, but Markus wasn’t done. Gesturing with one hand, he invited Dusk to turn and look at a group of twenty or so women standing at the front of the hall in ridiculously ornate 1600’s garb. Standing beside them were nursemaids with all their children, nearly thirty youngsters and a handful of teenage and twenty-something men and women.

	“Behold, my concubines and families.” King Markus spoke with a benevolent grace. Stepping down the last sapphire stair of the dais and moving towards them, the King took up the hand of an amazingly beautiful woman with long dark hair standing right at the front. Dressed in a rose-blush 1600’s gown fully embroidered with blush crystals and gold brocade, she made a deep curtsey to her King before rising upon his hand. Lovely, the scales at her high cheekbones and temples were sky-blue lined with rose-blush and gold, a beautiful contrast to her caramel-tanned skin. As the woman’s gaze found Dusk, her eyes a bright sky-blue like blue topaz, the family resemblance hit Layla like a freight train. The woman looked almost identical to the statue they had seen in Luxor of Dusk’s ancestor – and in those perfect aquiline features and full, soft lips, Layla saw Dusk.

	“Dusk, my firstborn.” The woman spoke as she held Dusk’s gaze with a terrible, heartbreaking intensity. “So good of you to come visit your King. And it is good… for me to look upon you. As a man full-grown.”

	The brevity of Sky Arlohaina’s welcome to her son made Layla’s skin crawl. Something was vastly not right as she watched Sky stare at Dusk with such a sad, awful intensity – and with such obvious heartache while still acting like the perfect little marionette concubine to the King. As Layla watched, Sky sank to her knees at her King’s feet, clasping her manicured hands in her lap and bowing her head like a slave. As she did, a passel of young children were unleashed from one of the maids, swarming all over her and hugging her with smiles.

	“See all the robust children my Sky has given me,” King Markus commented with a possessive smile, as he tousled the dark hair of one little boy with surprisingly midnight scales at his temples, like Dusk. “Egypt was a simple place for such a beautiful drakaina, and such a strong Royal. But once I saw her, I could not let her leave my side. Of course, she was plotting against me with her peace treaties all along the Nile, and becoming mine was a far better fate than wasting her precious bloodlines in death. I have never once regretted my decision, after your mother proved her worthiness to me in her Trials. Many a long night has she graced my bed. And many a long year has she lived satisfied with all I have given her.”

	“Thank you, my King. I have been graced by many blessings.” Sky responded by rote as King Markus lovingly stroked her black hair, done up in ornate sapphire and diamond clips at the side of her neck. The awfulness of it was suddenly too much for Layla. King Markus had basically just said to Dusk, watch me fuck your mother as much as I damn please, and his sweet petting of her was like a lord petting his favored dog – Dusk’s mother not worth any more to him than a good coursing-hound. 

	Layla’s stomach churned as she felt a terrible rumble build inside her. Dusk’s furious, blazing emotions were finally too much for him to contain, and as that rumbling growl spilled out of his perfect lips and rolled through the hall, the entire space shuddered to its roots. Far above, the massive chandeliers trembled with a delicate music as Royal Crystal Dragons shuddered all around. 

	Looking up from his petting of Sky Arlohaina, King Markus pinned Dusk with his diamond-white gaze. 

	And then gave the ugliest conqueror’s smile Layla had ever seen.


CHAPTER 26 – ALONE
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Dusk and Layla had been dismissed from King Markus’ throne hall. Escorted by two different Crystal Dragon servants rather than Davira, they were taken in opposite directions the moment they were beyond the hall’s doors. With one last touch of fingertips, they were separated, to be kept in different quarters until Dusk’s Trials were finished. That last touch was agony as Dusk held her gaze, scared and steady all at once. Too soon, they were parted – Dusk and his escort disappearing around a corner as Layla was led on by hers.

	Winding through the gargantuan quadrangles of the Crystal Palace, Layla was impossibly turned around by the time they reached a suite of opulent guest quarters on the second level. Flanked by two impressive Crystal Dragon guards with pikes, both showed fierce ruby scales at their temples, their red eyes flashing as they opened the doors. The suite within was incredible, decorated in a sea-green theme of peridot columns, jade porticos, and alabaster walls with gold detail everywhere. 

	But as Layla was left to settle in to her incredible suite, she suddenly felt very alone.

	Taking a seat upon the massive bed’s sea-green silk duvet, Layla took a moment to deal with her emotions. It was suddenly too much, and as her drakaina gave a strangled roar in her veins, Layla’s throat clenched. But just as her eyes began to burn with tears, she felt a buzz in her bra. Layla had hidden Adrian’s phone beneath the bra’s padding when she had changed into the white silk dress on King Markus’ jet. Blinking and hastily wiping her tears away, Layla fished out the phone, unlocking it with Adrian’s code and lifting it to her ear.

	“Adrian?” 

	“Layla! Finally. It’s Reginald.”A smooth baritone voice came on the other line, and Layla’s heart thudded in sudden gratefulness to hear her Royal Siren Reginald Durant’s cultured, haughty voice on the other end. “I’ve been trying this number for hours! Why are you answering Adrian’s phone, and why do I have six urgent voicemails from Adrian at a different number, all of them cryptic and brief?” 

	As if his oceanic presence had triggered the Bind between them, Layla could suddenly feel Reginald and see him in her mind’s eye. Standing upon a high balcony somewhere in the far north, he wore a slender vest and trousers of tan twill with gold pinstripes gleaming in the winter sunlight. Wearing a white silk shirt rolled up at the elbows, he had an ornate bracelet of light grey pearls on his left wrist, his bright golden hair bound half-back from the brisk sea-wind. Severe and hauntingly beautiful like a Versace model, Reginald set a hand to his hip, flashing a diamond and pearl ring she’d never seen before on his right index finger. Facing a turbulent ocean far below, his straight gold-blond brows pinched as his luminous grey-blue and gold eyes stared out over the water.

	“Layla? Did you hear me? Are you there?” He repeated, his voice beautiful and terrible all at once like the siren-call of the sea.

	“Yes! Yes, I’m here.” Layla spoke quickly, moving toward the windows of her suite and unlatching them, throwing one pane wide. She didn’t know if King Markus was listening to her phone call through the crystal in his palace, but if he was, the wind might interfere.

	“Layla.” Reginald spoke more gently, and Layla saw him frown as he looked out over his sea-vista, holding his phone to his ear. “Your energy swirls through me these past two days. You, Dusk, and Adrian, like a maelstrom consuming my thoughts. I was occupied with Siren clan business, otherwise I would have contacted you sooner. But I felt a spike in your distress today, in a way I’ve only felt when you were in the middle of Hunter’s Dragon-battle with the Phoenix King. I tried to contact you through the Bind but I hit a massive crystal wall, and all the times I’ve called you, Dusk, and Adrian, no one’s picked up. Are you alright? Is Dusk? What’s going on, and why didn’t Adrian answer this phone?”

	It was a tirade of questions, and suddenly Layla didn’t know where to start. Her heart leapt to Reginald, needing his strength and vicious surety like she’d never needed anything in her life. “Dusk was summoned to Prague. I’m here now, as his Witness. The Crystal Palace must be blocking our Bind’s connection somewhat, and most phone calls. Dusk has his phone on him but I have Adrian’s. Mine was destroyed in Egypt.”

	“Prague.” Reginald went deeply silent on the other end of the line. In her mind’s eye Layla saw him reach out and settle a hand with deliberate precision upon a balcony rail of driftwood encrusted with pearls. “Dusk’s finally been summoned by King Markus Ambrose, for his Trials.”

	“Yes.” Layla spoke, her heart in her throat. “Dusk came out of his crystal sarcophagus a few days ago, hell-bent on re-starting his clan in Egypt. We went to Egypt and he sent out a pulse. But King Markus felt it, and summoned Dusk right away.” 

	Layla’s throat clenched, wishing Reginald were here. Her Royal Siren’s poise was formidable in any situation, and other than Crystal Dragons, Sirens were the largest and most dangerous of all the Dragon types, with mesmeric powers to boot. Reginald had all his Lineage’s scariest attributes, and was Head Courtier of the Red Letter Hotel Paris, a position of incredible standing in the Twilight Realm. He was also a celebrity, and celebrities had ways of getting in places forbidden to others. 

	Scowling deeply upon the other end of the phone, Reginald suddenly did something Layla had never heard from him. He cursed. 

	“Dammit.”

	Layla could feel Reginald’s oceanic energy churning as he faced the wind, gazing out over the turbulent winter ocean. Far up in the North Sea, Reginald was at his clan-home Deep Harbor, northeast of Scotland. As Layla immersed herself in the sensations of wind and ocean through their Bind, she felt Reginald standing viperous and thoughtful in the sunlight. Like darkwater oceans made of the smoothest light, he coiled around her from a distance, calming her fears as he soothed her rapid heartbeat and opened her clenched throat. Layla took a breath as Reginald’s oceans cradled her, then another – breathing more easily though she still wanted to cry.

	“Layla. Where is Adrian in all this mess?”

	“He’s promised to…” Not wanting to speak it out loud, Layla closed her eyes and sent Reginald a vision of Adrian’s alter-ego John LeVeque through their mind-link.

	“He’s promised to come in disguise, soon.” Reginald spoke quietly on the other line.

	“Yes. Hopefully. He was trying to reach you and Rhennic also.”

	“So we could bring our clans to you in strength, and make messing with Dusk a political suicide mission for King Markus.” Reginald gave a harsh sigh as he put it all together, gazing out over the windswept ocean. “I will come with a strong retinue of North Sea Siren fighters, and I will contact Rhennic so he can do the same. If Adrian’s calls are coming from the Crystal Palace now, it may be likely Rhennic has not heard the news. But even if King Markus Ambrose listens to our pressure, he is a formidable, wrathful opponent, Layla. He forgives nothing and remembers everything. He may play nice for a while, but while you are in the palace, trust nothing he says. Only trust his eyes. In their diamond horror, you will always see the truth.”

	“So I’m discovering.” Layla swallowed, staring up at the ceiling of her beautiful prison and blinking back another sting of tears.

	“Easy my love…” Coiling around her with his magic from afar, Layla felt the enormous calm of the ocean cradle her as Reginald reached out on the other end of the phone, stroking his knuckles over empty air. But Layla felt his touch on her cheek, warm and comforting, and she leaned into it as a tear slid down her face.

	“I wish you were here.” She breathed, feeling him, wanting him. Needing him.

	“I will be.” He spoke viciously, though his wrath was not for Layla. “I will muster my clan and send a missive to Markus’ court that there is some sudden business to be discussed between us in person. I am a King’s son and Second in my clan, he cannot refuse my communique lightly.”

	Layla blinked. The fact that Reginald was now Second in his clan after being a few months away from the Red Letter Hotel Paris was news to her. Last she’d heard, Reginald had not held any official standing in his clan, and there had been major fallout after he’d killed his brother Bastien during a Dragon-battle in one of the Hotel’s ballrooms. Layla knew Reginald’s father was King of the Sirens and Clan First, but she wondered if the power structure was changing now in the far north. But Reginald’s words comforted her as Layla tried to stay present, nodding.

	“How soon can you get here?”

	“Give me a day. I will send a missive tonight, and I will follow in twenty-four hours with a retinue of Mind-Snares from my clan. Markus cannot continue such brutality; he’s thrust his crystals into the wrong ocean this time. Breathe, Layla. I’m on my way and Rhennic will be, also. Until then, hold your head high and keep a snarl of fire in your veins. And a word of caution: don’t let King Markus sequester you alone anywhere. Beware his motives at all times.”

	“I will.” Layla nodded hastily, tucking a loose curl behind her ear. 

	“Stay strong, drakaina.” Reginald spoke on the other end of the line as he reached out again, stroking her cheek from afar. “Remember that you can do battle in the bedroom and out of it, and that you are good at both the fuck and the fight. Markus will underestimate you because you are young; use that advantage, no matter how it manifests. I am coming.”

	With one last swirl of oceanic power, Reginald hung up. As the connection clicked out, Layla drew a deep breath. In the cool Prague wind, she could still feel an echo of those high-north seas, and she drew a deeper breath at the window, placing everything Reginald had said deep inside her heart like iron armor. It had only been three minutes when the phone was suddenly ringing again with a different number. Answering quickly, Layla’s heart soared to hear her Royal Storm Dragon Rhennic Erdhelm’s elegant voice on the other end.

	“Layla! I’ve been calling you and Adrian for two days! I just got a call from Reginald about Dusk. What in hells blazes?” 

	Layla laughed even as her heart leaped to Rhennic, seeing him in the back of a black limo, dressed in a fine tux. The car was parked in a busy city and beyond the tinted windows, flashes of cameras popped right and left. Layla could just see the edge of a red velvet rope beyond the car windows, a mass of people behind it as if Rhennic was attending some kind of gala. But he had no date with him, and as he lifted his chiseled chin with his short red-blond beard, his brush-cut blond hair sexily styled for the evening over his arresting Viking-French handsomeness, Layla fell into his royal purple eyes from a distance. As if he could see her, his gaze sharpened upon Layla, and as she stood at the window, she felt a curl of storm wind reach out, caressing her face.

	“You’re crying.” Rhennic growled softly. “King Markus. What has he done to you?”

	“Nothing.” Layla gasped, loving the fierce care of her Royal Storm Dragon. “Nothing yet. Dusk and I just had an audience with him, but he’s made it plain that he wants to kill Dusk in his Trials. I don’t know how soon everything is going down. And Dusk and I have been separated. I have Dragon-guards on my doors.”

	“I don’t like any of that.” Rhennic spoke with another growl, his eyes flashing with flickers of lightning now. “King Markus is a vicious beast and has a bad reputation with women, Layla. It ties me in knots that you’re alone in his palace, unprotected. I’ve cleared my schedule for the next week. Reginald’s mustering his clan, and I will be as soon as I get off the phone with you.”

	“Where are you?” Layla asked, curious. “Are you in France?”

	“L.A.” Rhennic spoke briskly. “There was a Storm Gala here I was supposed to attend as Regent, but this is far more important. Galas can be missed. Protecting you cannot. What do you need before I arrive? How can I help?”

	“I don’t know.” Layla spoke, currying the fingers of one hand distractedly through her long curls. “No one’s moved to harm me, I’m just under lockdown. Technically, I’ll be allowed to watch Dusk’s Trials as his Witness, but I can’t see him otherwise.”

	“Strict Intercessoria laws protect Witnesses to any succession or Lineage Testing event, Layla.” Rhennic spoke quietly. “Technically, King Markus can’t harm you for the duration of the witnessed event, and afterwards you are supposed to have safe passage out of enemy territory. But he’s known for doing things his own way, and the Royals he has at court never speak of his atrocities to the authorities. I’ve only gotten tidbits over the years, from a few Crystal Dragons who escaped his clutches at great personal risk. But what I’ve heard is bad. Don’t trust him – and don’t go anywhere alone with him.”

	“That’s what Reginald said also.” Layla spoke, a deep fear taking her now that Rhennic had heard all the same things about King Markus.

	“Any chance you can escape out the window?” Rhennic spoke softly. “Can you shift into your Dragon and fly on the wind yet?”

	“I can’t.” Layla spoke, her throat gipping as she shook her head. “I don’t know how to fly on the wind, and besides, I can’t just leave Dusk here alone.”

	“Of course.” Rhennic sighed. “No, I wouldn’t either. Hang tight then, your cavalry is coming. Reginald is far closer than I am, but I’ll be there as soon as I can with Lightning-Striker backup, as many as I can summon on such short notice. I love you.”

	“I love you, too.” As Layla said it, her heart opened wide to Rhennic, smelling his good lavender and heather scent in the cool Prague wind. Suddenly, she felt as if that wind wrapped around her with Rhennic’s big arms, enfolding her into his towering embrace. As Rhennic closed his eyes in the limo, Layla felt him nuzzle her nose. And then she felt his decadent lips press hers as a deep roll of thunder passed through the cloudy sky. 

	“I’ll be there soon. Stay strong.”

	With that, Rhennic was gone, already in action just as much as Reginald.

	Hanging up the phone, Layla set it beneath her chin as she stared out over the vast rooflines of the palace. Her room had an east view over the river, but she wanted to face west, as if it might speed her Royal Siren and her Royal Storm Dragon coming to her. Tapping the edge of the phone on her chin, Layla moved back to the gargantuan bed and curled up on it. Kicking off her high heels, she tucked her knees up beneath her chin with Adrian’s cell phone clutched to her heart. 

	The only noise in her room was the ticking of an ornate gold and crystal clock on the fireplace’s mantle. Her room had no radiators and the fireplace was unlit, and Layla curled the duvet around her, swaddling herself in its comfort. The clock on the mantle ticked and ticked as Layla dove into a dark place within. As if Hunter himself had summoned it, the black pit of despair she’d thought nearly banished with her Binding of Rhennic at Yule surfaced, devouring her Dragon’s talons and trying to pull her under. 

	As a knock came at her doors, Layla jolted, realizing she had delved deep into that dark void. But as she sat up, staring at the door, she suddenly felt a strong desire to go open it. Rising, she padded to the door, throwing it wide. Between the two guards stood a tall, slender Crystal Dragon in a crisp white apron and modern black server’s attire. Rolling in a gilded tray of steaming foodstuffs with a few bottles of wine, he lifted blond eyebrows at her as a flash of gold scales showed at his temples and high cheekbones. 

	“Supper, ma’am.” He spoke, his calm eyes opal-grey. “Where would you like it?”

	“Over by the table. Thank you.” Layla stepped back, some part of her relieved that at least King Markus wasn’t going to starve her. He was treating her civilly, and something about that made Layla unclench from her despair just a bit. Rolling the trolley in and closing the doors, her server was all brisk professionalism as he went to the windows and shut them, then to her cold fireplace, getting a blaze going in the logs. Moving back to the trolley, he briskly unloaded everything onto Layla’s gilded dining table. 

	Removing her sapphire and diamond earrings and setting them aside by the bed, Layla found her gaze continually tracking back to the server as he worked. Sexy with a nice smile, he had good shoulders and a lean body, but wasn’t jaw-droppingly handsome. And yet, something about him was intensely compelling as he gave her a subtle smile that suddenly stole Layla’s breath for no reason at all. His opal eyes twinkled with a renegade appeal, flaring with gold – and Layla’s Dragon rose in a rush, her heart skipping a beat as her drakaina coiled over inside her veins, urging Layla to go toss herself into the server’s arms. She actually had to brace a hand on a nearby chair to stop herself, and as Layla stared, she smelled a spiced jasmine scent flood the air. 

	As she watched, the server’s grey-gold irises swirled to a burning aqua, lovely as the Mediterranean at sunrise. 

	“This is how I would die into the love I have for you,” he spoke softly. “As pieces of cloud dissolve in sunlight.”

	“Adrian!” 

	Layla was rushing to him even before he finished his Rumi quote. As he caught her, it was suddenly Adrian’s hands and body embracing her – his beautiful face and eyes and achingly high cheekbones present as he caught her close. Devouring her with his warm, sensual lips, they kissed, his desert-spice fragrance swirling around her in a blessed wind. Curls of etheric golden flame burst into the air as Layla and Adrian’s Dragons coiled through each other with desperate need, tasting each other with a raking passion. As Adrian breathed his power down her throat in a tremendous bolstering wave, Layla gasped, rolled in a scorching bliss. 

	Her black despair banished.

	Without breaking their kiss, Adrian scooped her up and took her to the bed, tumbling them both down upon it. Pulling the golden cords of the canopied bed, Adrian shut out the room, swaddling them in brocaded silk curtains devoid of crystals. Layla’s arms wrapped around his strong shoulders as they kissed, her hands sliding under his shirt, tasting his skin as she drank him in. His hips ground into her and Layla gasped, twining her legs up around him as her high-slit skirt fell away. Adrian slid a hand up her bare thigh, gripping her and making her cry out as he gasped also, pressing her down to the bed and kissing her neck possessively.

	“Layla! Thank gods you’re safe.” Adrian growled into her neck, keeping his voice low despite the heavy curtains. “Listen close, for I haven’t much time. King Markus has set Dusk’s date; his Trials will all happen two days from now – all on the same day. It’s unprecedented to not have healing time between Trials, and all the palace is talking about it.”

	“Adrian!” Layla gasped, clutching his face in her hands and pulling him up so she could see his eyes in the brocade-swaddled gloom. “How did you get in to the palace?”

	“I once had an alter-ego here as serving staff, which I resurrected tonight – Tomas Renati, a young Crystal Dragon from Italy. Tomas is well-liked, so I was able to get on your dinner delivery tonight, but I don’t know if I’ll be able to come to you again.”

	“I’ve spoken to Rhennic and Reginald.” Layla spoke quickly as Adrian kissed her neck again. “They’re on their way, with fighters.”

	“How soon?” Adrian asked between kisses, keeping his voice low.

	“Hopefully a day or two.” Layla spoke, even as she writhed beneath him.

	“I haven’t been able to get messages through to anyone,” Adrian growled darkly, his aqua eyes flashing as he rose back up. “I tried calling Rhennic, Reginald, and Rachida from my jet, but only got voicemails and didn’t want to leave a detailed message without speaking to them in person. This matter is too important.” 

	“What have you learned in the palace?” Layla asked, watching him.

	“Dusk is on King Markus’ shit-list,” Adrian fumed, “not just for re-starting the Egyptian clan without permission, but also because he managed to get so strong without telegraphing it for years. Markus is pissed. His show of cordiality today was just that – a show, Layla. Everyone is cowering from his rage right now, trying to not piss him off. Many of them are talking like Dusk is an actual challenger to Markus – the first one in centuries.”

	“But I felt Markus’ power, Adrian!” Layla spoke quickly, shuddering. “He’s orders of magnitude stronger than Dusk! He tricked Dusk into believing his resonance was a near-match – luring Dusk here on purpose. Markus is going to try and kill Dusk, I know it. He controls his Royals here at the palace with his resonance somehow. They add their power to his when he fights. It must be why he’s never lost a dominance challenge.”

	“I know.” Adrian spoke furiously, his aqua eyes burning in the gloom. “I didn’t know it back when I infiltrated here, because no one ever talked about it and as a Desert Dragon I couldn’t feel crystal resonances. But I can feel it shuddering through them all now because of my Bind to Dusk. Dusk is feeling it, too – the enormous magnitude of Markus’ power and how all the Royals here somehow resonate with their King. It’s a talent Dusk didn’t even think existed until now, that a Crystal Dragon could somehow resonate others into doing his bidding. It’s like Siren or Vampire mind-magic, but physical. Even when we get backup from Reginald and Rhennic, unless we can figure out how Markus is using his resonance to control all the Royals here—”

	“We’re fucked.” Layla breathed, feeling that dark pit yawn deep inside her once more.

	“Let’s just say we better hope Reginald and Rhennic bring a lot of backup.” Adrian spoke soberly, though Layla could feel the deep fear in him as he kissed her lips. “They’re both powerful leaders who hold clout in their Lineages. If diplomacy fails, there’s always war.”

	“War?” Layla breathed, her eyes wide.

	“War.” Adrian agreed, his blue-green eyes dark now. “King Markus is a bastard, but until now, he’s been a bastard mostly to his own Lineage. But now he’s messing with something very dear to two of the most powerful Dragons in the Twilight Realm – not to mention that Dusk and I have a lot of strong allies we’ve cultivated over the years. All we need to do is stay alive through the Trials. Reginald, Rhennic, and the rest of our allies are our insurance, Layla. Your Bind has never chosen weak lovers, and it’s our blessing now. I’m going to take a walk tonight in the gardens where the crystal-dampening is weakest and see how many of our allies I can get ahold of. Hopefully, we’ll have a tsunami of people descending on this palace soon. Sooner than Markus can move.”

	With those words, Adrian pressed down, obliterating Layla with his kiss. His magic ripped into her until she cried out with pleasure into his mouth. With one last dark growl and a surge of cinnamon-jasmine winds, Adrian pushed to standing at the edge of the bed, inside the curtains. Staring down at her, his beloved body and face shimmered back into the Crystal Dragon server, his blue-green eyes the last to go.

	“Watch for me. I love you.”

	With that, Adrian flicked back the curtains and was out the door, rolling his trolley out and shutting the doors. Sitting up on the bed, Layla stared at the doors through the open curtains, hoping Adrian would come striding back in, though he didn’t. But as she felt his fire-bright love still coursing through her, her drakaina growled with a gold-red fury inside her veins. As Layla moved to the table to eat what Adrian had brought, knowing she would need strength, Layla felt her drakaina roar with an obliterating rage at King Markus. 

	A rage that made a hard wave of crimson-gold flame wash from her skin – singeing everything it touched.


CHAPTER 27 – CONTROL
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Layla spent all of the next day simmering in her rooms. No one had come to speak with her, and the guards on her doors had not allowed her to leave or explore the palace. Her only contact all morning had been a new server who brought her breakfast and coffee, then came again at lunch with a second tray and some wine. Dressed in an emerald silk dressing-gown with a high collar and draping sleeves since the morning, Layla drifted in the late afternoon now as she picked through leftovers, thinking about Adrian and Dusk, wondering how they were. She’d spent the entire day sitting or standing before the fire and subtly practicing battle-magics, prepping for anything she might face in the coming days. But now her hands were cramping as she massaged her shoulders, then took Adrian’s phone out from a pocket of her dressing-gown and glanced at it for the hundredth time today.

	Nothing.

	Her phone had not rung again since Rhennic’s call, and Layla supposed King Markus’ people were probably blocking her calls with some kind of crystal resonance now. As Layla sipped more coffee, practicing fire manifestation again with the barest flicks of her fingertips, a knock came at her doors. Startled and wondering who it was, Layla set her china cup down and went to the doors, throwing them wide. But rather than Adrian, it was Davira who stood before her in a grey businesswoman’s suit, her smoky labradorite eyes hard and smudged in deep fatigue today. 

	“What are you doing here, Davira?” Layla spoke dispassionately as she faced King Markus’ well-coiffed emissary. 

	“I’ve come to tell you the King has requested an audience with you this evening.” She spoke as her grey eyes flashed with turquoise. “Get dressed, and I will take you to his audience at once.”	

	“So he can grill me about Dusk’s weaknesses and plan to kill him more efficiently?” Layla quipped, setting a hand on her hip and staring Davira down. “I don’t think so.”

	Davira fretted with her slender hands. Glancing out the windows, she looked back to Layla. “Please. Layla. You have no idea what stress we are all under right now with Dusk’s Trials. Please don’t make this harder than it already is.”

	Cocking her head, Layla watched the emissary. “Your King has been ruthless to you, hasn’t he? He’s raging about Dusk and is taking it out on everyone in the palace, isn’t he?”

	Davira clammed up. She literally shut her mouth with a snap, though her wary smoky-grey eyes told Layla the truth. As Layla watched the King’s emissary, she suddenly wondered if Davira liked her job. Or if she simply did it because it was better than the alternative. An alternative none of the Royal Crystal Dragons at the palace were talking about. 

	“What does he have on you?” Layla asked, softer now. “What kind of hold does King Markus manifest on your resonance?”

	“Layla. Please. Just get dressed.” Davira spoke harshly, glancing around at the crystal walls with wariness now. Watching every wall as if ghosts were about to spring from them, Davira looked back to Layla, but Layla could feel a fine tremor shivering the emissary now. Steadying herself, Davira looked to Layla’s walk-in closet. “Come. Let’s find you something to wear.”

	Moving to the walk-in on her fine stiletto heels, Davira flipped on the lights to a massive overhead chandelier. She glanced at Layla, then chose an off-the-shoulder green and azure lace gown with a slim trumpet skirt and stunning train that would look amazing with Layla’s desert tan and green-gold eyes. Selecting lace heels and a choker of sapphires and emeralds with a matching tennis bracelet, she held them out. Layla took the items, shedding her dressing-robe and sliding on the gown. 

	Davira’s gaze following her every move as she dressed. 

	“You really are a Royal Dragon Bind, aren’t you?” She spoke suddenly as Layla sat on a velvet pouf to don her high heels. “I can feel you resonating all through me, like a crystal waterfall of fire, wind, and lightning…”

	Layla blinked, storing that information as she affixed her sable curls into a loose chignon at the side of her neck, then donned the choker and bracelet. Bending to do some quick smoky makeup in a gilded mirror, she glanced up at Davira as she worked. “You’re a strong Royal, aren’t you? My power calls to strong Royal Dragons.”

	“Only the strongest of our Lineage have the privilege of serving King Markus.” Davira spoke, though she watched Layla with intense fascination now. Taking a deep breath, she blinked as if she had been in a trance – and for the first time, Layla wondered how much of an effect she might be having on other Royal Dragons in Markus’ palace besides Davira.

	“I interest you, don’t I? You want me, don’t you?” Layla asked, rising with stately grace and staring Davira down, using every bit of Courtesan’s allure drilled into her by Reginald.

	“Yes.” The woman murmured as she watched Layla. “I can’t deny it. I feel your call.”

	Holding Davira’s gaze, Layla moved forward, wanting to test her theory – that she was fascinating to the Royal Crystal Dragons here in Prague. Layla wasn’t generally hot for women, but her Dragon didn’t care, and stepping close to Davira, she eased her fingers over Davira’s wrist, then set her lips gently to Davira’s. Their kiss was tasteful, small and sensual, but as Layla tested out her theory, her drakaina rose in her veins with a slow, dominant roil. Shedding a golden fire up through Layla’s throat, her Dragon pressed it in through Davira’s lips as they kissed. It was a thick, hot power, something both Adrian and Reginald could do, and as it spilled from Layla’s lips, it pressed back into Davira’s throat, forcing the emissary to swallow it. 

	With a sigh, Davira trembled from head to heels, falling into Layla’s kiss, hard. But just as suddenly as she had succumbed, Davira jerked away, breathing fast. With wide eyes she stepped back, out of the walk-in as she wiped her lips subtly with her manicured fingertips. As Layla exited the closet also, she saw Davira step quickly to the dining table, drinking deep from a glass of red wine. Flicking her gaze at Layla then away as she flushed hard, the woman gestured to the doors.

	“Come. We must go.”

	Layla went. But her theory was partially confirmed now, and the rest was confirmed as they exited her rooms – the guards on her doors staring as she came out in her trailing lace gown, as if they too had felt what had happened with Davira just now. Davira scowled at them and they snapped to attention, but Layla could feel her drakaina reaching out to taste them, flowing with golden eroticism as she licked and caressed them, trying to find another mate. Though both guards tried to stand rigid, they shuddered, gasping with pleasure as Layla’s drakaina stroked them with her massive golden coils. 

	But what Layla knew as she stepped from her suite was that all three of these Royal Crystal Dragons had felt her caress. 

	Escorting her through the twists and turns of the palace, Davira did not look at Layla again as they hastened to Layla’s audience with the Crystal King. Layla was confident now as she walked with her head high, spreading her golden coils through the halls to lick at everyone she passed. Dishes were dropped from servers taking trays to rooms. Ladies in 1600’s attire sighed with open lips, staring at Layla as she passed. Men stumbled, trailing her with fascinated desire in their gemstone eyes, one even growling with white-hot passion as Layla passed, his citrine eyes flashing sex as a hard wave of light refracted through his scales and hair.

	Passing them all, Layla let her drakaina growl in her veins, knowing now that she had something King Markus didn’t. She didn’t quite know what she was going to do with it yet, but it was an unknown advantage, and Reginald had told her to look for her advantages, no matter how small. As Davira came to a massive set of diamond doors flanked by two enormous emerald-green Crystal Dragons as big as houses, she nodded. As one, the Dragons rumbled a vibration through the doors, opening them and admitting Layla to a tremendously opulent suite decorated entirely in diamonds, white crystal, royal blue velvet, and gold brocade.

	The boudoir of the King, she realized too late – as Davira and the emerald Dragons swiftly shut the doors behind her.

	A hard spike of fear rushed through Layla, sluicing away her elation as she took in the royal suite. She had stupidly assumed she would be having an audience in the King’s throne hall again, but as she took in the ornate sitting-foyer before her, complete with old-world European chaises and rugs and lit by gargantuan chandeliers, she realized her vast mistake. A banquet of delicacies was set at a long table, massive crystal fireplaces and candelabra lit around the room. To the right was a white bathroom with a crystal sitting-solar full of orchids and ferns. Adjacent to the bathroom was a steam room with a tub set into the floor, surrounded by greenery and crystal bathing-screens. To the left of the main room was the King’s massive canopied bed of blue, gold, and diamonds, inset into a niche in the wall with towering blue velvet drapes. 

	Directly ahead stood King Markus Ambrose, swirling bourbon in a crystal glass at a truly opulent bar of white topaz and black obsidian. Staring her down with his piercing diamond eyes, he was alone except for Layla, now in his private bedrooms with him. Resplendent, the King was dressed in a modern charcoal vest and trousers with a paisley blue pocket square. A diamond-crystal watch graced his wrist with matching cufflinks. 

	As Layla entered, he beckoned to her as he poured a second bourbon. The smell of whatever he had in his decanters was like caramel, and it drew Layla in even as part of her wanted to just stay the fuck away from the deeply enigmatic – and dangerous – Crystal Dragon King. But as he extended the bourbon, waiting patiently with a bemused expression on his face, Layla at last moved forward. Crossing the sitting-parlor and passing the dining table with its candelabra, Layla went to the bar. Though she accepted the bourbon from King Markus, she was careful to not touch him, and as he sipped, she did also. 

	Though his piercing diamond-eyes never left hers.

	“So. You’re seducing my Royals.” He spoke at last, setting his bourbon down on the glossy obsidian bar-top and giving her an amused lift of one eyebrow. 

	“I’ve got nothing better to do. It seemed a fair distraction.” Layla spoke, her drakaina hijacking her mouth yet again even though her saner self tensed, knowing now that King Markus could feel the effect her Bind was having on his people.

	He laughed. He actually laughed, in a rolling baritone that thundered through the floor, then dissolved into chuckles that shuddered straight though Layla so hard she had to reach out and grip the bar to steady herself. “You are a breath of fresh air, Dragon Bind. It’s been many a long year since anyone was quite so determinedly impudent with me. I believe the last person to do so was another lover of yours, Reginald Durant. You remind me of him. Fierce, protective, ruthless. Attributes we all share, I believe.” Raising his glass, he saluted her as he pinned her with those gloriously deadly eyes, then sipped again.

	“You think I’m as ruthless as you are?” Layla’s brows actually rose as she cradled her glass.

	“I know you are.” Markus spoke with a dark simmer now, his lips curling into a subtle smile. “Who else could possibly rope some of the most powerful Dragons to themselves that this millennia has ever seen? Reginald Durant and Rhennic Erdhelm; sons of Kings. The young business tycoon Adrian Rhakvir. Dusk Arlohaim, descendant of two of the most powerful Crystal Dragons that ever lived. He bears his mother’s name, but his father’s line was no less Royal, or did you not know?”

	“I didn’t know.” Layla spoke, though she cradled her bourbon now, frowning and wondering what was going on. This meeting wasn’t going at all like she’d expected, and Layla wondered what King Markus was getting at. “What’s this all about?”

	“No my King, no respect when you address me.” His eyes flashed, something in them both furious and intrigued at the same time. “You believe you are my equal, Dragon Bind?”

	“Hey buddy, I was raised in the human world. We don’t tend to cower before power, not readily.” Layla spoke firmly, setting her bourbon aside on the bar now, even though it was delicious. “Besides, subtlety has never been my style. So tell me what I’m doing here, or I’d thank you to let me go back to seducing your Royals in my rooms.”

	“So beautifully impertinent,” King Markus smiled, and there was something deadly in his smile now. Reaching out, he caressed his fingertips over Layla’s chest above her lace gown. The movement was so unexpected that Layla almost pulled away. But in that moment, she suddenly found her body riveted beneath King Markus’ touch. Shivering like a blown horse, she couldn’t pull away from him as he stroked her skin, and Layla’s eyes fluttered wide. With shock spiking her, her drakaina roiled with pure fury inside her veins. But despite all that, only the tiniest scorched-bourbon scent curled from Layla’s skin.

	Her entire body still unable to move.

	“So beautiful.” King Markus murmured, watching her in a way that said he knew exactly what Layla was experiencing. “So powerful. But all of it is reduced to so much nothing if you can’t use your magic on me. Or your body.”

	Sliding a finger down beneath the edge of her dress, King Markus caressed Layla’s breast. His eyes were diabolical as he watched her shiver, feeling her roar at him deep inside but holding her body and magic immobile somehow with his. It was the worst thing Layla had ever felt – a combination of terror, rage, and helplessness as he touched her. Removing his fingers, he slid them up her neck, stroking her hammering pulse.

	But his magic did allow Layla to speak, and as her body strangely desired his touch and hated it at the same time, Layla let her furious drakaina speak for her. “You could take my body, but you would never take my heart. And that’s the problem, isn’t it? You can make your Royals do your bidding with your resonance, you can make their bodies stay here in your palace, and you can make their magic obey you. But you can’t make them love you; you can’t control their hearts. In all this opulence, among all these people… nobody loves you. All those concubines and children – some part of them screams in horror when they see you. Because they all know what you really are. A monster.”

	King Markus inhaled like he’d been slapped. His eyes flared like a viper as he removed his hand from Layla’s skin, a blistering wave of diamond-light flowing through his scales and blond hair. She knew she’d hit his pain as they stared at each other, him breathing hard, Layla celebrating inside with a triumphant roar though she still couldn’t move.

	Narrowing his eyes on her with a blistering intensity, King Markus suddenly snarled, ugly as his entire face contorted in rage. Gone was the enigmatically sexy King, replaced by a livid monster, and Layla felt herself quail suddenly at her vast mistake in being so blunt and aggressive with him. 

	Before she knew it, Markus had seized her wrist, hauling her along behind him with a terrible force as his furious magic pummeled the room, making everything shudder and chime. With a nasty strength, he yanked her towards the doors of his suite, hauling her around in front of him and roaring at the doors so hard they shuddered in their frames. Holding Layla in an iron grip with his magics, he seized her throat with one hand as the doors opened and a man was permitted to enter by the green Dragons, rolling in a cart of coffee.

	The tall serving man with grey eyes – whose eyes flared hot with gold as he saw Layla pinned in the Crystal King’s arms.

	Adrian was a mirage of scalding heat and wind as his body shifted back fast to his usual self. But even as he hurled up both hands to blast King Markus’ ass with fire so hot it twisted like white plasma in his hands, Markus thrust up a hand like talons, gripping his fingers at Adrian. Layla felt a sub-sonic resonance blast from the King, devouring Adrian right to his bones. As Adrian’s attack was throttled by King Markus’ blast, he screamed in rage, roaring with the vast overtones of his Dragon now in pure fury. 

	As the doors boomed shut, Adrian whirled up fast into his Desert drake within the King’s chamber, massive spines of red and turquoise shooting from his elegantly fire-bright body. Coiling up like a viper, he opened his great maw of fangs at King Markus, roaring as a white-hot heat flared deep in his throat to blast the Crystal King from here to Timbuktu. 

	But even as Adrian roared that white fire at Markus, the Crystal King roared back, gripping his hand into a fist and hammering it like a punch at Adrian’s Dragon. That punch hit Adrian so hard it flung him back into the diamond doors, knocking him out instantly. Gripping his hand into a claw again, his fingers now actually manifesting into cruel diamond-talons, King Markus growled with bass notes so low they were like boulders cracking in an earthquake at the center of the planet. Massaging those terrible talons at Adrian even as Adrian came to, King Markus vibrated a pulse so intense into Adrian’s entire body that he shifted back down instantly into human. Thrust to his knees by King Markus’ power, Adrian’s eyes widened in comprehension even as he was caught by the same reason Layla had been – because of Dusk’s crystal magic flowing through him now with their Bind.

	Leaving Adrian on his knees, his seething white fire flashed out, his body unable to shift or move, Adrian became as helpless as Layla in the grips of the Crystal Dragon King.

	“Cur!” King Markus snarled, still gripping Layla’s neck with a hand like talons as he lowered the other. “Did you think I would not feel through your disguise, Desert whelp? I tolerated it the first time you infiltrated my palace because I was curious about you, but now with Dusk’s energy shuddering through your bones, I am less patient. Your Bind with Dusk is unique and strange, but because of it, I could stop your heart right in your chest for daring to spy on me. Maybe I should.”

	Raising his hand again, King Markus gripped his fingers into their massively cruel diamond talons again, enormous knives of light that terrified Layla to her very core. As King Markus pinned Adrian with his power, making Adrian gasp with shock and throw a hand up to his heart, roaring in pain, everything inside Layla screamed. Blossoming up through her in a tremendous wash of golden-bright rage, her drakaina’s scream flooded out from her, scorching through the room despite King Markus’ grip on her neck. Toppling crystal candelabra, Layla’s vast rage threw plates of foodstuffs at the walls and hurled every decanter from King Markus’ ornate bar to dash upon the floor in a terrible shattering of crystal and alcohol.

	As Adrian gasped for his very life on his knees before her, his aqua eyes desperate as he struggled to not die while King Markus crushed Adrian’s heart with his might.

	“Silence!” King Markus roared at Layla, thundering his terrible power through her very bones from his hand still gripped around her neck. The force of it drove Layla to her knees also, all her screaming rage thrust back down inside her body as her drakaina writhed, trying to escape. But King Markus’ power was the thunder of the cosmos, and he seized her chin now, thrusting her head up so hard she cried out as he roared down into her face like a mad thing. Seizing her hair, he hauled her head to the side, straining her neck.

	And bit her.

	It was not nice, and it was not sexy. It was the bite of an enraged beast dominating a difficult mate, and Layla screamed as Markus bit her, breaking her skin and drawing blood. He growled like thunder of the mountains as he ground his teeth into the bite, biting her harder and flooding wave after wave of power through her until her body and magics were entirely subdued beneath him. Breathing hard, Layla felt her drakaina shoved into a dark crystal box deep inside, as Markus growled his terrible, tremendous power into her.

	And that crystal box was tinged with Dusk’s magic – the very Bind between them now acting as their undoing as King Markus took control of it by his resonance.

	Breathing hard, Markus released Layla, her Dragon terribly quiet now as she breathed hard also. His breath was hot on her damaged skin as he heaved, as if he’d had to work harder at putting Layla’s drakaina away than Adrian’s drake. It was yet another thing Layla noted, but it didn’t do her or Adrian much good as Markus slowly pulled back, locking eyes with her, his irises gone a terrible, blazing white. Still breathing hard, he glowered down at her, releasing her hair as he straightened.

	“I will make you obey me, drakaina.” He heaved as he stood, a blistering scent like super-heated diamonds in a forge-fire cascading off him. “I will make you do my will, no matter how much you roar and gnash your fangs at me.”

	“What do you want from me?” Layla hissed, finding she at least had possession of her tongue even as a black pit of terror opened up inside her. “You want to rape me? Fine. Do it.”

	“I could.” Markus spoke back, something diabolical simmering in his ultra-white eyes. “I can feel Dusk’s power thundering through your every sinew through your Bind – and whatever Royal Crystal Dragon resonance touches, I can control. I could make your body want me,” Markus continued, and deep inside, Layla felt her most intimate places grip, every last inch of her suddenly on fire with heat. “I can resonate your flesh to produce hormones of passion so you desire me, just like I’ve done for thousands of other women. I can ring your DNA like a bell and make it shift you into your Dragon, and we could fuck like that, furious and barbed and deep right before your mate, as I hold him here on his knees a talon’s squeeze from death. I could make you feel things for me you’ve never even felt with any of your lovers, and I could make you want it all again a second after it was done. And yet, you were right in your assessment of my power. I am not a Siren or a Vampire – I cannot make you love me. And it is that power I seek, vicious drakaina. A power that you have inside the Bind. And which I now have access to, thanks to Dusk.”

	Setting his palm to her chest, King Markus gripped his diamond-talons in at her sternum. Something vast shuddered inside Layla as he touched her with his incredible power, ringing that part of her which loved so deeply like a well-tuned bell. It was then that Layla felt it, like a talon of pure diamond light reaching into her from King Markus. As she gasped, she felt it resonate with Dusk’s similar sapphire-diamond light inside her. And then the golden sensation of the Bind rose up through her to that talon’s call – flooding her like a tidal wave as the Bind cascaded out, crashing over everything in the room. 

	As it crashed through King Markus, his eyes lit with diamond-fire, and resonating with him now, Layla felt hers do the same. Staring up at him, she breathed gently; watching him, wanting him. Feeling that golden-diamond sensation curl all through her, her drakaina was released from its crystal box, coiling up so high inside Layla’s body that she cried out softly, but not from pain. It was pure ecstasy as the golden glow of her Bind-magic combined with the diamond brilliance of King Markus’. And it was the same diamond brilliance she usually felt with Dusk, now harnessed by the Crystal Dragon King. 

	Because Dusk’s resonance had changed Layla’s magic enough to give Markus access to the Bind.

	“There.” King Markus crooned, watching her first in one eye, then the other. “I was right. Dusk’s power has given you enough crystal in your magic and body that I can make your power resonate with mine – controlling your Bind.”

	“What are you going to do?” Layla breathed, terrified, elated, wanting him yet still hating him. She could feel him inside her now; that vast talon of diamond-light caressing her power deep within. As he touched her, as he stroked and coaxed her with his magic, Layla shuddered hard. But it wasn’t a shudder of fury anymore, it was one of need as he pressed his power deeply inside her, letting her feel how much he could control her Bind with his tremendous resonance.

	And how much he could make her love him because of it.

	“Layla… no…!” Adrian gasped, fallen down to one hand now upon the floor as he cried out softly in pain and heartbreak. But Layla couldn’t even glance at him, flooded with this new feeling of love she shared now with the Crystal Dragon King.

	“That is how I want you to be, drakaina.” King Markus spoke as he gently kissed her lips. “That is how I want you to feel for me when Dusk comes for you and realizes your love for him has been stolen by me. I will never let you Bind me. But what I want you to do is to Bind others with your power, for me. Bind others into this golden-diamond sensation you feel for me now, and I will wield that tremendous might. Together, we will make the whole world love what we are, and serve our aims as one.”

	“And what are we?” Layla asked, licking her lips as her drakaina surged up through her to taste him, not just her body but her heart needing to consummate this incredible sensation she was feeling with him now. 

	“We are power.” Markus breathed as he caressed his lips over hers, smiling with a diabolical delight. “Ultimate. Power.”

	With that, he kissed her, delving his kiss into her mouth and thundering his power so deeply into her that Layla came in an instantaneous, screaming climax.

	And then he wiped her out to nothing, as she fell into black unconsciousness. 


CHAPTER 28 – OUBLIETTE
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Layla woke inside a crystal sarcophagus. Gasping back to consciousness, she panicked as everything inside her roared. She’d never loved confined spaces, and this was like being inside a coffin as she struggled, her Drakaina flailing in her veins as Layla hammered at her bright crystal prison with her hands. A thundering sensation flooded from her as she struggled. As she hammered fists into the luminous crystal above her, the whole sarcophagus suddenly cracked with a deafening retort – shattering and spilling her out upon a cold stone floor.

	Rolling out from beneath heavy slabs, Layla groaned, holding her head as a lancing pain spiked through it – as if her body wasn’t supposed to wield the enormous Crystal Dragon power she’d suddenly used on instinct. Gazing down, Layla realized she was still dressed in the green and blue lace gown she’d visited King Markus in, but other than a few scratches and bruises from shattering her crystal coffin just now, she was unharmed. Blinking as she pushed up from the crystal floor, Layla dusted shards off her hands. Shuddering, she brisked her hands over her bare arms in the chill space, trying to remember what had happened. 

	King Markus had thrust his energy inside her, resonating her Bind with his power, and then…

	“Adrian!” Layla breathed, all of that horrible evening flooding back as she touched the searing-hot bite wound on her neck. It was ugly and hadn’t been tended, and taking her fingers away, Layla tried to leave it alone. Gazing around, she realized she was deeply underground somewhere, in a milk-white octagonal room with vaulted walls and a high domed ceiling. Lit by blue-white crystals in niches that glowed with a soft luminescence, the oubliette had no doors or windows, and no access to the vaults above. Turning in a circle, Layla realized she was trapped, and far up at the domed ceiling, more crystals glowed, stalactites hanging above like snarling teeth. Her sarcophagus had been directly beneath them, as if being fed some kind of energy from them. 

	And next to the shards of her prison sat another one – one with a man inside.

	“Adrian!” Layla was up fast, rushing to his crystal sarcophagus. Gazing inside, she saw Adrian still dressed in his server’s attire, his face pale as death. Even as Layla’s heart gripped, she saw a fine mist of breath issue from between his parted lips. He wasn’t dead, and relief flooded her as she shuddered, tears stinging her eyes. But glancing down to his chest, Layla saw a cruel spike of crystal thrust right through it, his black vest and shirt tacky with blood. Adrian was alive, but King Markus had left him with a vicious gift. Even as Layla watched, she saw a thin film of blood bubble at one corner of Adrian’s lips as he breathed. 

	“No!” The rageful snarl of her drakaina came from Layla as she set her hands to Adrian’s prison. Digging deep down, she found the place where her Dragon lived, feeling her Dragon’s eyes flash with fire and crystal at the same time now. Layla didn’t have any time to wonder if it was Dusk’s magic or King Markus’ she was using as she summoned that tremendous wave of crystal energy up inside her. As a growl spilled up through her entire body, shuddering her hands and chest and throat and raging deep down into the earth, Layla opened her mouth in a roar. A shockwave of sound tinged with the furious overtones of her Dragon hammered Adrian’s crystal prison, shattering it so hard the entire lid and near side were blasted away to the edges of the room. 

	With a sob, Layla reached in, caressing Adrian’s face and carefully touching his wound. As if her touch bolstered him, Adrian suddenly gasped awake, his eyes blinking open to show an aqua-green so vibrant with gold that they almost looked like Layla’s own eyes. With a grimace, he grit his teeth and glanced down, making a weak motion to touch the spike of crystal through his chest. Gripping his fingers, Layla prevented him from touching it.

	“Layla…” Adrian rasped weakly, his face a rictus of pain. “You’re all right.”

	“Yeah, but you aren’t.” She spoke, her voice tight as tears slipped down her face. “How do I heal this, Adrian? What do I do?”

	“Touch the shard,” he gasped weakly. “Your connection to Dusk should give you insight… how to break it.”

	“If I break it, will you die?” Layla asked fearfully.

	“Stronger… than I look.” Adrian spoke, reaching up a finger from their clasped hands to gently stroke her face. “It wasn’t put… through my heart… on purpose, I think.”

	“Bastard didn’t want to kill you right away.” Layla realized, a terrible growl rising inside her as Adrian nodded weakly. But he couldn’t say any more, only beckoned with the smallest movement for Layla to place her hands on the crystal shard spiked through his chest. She did, grasping it gently, then more firmly as she felt the crystal calling to her. Adrian relaxed, taking the deepest breaths he could manage as his eyes closed. At his nod, Layla dug back into that place deep inside her.

	Looking for a crystal resonance that could shatter this thing.

	It was far more difficult than shattering their crystal sarcophagi. Digging deep inside herself, Layla found a hundred resonances that didn’t work, harmonics that would have been helpful in other situations. She had no idea the tableau of Crystal magic was so vast, its applications as varied as the complex sound waves made all throughout nature. Producing hums, producing roars, singing, nothing seemed to work as Layla felt herself moving through her Bind with Dusk on instinct, feeling her way through his magic from afar. After ten minutes, she still hadn’t found the right resonance to shatter the shard, when Adrian spoke weakly.

	“Try Markus.”

	Everything inside Layla bristled, hating the idea, but she knew Adrian was right. She could feel her Bind to Markus now inside her, glittering like a vast diamond sand all around her as she moved through Dusk’s sapphire-colored magic. It was terrible, and alluring, to touch Markus’ magnificent power thrust inside her. She had thought it would be resistant to use, but surprisingly found the opposite as she dug her Dragon down into that glittering, endless expanse.

	It wanted to be used. And more than that, it was aware – singing with thousands of voices. 

	“Adrian… something’s wrong with Markus’ power.”

	“Can you… use it?” He spoke, two fingers gently stroking hers where she touched the shard through his chest.

	“It’s not exactly his.” Layla spoke, amazed as she touched that vast power deep inside her. “There are thousands of voices in it. Thousands of resonances. I think they’re all… different Crystal Dragons.”

	“Heal first,” Adrian gasped more weakly than before, “then talk.”

	“Right.” Digging back into her trance, Layla allowed her Dragon to bury itself in that vast diamond sand living within her now, courtesy of King Markus and his resonance inside her Bind. She felt Markus’ presence but it was wide, as if he was the entire beach holding those sands together – and too far away from what she was doing to notice it. Even though he had resonated the Bind to control it, Layla felt thousands of awarenesses now shifting all around her, creating space – a space that could be used for her own purposes. 

	As Layla investigated that vast expanse of diamond sand, she suddenly had a vision through her Bind. Her vision was of Dusk, standing in the throne hall before King Markus upon his high dais. King Markus looked down at Dusk with vicious pleasure, like he was about to tear Dusk apart. Layla heard Markus speak, and as the Crystal King lifted up his basso voice, she heard Dusk growl with terrible rumbles.

	“Dusk Arlohaim.” King Markus spoke with a diamond-fire in his eyes. “Your Trials have been condensed into a single item today, and that item is this. I have stolen your Dragon Bind and your Desert Dragon brother, and hidden them somewhere in the Thin Ways. They are without food or water, and Adrian has been gravely wounded. You have twenty-four hours before Adrian dies from blood loss, and Layla dies from lack of oxygen in her sarcophagus. Find them, rescue them, and you may keep your Egyptian Clan and head it as First. Fail to find them… and I’m afraid you will be losing far more than just your life today.”

	“You bastard!” Dusk roared, his thunderous growl shuddering the throne hall from its foundations to its chandeliers. “Layla was supposed to have immunity as my Witness!”

	“I’m afraid the Witness you chose was rather dangerous,” King Markus’ diamond-white eyes glinted with a terrible subtlety. “She went mad in my rooms yesterday and had to be subdued. In addition, your Desert Dragon First invaded my boudoir to save her, which I could not allow. In any case, if you find them in time, you’ll all survive. But before you begin, there’s one more thing.”

	Flicking his fingers, King Markus had the two enormous emerald drakes who had been guarding his doors move into the throne hall. Between them they carried a human-sized crystal sarcophagus in their jaws, and as they bowed their necks, setting that ornate coffin at the side of the dais, Layla saw Dusk’s brows knit, then rise in alarm. Rushing to the coffin, he cried out in dismay, before he was hauled back by six Crystal Dragon guards in blue livery. 

	Snarling up at King Markus upon his high dais, Dusk roared. “What have you done to her?! What have you done to my mother?!”

	“She is fine. She is merely asleep, deep and without dreams.” King Markus spoke from his high throne. “Your mother is insurance to help you take my Trials seriously. Find your Dragon Bind and your Desert Dragon brother in the time allotted, and you can have Sky free and clear, with safe passage to our borders. Fail, and unfortunately they will all die, your mother included. While you writhe on in madness, dealing with your failure as you may.”

	“I will kill you for this!” Dusk growled, utterly cold as he stood at the foot of the sapphire dais.

	“I would like to see you try.” King Markus spoke levelly, holding Dusk’s gaze with his terrible presence. “You have twenty-four hours to complete your task. Don’t count on your friends to come rescue you; I have placed a large army at my borders to resist Reginald Durant and Rhennic Erdhelm’s forces so they cannot arrive in time to save you. Any other allies of yours caught sneaking into Crystal Dragon territory will be detained until all this is over. No one is coming. Adrian is dying and Layla is alone, far down in the black and beginning to lose air.”

	Flicking his fingers at a massive crystal hourglass Layla hadn’t seen in her vision until just now, King Markus had his enormous emerald drakes turn the hourglass upside down, starting a flow of glittering sands within. As they began to sift into a small pile at the bottom of the enormous glass, King Markus gave Dusk a terrible smile.

	“You have twenty-four hours. You may begin your Trials.”

	The vision snapped out and Layla saw no more. But even as she breathed hard in astonishment, her hands still resting upon the shard in Adrian’s chest, she heard him groan. Adrian’s fingers gripped hers and Layla knew she had to hurry; too late she had the thought that King Markus’ prison of crystal had probably been extending Adrian’s life, to at least make it to the twenty-four hour mark. 

	But even as she had that thought, she felt the diamond sands of Markus’ power deep within her shift yet again. As they did, the whisper of a voice rose in her mind, like a sad ghost. 

	You can save him. If you take us from Markus… you can save your Desert drake.

	“What? How?” Layla breathed, astonished and wondering who was contacting her.

	Rise up. Rise up and find us.

	As Layla heard that wisp of thought, she suddenly felt like the entire expanse of diamond sand within her was speaking. As if the source King Markus used to create his power had voices, had a mind or even many minds, Layla could feel them urging her to rise and search for something important to them. They would help her save Adrian, and they could, but she had to do something for them first before they were able to. 

	Suddenly, Layla understood she had to answer them before she could continue trying to shatter King Markus’ cruel shard protruding from Adrian’s chest.	

	“Adrian, I have to do something before I can break this shard.” Layla spoke to him quickly.

	“Hurry.” He breathed, his voice extremely weak now as more froth bubbled at the corners of his mouth. 

	“Hold on. Be strong for me.” Layla spoke quickly, giving him a kiss on the lips as she released her grip on the shard. Straightening, Layla gazed around the octagonal catacomb, feeling how deep it was underground. By now, Dusk was somewhere in the Thin Ways, the ancient Crystal Dragon passages beneath the earth, searching for her. But trapped in this octagonal room with its milky white walls and floor, lit by the glowing white-blue crystals all around, Layla had no clue if Dusk could feel her or not. As she looked around, she realized she couldn’t feel him through their Bind either – as if the octagonal room was somehow insulated from the outside world. 

	Dusk couldn’t help them. It was up to her to save Adrian, and to do that, Layla had to feel her way through the puzzle of the diamond sands. With a growl, she stepped away from Adrian. Pacing the room, she slid a hand over the milky walls, a vicious fury rising inside her. Layla twisted, furious about Markus trying to control her Bind-magic, terrified for Adrian, her heart breaking for Dusk. As she growled again, walking the room and trying to figure out what she was supposed to do, she suddenly felt that vast diamond sand within her resonate with her own emotions. 

	Just as furious as she was, just as terrified, and just as heartbroken. 

	As Layla felt that resonance between her and the diamond sand, she suddenly felt it move. Shifting and whirling inside her, it was as if a hot desert wind had picked it all up, swirling it into a rageful funnel. As Layla felt that vicious motion inside her and all the wrathful power behind it, she suddenly couldn’t hold it in anymore. As she unleashed her fury in a roar, it came out broad and deep, thundering with bass notes she didn’t normally have in her own Dragon’s voice.

	Thundering with thousands of voices at once.

	As the wall before her shimmered in a long line of writhing golden veins beneath her fingertips, Layla stepped back in sudden shock. Her fingertips fell from the wall and the effect faded. But Layla knew what she had seen; what she had done. Somehow, her roar with the power of the diamond sand had passed into the wall through her fingertips. It had manipulated the crystal wall, resonated with it – and as Layla stared at the wall, she knew she could repeat it.

	Find us.

	The ghostly voice within her now seemed like thousands of voices as Layla faced the wall, setting both palms against it. Feeling its milky smoothness, she closed her eyes, digging deep. Spiraling back down into the place that held her Dragon, she took a breath. Burrowing her Dragon down into the vast diamond sands, Layla let it rage. She let the furious drakaina inside her roar and heave, shuddering up all that vast expanse in a tremendous wave of searing fury. Using all her emotions, every roar inside her soul, Layla whipped those sands up high inside her.

	And they were like an animal as they rose to her call, wild-eyed and rageful.

	With a swirl of scalding heat through her veins, Layla felt her fury lock to theirs. Unleashed as she opened some place inside her that normally kept her tremendous rage in check, she felt her fury come like a demon, as that spinning, snarling expanse of diamond sand came with it. Spiraling up inside her, the tremendous force of all that rage spilled out of her mouth in a primal scream, a terrible, thundering roar that contained all the vicious wrath of her drakaina – plus all those voices in the diamond sand.

	The sound she made shuddered the wall before Layla, spiraling golden lines out from her palms as the entire wall lit in a vast wave. Suddenly, Layla knew that by using King Markus’ power in the diamond sands, she could break that wall. Dredging up an annihilating fury, Layla slammed her palms against the wall, roaring again from the seat of her being, and the combined effect of her fury plus those sands within her was like thunder as it pummeled into the wall – spiderwebbing the whole thing out from Layla’s palms in enormous golden cracks.

	Layla’s drakaina surged in triumph, the entire chamber rang with echoes like a bell. As she hammered her fists against the cracks now, roaring with the diamond-sands, then spun into a vicious attack-maneuver with her palms together, shoving power at the wall, Layla felt a hammer of force leave her body.

	It exploded. Like a bomb had hit the milky wall, it blasted apart, each massive shard gold-edged as if gilded by Layla’s power. Throwing up a fast shield of wind, Layla was thrown down to the floor from the force of her blast. As the wall exploded out, enormous masses of glittering gemstone in a wealth of colors were suddenly tumbling down upon her from behind the wall. And as they poured down, Layla realized what she was seeing. 

	Bones. 

	Thousands upon thousands of Crystal Dragon bones.


CHAPTER 29 – DIAMOND
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It took everything Layla had to hold her shield-wall as that mass of Crystal Dragon bones poured down over her, scattering across the octagonal catacomb and crashing into the walls. As she watched the bones come, Layla realized what she was seeing behind the catacomb’s broken wall – masses of dis-articulated Crystal Dragon bones piled in a tremendous underground grave that reached back three hundred feet or more into a dark hall. So vast that the light from Layla’s location couldn’t even reach it, she stared with enormous eyes as those bones, some huge as mammoth or dinosaur bones, poured down upon her. 

	As the cascade finally stopped from the mass grave like the catacombs beneath Paris, Layla heard a whirling, screaming sound rush through her oubliette. With a terrible wind, Layla was suddenly assaulted with roaring tremolos of power like she, Dusk, and Adrian had experienced in Egypt. With the unleashing of their bones, the unrestful Crystal Dragon dead to whom those bones belonged had also been unleashed – and they were furious, racing around Layla with a ringing roar that shook her and Adrian’s underground prison like earthquakes beneath a crystal mountain. Covering her ears, Layla wanted to hide from that tremendous sound, but even as she shrank back, the drakaina inside her took charge. With a violent roar, Layla screamed all her borrowed Crystal power into that maelstrom, bringing that surging, careening noise to an abrupt halt. 

	As one, she felt the bodiless spirits of the Crystal dead turn to stare at her.

	And as one, Layla felt their attention in each grain of diamond sand inside her.

	They were the same. Layla could feel it as she dropped her shield-wall, letting it dissipate to curls of golden fire in the air. Like the entire chamber breathed, she could feel thousands of dead Royal Crystal Dragons listening, waiting, not just outside her but within her. And in that pause, Layla knew that somehow, Markus Ambrose had harnessed the power of his dead Royals by trapping them down here.

	Entombed but never put to rest. 

	As Layla felt all that tremendous energy funneling in through every compass point, she knew there were similar mass graves behind every wall of the catacomb. As she realized it, she felt the power of thousands, even tens of thousands of dead Royals, funneling into the octagonal room and straight up through the crystal dome – right up into Markus’ throne hall high above. Markus had trapped his dead and used his unique resonance to harness their power to his. It had grown his power exponentially. With each foe he killed, with each battle won against others of his own kind, he had trapped them down here to live for eternity, unrestful and enraged.

	As he used his crystal palace to hold them imprisoned – forcing their power to be chained to his resonance forever.

	It was ugly. It was so, so ugly, and as Layla had that thought, she suddenly knew what to do. Laying her hands on the nearest glittering bone, dark green like malachite, she closed her eyes, summoning a tremendous resonance up from deep within. With a soaring hum from her magics, she used the vast diamond power within her to press a spinning, rumbling sound deep inside the bone at her fingertips. As she did, it sublimated beneath her hands like green glass, turning to a malleable liquid. Amazed, Layla glanced down, but the sands within her knew what to do. Her hands moved, sculpting that substance like taffy – coaxing it into a new shape. As the crystal was re-shaped into a massive sigil beneath her hands like a strange Egyptian hieroglyph, she felt the spirit within the bone cry out. As her hands found the final shape for it, the hieroglyph brightened. 

	And as she finished, she felt the bone’s spirit rise up inside her from those vast sands, glittering like the shining malachite symbol inside her body.

	You have released me from him.

	Layla heard the voice distinctly in her mind, a Crystal Dragon woman about Layla’s own age, killed long ago, but who had been a powerful First of her clan in Romania over a millennia ago. “Released you from whom?” Layla breathed even though she already knew, the room around her vibrating with aware Crystal Dragon dead, listening.

	King Markus. The voice came again inside Layla’s mind. I did my Trials. I succeeded. He invited me to his quarters in the palace, and then…

	Suddenly, the spirit inside Layla screamed with such a horrible sound that tremors reverberated all through Layla’s bones. She saw a series of images in her mind. Markus, trying to rape the young raven-haired woman, to take her as a concubine so she would give him powerful sons. Her fighting his resonance in her body, screaming and roaring up fast into her Dragon. She was quick and fierce, but Markus was vicious and faster. In moments, he’d pinned her as his beast – and torn her head off in his jaws.

	Layla felt the young Royal Crystal Dragon woman roar as she saw the mass grave behind the wall, as the woman discovered what Layla had figured out already. That all the Royals not subservient enough to obey King Markus were here, sequestered deep beneath the palace as their power was stolen from their unrestful bones and used by the man they despised. Deep inside Layla, the Crystal Dragon woman gave a furious snarl, feeling what was being done to her people. And she became aware of something else, also – that the energy of the dead was being used by King Markus to control his living Royals. He was using his Lineage’s dead to subdue its living, the dead trapped inside the confines of the palace but the living coerced to remain there.

	All of them, being used against their will.

	And both Layla and the dead Crystal Dragon Royal within her knew it had to stop.

	You are a Bind. The woman suddenly spoke inside Layla’s body. I feel it, as I once felt it when I met a Bind in life. Take me. Bind me. Add my power to yours directly and take it from King Markus. I would rather serve someone in love than in terror, and Binds do nothing without love. Take me. Use my power – and break him at last.

	Layla’s drakaina didn’t even need to be asked twice. With a tremendous roar, Layla felt her golden power sweep up the spirit of the Royal Crystal Dragon woman, pouring her power directly into Layla like dark green lightning through Layla’s veins. Layla cried out, shuddering with agony and ecstasy as her flesh tried to roil and split – but the Crystal Dragon woman now Bound to her stopped her shift. 

	Putting Layla’s hands to the next nearest bone, the Bound woman whispered. More. Take them also. We will come to you. We will come to you, and kill him.

	Layla moved on instinct as a tremendous resonance poured through her now, not Markus’ or even Dusk’s magic anymore, but the amazingly strong woman she had Bound, shuddering her power through Layla’s body and out her hands. Sublimating the next bone from another Royal into luminous citrine, Layla sculpted another sigil, flaring it to completion. She felt that Royal, a strong Royal Crystal Dragon man of advanced age like Norbu Gyatso, flood into her and be instantly oriented by the woman. He assented to the Bind, and before Layla knew it, his power had joined the woman’s.

	Moving Layla’s hands to the next bone, and the next, and the next.

	One after another, the restless spirits of dead Royal Crystal Dragons flooded Layla’s body. Hot and bright, cool and luminous, they were like every color of stars in the sky as they blazed through her, each one of similar power to Dusk, or greater. These were the ones Markus had not been able to control, so he had killed them. They were his rebels, his outcasts, his challengers – each with a story of woe done at Markus’ hands.

	They were furious.

	And they wanted him dead. 

	As Layla’s body surged with a hundred souls Bound inside her now, her magic suddenly flared, thrusting Layla up from her knees in the middle of all those luminous sigils and screaming a massive shockwave through her body. As she roared with the voices of a hundred Royal Crystal Dragons at once, the octagonal walls around her exploded. Bones of the dead came pouring out all around, and Layla’s power swept them up in a bright wind of golden fire now – brushing her fingers past them all and sublimating them instantly to her touch.

	They were hers. They were all hers, Bound willingly to destroy their mutual enemy. They were hers and Layla screamed beneath the pressure of a thousand souls inside her now, so many hearts burning bright inside her body. Her skin glowed with it, her veins burst with it, mottling her skin with bright lines of gold through the white. Screaming with a thousand Crystal Dragon voices, Layla could suddenly feel the resonance of Adrian’s heart, beating weaker as he struggled to hang on. Layla didn’t know how to heal him.

	But all those dead Crystal Dragons within her did.

	Heaving up the floor of the oubliette, the spirits sublimated it, lifting Layla in a wave straight to Adrian. He was deathly pale in his broken sarcophagus, but even as Layla set her hands to the shard of crystal thrust through his chest, she could feel the faint beat of his heart with her new resonant senses. The Crystal Dragons within her didn’t even bother trying to figure out Markus’ unique signature on the shard that prevented it from shattering. They simply shifted Layla’s hand into talons of diamond-light and seized the shard – ripping it from Adrian’s chest.

	He screamed. He roared with the voice of his Dragon as it came out, but even as blood flew and Layla tossed the shard away, Adrian’s body was already drawing on the tremendous power of the dead flooding Layla – and him now – through the Bind. Layla had hardly set a hand to Adrian’s wound when she felt it roaring to a close as Adrian shifted beneath her, then again, and again – healing himself each time by the power of the Crystal dead. 

	It took moments. Only moments, before Adrian was himself again upon the bier, gasping hard and fully healed. Seizing Layla’s taloned hand and pressing it to his chest, Adrian roared with a vast shockwave of power. Like a star falling through the sky, Layla felt Adrian smelt his power into all those dead Royal Crystal Dragons, burning with an intensity like suns whirling through galaxies. A sea of diamond-bright fire exploded from Adrian, rushing through the catacombs and sublimating each and every last bone into glass, forming thousands of molten sigils simultaneously. His action hammered the combined power of the remaining Crystal Dragon dead straight into the Bind, and with a scream, Layla’s body arched like a bow as thousands upon thousands of souls rushed into her in an annihilating fire. 

	They came. They all came, and power flooded Layla unlike anything she had ever known, bright like a star going supernova. As the last of the dead Royal Crystal Dragons filled Layla’s veins, bound to her now and no one else, she suddenly felt King Markus’ vast sands within her become very small. He’d lost the magic of his dead, though he still mostly controlled the magic of his living Royals still inside the palace. 

	As Adrian surged up fast from his bier to catch Layla as she collapsed from all the power surging through her, that tremendous energy inside Layla suddenly spiraled out in all directions. Blistering through the broken walls of the oubliette that had kept it contained, it exploded outward, seeking the final ingredient needed to take Markus down. For though Layla and Adrian had talents that could be wielded through the Bind, only one living man had what it took to channel the entirety of this energy in a fight. Only one man had the real diamonds of compassion in his heart to do what needed to be done.

	Dusk.

	As Layla thought about him, it was as if the thousands of Crystal dead inside her suddenly entrained to Dusk’s resonance. Layla felt him then in the Thin Ways, battling for his life against Vampire Revenants. Hemmed in, she could feel his vast fatigue as they drained him over and over as he fought; dashing through underground hallways, opening nodes, searching in vain for any trace of Layla or Adrian’s resonances far beneath the earth. His anguish in his Trials had driven Vampire Revenants to him like sharks to a feeding frenzy, and now he was trapped in a blind-end hall of bloody ruby light – blasting Revenants back on all sides as their tentacles of leeching black smoke shot in. 

	There were too many. As Dusk weakened, Layla knew it was far too many for him to fight, upwards of a hundred Revenants now rushing around him. They shot their tentacles in when he wasn’t looking, draining him as he battled, slowly but surely making his power fail as he faced another and another and another on all sides now. 

	But Layla had power, and the Crystal dead did, too. Thrusting a hand in Dusk’s direction, Layla and the Crystal dead pummeled power through every wall and passage between them, through every portal and arrow-slit deep beneath the earth. The roar of a thousand Royal Crystal Dragons thrust up around Dusk in a solid shield, spikes thrusting from its surface with shockwaves of sound, hammering Vampire Revenants back. 

	Concussions smote the earth as Revenants shrieked in dismay, rushing back fast from that bright shield surrounding Dusk. But there was nowhere they could run from so many enraged Crystal Dragon souls all at once. Like the world’s nastiest bomb, Layla felt it as that crystal wall shattered, spearing thousands of shards through each Revenant. The sound the shards emitted up-tuned to a terrible, screeching energy like harpies. It was a sound unlike anything Layla had ever heard, but she suddenly knew that at least one or two of the dead Royals had once annihilated Vampire Revenants this way in the past. As that Royal taught all the others how to kill Revenants with its screeching, nails-on-a-blackboard vibration, Layla felt them all come into a massive concordance.

	Driving that sound right through the Revenants and blasting them apart to nothing.

	Heaving hard breaths on his knees at the center of the devastation, Dusk’s eyes were wide as the Crystal dead had their moment. But in the next moment, he roared as all their vibrations came flooding into his body through the Bind. Dusk was up fast, no trace of fatigue left in him as he came for Layla, knowing the way now from the Crystal dead inside him. She felt him blast through walls back along the wave of power she had thrust at him, ripping apart a few last Vampire Revenants with terrible sapphire-diamond lances of that same screeching energy he now knew how to wield from the Crystal dead within him. 

	Dusk was a falling star as he came for her. He was a comet in the darkness as he blasted through hall after hall, diamond-fire blazing in his eyes. As he crashed through the last wall, striding through the sublimated mass of bone-sigils, he pushed them all back with his power.

	Rushing to her and Adrian, and seizing them fiercely in his arms.

	Staring up at Dusk as tears poured from her eyes, Layla saw the same pouring from Dusk’s eyes also as he laughed and sobbed to have found her and Adrian. Adrian was the same, laughing his jubilant glory to the vaults above as he clasped Dusk fiercely in his arms, kissing him upon the brow with a swift growl. 

	And then Dusk was kissing Layla, and she forgot all else as she spiraled up, deep into the brightness of the cosmos. As Dusk rolled a tremendous rumble through her veins, he smoothed all that jangled, uncoordinated power in the Bind into one tremendous sapphire ocean. As he did, Layla felt her eyes burn. With a gasp, she suddenly stood strong on her feet. Turning in Dusk’s arms, Layla stared up at him as he gazed down at her with terrible all-diamond eyes, tinged with the barest ring of sapphire now. And Layla knew hers were the same as they held each other – a fierce power burning all through her now.

	For retribution.


CHAPTER 30 – RETRIBUTION
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Holding each other close, Layla could feel the strength of the Bind in all its diamond-fire glory as it rushed through her, Adrian, and Dusk. But they had no reprieve as Layla suddenly felt a roar blast straight through her from King Markus far above in his palace. He had felt her take the Crystal Dragon dead from him, and he was furious. He’d not expected Layla to understand how to wield Crystal power enough to even break her sarcophagus, much less figure out how to wrest all those dead Dragons from him by sublimating their bones. 

	And now, as a spike of fury shot straight through Layla from the King far above, she clutched her chest, gasping in pain. But it was a far-away sensation as the Crystal dead inside her buffered Markus’ fury. Even though he was still wound into her Bind, still using his magic to resonate and manipulate hers, it was a small thing now compared to the thousands of Royal Crystal Dragons currently affecting the Bind. 

	But it was enough for Layla to feel a sudden pang that she had let him down. That she had betrayed Markus, and was about to do more. There was just enough connection between them in the Bind for her to feel a sudden terrible sensation in her heart – a feeling of love for King Markus Ambrose.

	“Christ!” Layla gasped as Adrian and Dusk held her close. 

	“What is it?” Dusk growled possessively as Layla looked up.

	“King Markus. He’s still trying to control the Bind with his resonance. Since I have so many Crystal Dragons in here now, it’s not much. But I still feel…”

	“Love.” Adrian spoke with a dark growl. “Like you do for us.”

	“Fuck!” Dusk growled with a thundering shudder through the floor. “I’m going to tear him apart from asshole to elbows!”

	But Dusk had no more time to say anything else as a tremendous tone rang down from the palace far above, straight to their oubliette. It was so loud, Layla and the others clapped hands to their ears, but it was a pure sound that couldn’t be shut out. Layla could feel King Markus’ vast pleasure as he conjured that sound, driving it down by the force of all his living Royals and channeling it through the crystal palace straight to their location. 

	But as the tone passed away and nothing happened, Layla removed her hands from her ears, glancing at Dusk and Adrian with a confused look similar to theirs. “What the fuck was that?”

	“Nothing we want to find out about, I’m sure.” Dusk spoke with a fierce growl, glancing around. “Come on, let’s find a way out of here before Markus has time to figure out we’re all free.”

	“Too late, I think.” Adrian gave a furious growl as he glanced to the blast-hole Dusk had made in the far room of glittering crystal bone-sigils. Raising his hands, Adrian whirled them in a quick movement like Kung Fu, manifesting an enormous ball of fire between his palms. “I think King Markus just rang the dinner-bell. And we’re the dinner.” 

	The fire that manifested between Adrian’s palms was smelted like diamond-fire, Layla saw, a blinding white heat and light from having so many Crystal Dragons in the Bind now. As Layla felt the tremendous power in Adrian’s manifestation, the trio stepped quickly back-to-back in a fighting ring. It was then that Layla felt what Adrian had already; a massive surge of darkness surrounding their oubliette. Through Dusk’s blast-hole, that nasty wave of darkness suddenly came pouring in, as if the tone King Markus made had summoned it. Like a wall of night, it flowed over the bone-sigils, darkening everything in a vast sea. Pouring in like an endless tide, it was unstoppable, and Layla felt Dusk and Adrian come to fighting-alertness as that devouring midnight surrounded them.

	“Revenants!” Dusk growled. “Gods, I’ve never seen so many!”

	As Dusk raised his hands, manifesting enormous spikes of diamond-fire crystal in the air, shrieking with the same terrible sound he’d used to kill Revenants in the tunnels, Layla looked into that seething, roiling mass. She could feel thousands of Vampire Revenants surging around them, ready to attack. King Markus had summoned them with his tone, exactly like calling hounds in with a dinner-bell. And it wasn’t just the ones in the room. Thousands more were coming, Layla knew, as the Crystal Dragon dead within her spread their combined senses wide.

	Hundreds of thousands – coming in from the Thin Ways all over the earth.

	“Incoming!” Adrian roared, as a thick rope of darkness suddenly shot at them, followed by a dozen more. Heaving his ball of smelted diamond-fire at them as Dusk threw crystal-fire lances, they were a blaze of motion as dozens more tentacles of night assaulted their trio, trying to take them down. And though Dusk and Adrian were fast with their defensive attacks, they weren’t fast enough to hold back such a tremendous force – growing larger by the moment as more Vampire Revenants came flooding in.

	As the walls of the bone-troves began to shatter all around them, black night flooding in from every direction, Adrian and Dusk roared in tandem. As if they had one mind, they suddenly left off their attacks, simultaneously taking enormous breaths – and roaring out a smelted ring of luminous diamond-fire all around their trio. They’d harnessed the power of the dead inside the Bind, and the ring of white plasma they’d breathed seared back Revenants in all directions – that flowing, shimmering fire devouring Revenants right and left as it rang with the horrible wight-killing sound. 

	As Layla readied her hands with white-hot fire also, she saw fire-diamond scales blossom at Adrian’s temples and cheekbones like a Crystal Dragon. Likewise, Dusk’s skin burst with a nimbus of etheric diamond-fire like a Desert Dragon, to have channeled so much power through their bodies from the dead. As they heaved hard breaths, pumping more power into their barrier with each roar, massive red-diamond talons shot from Adrian’s fingers, huge diamond-sapphire talons from Dusk’s. They were both suddenly growing, shifting, shredding their clothing with spines shooting from their shoulders and serrated scales blossoming in curling patterns all over their bodies.

	Both fully half-shifted like Norbu Gyatso. 

	Now Dragon-men ten feet tall, Dusk and Adrian were scaled with fantastic patterns of gold-diamond light through their natural colorings. Huge spines of light flowed from their shoulders and skulls, massive Dragon-horns corkscrewing back from their temples with vivid light. As both roared in unison again, flaring the plasma wall around them thirty feet high, Layla suddenly felt a warning surge from the thousands of Royal Crystal Dragons inside her Bind.

	Gripping Dusk’s scaled arm in a hand like taloned steel, Layla roared above the battle. “We can’t hold! Hundreds of thousands of Revenants are coming! Markus summoned them from all over the earth!”

	“Fuck!” Dusk cursed, though in his Dragon-man stature, what came out was mostly growl. Breathing another gout of diamond-plasma into the barrier, Dusk roared at Adrian. “Adrian! We need to go!”

	“Anytime!” Adrian roared back, whirling as he breathed another massive gout of flame into the barrier also. 

	“Markus’ throne hall is directly above us!” Layla roared above the din of screeching Revenants and roaring plasma-fire. “The dead can take us up, but we have to go now! Even the Bind can’t hold the thousands of souls inside me for long!”

	“I’m ready.” Dusk growled as he suddenly faced her, his diamond-white eyes blazing with fury in his man-Dragon face as he caught her close. “I’m ready to face my King. Send us up. And when we arrive – take all the souls of the dead and thrust them into me through the Bind. I’ll do the rest.”

	“I will.” Layla breathed. Within her, she felt the thousands of souls sing with the same voice, knowing Dusk would do what had to be done. Layla was the Bind, but she didn’t have the bones of a Crystal Dragon. Dusk did. He would be their champion – and they would let all their combined power be funneled into him at the right moment.

	“Ready?!” Dusk roared to Adrian, as he clutched Layla close to his Dragon-body. 

	Whirling in, Adrian caught them both close also, wrapping them firmly in his arms. “Ready!”

	“NOW!” Dusk roared.

	As if called by the man they wished to be their King, Layla felt all those dead souls inside her thrust up, the dead ringing the chamber as the ceiling was blasted out above. There was nothing directly above them – only a long crystal chute that went miles up to darkness through which Markus normally drained the dead. Funneling their tremendous power up the crystal chute, the dead heaved Layla, Dusk, and Adrian up on a column of pure sound. Clinging to Dusk with Adrian wrapped around them, Layla felt that enormous roar shoot them up like an express elevator into the black. But where the sound went, the crystal walls of the chute rang like an orchestra, thundering them up higher, faster. Before Layla knew it, the floor of the throne hall had been blasted away above them, and they were thrust up on that column of sound into the hall – as the entire roar of the Crystal Dragon dead flowed suddenly into Dusk.

	Layla let it. She felt her body give the souls of the Crystal dead away through the Bind, leaving only the barest thread still connected to herself and Adrian. All that power was channeled into Dusk as they hit the throne hall, skidding across its slick floors. Dusk was a maelstrom of light as he shifted into a Crystal drake of such enormous size that he dwarfed even the heights of the domes. As Layla rolled out of the way with Adrian, she swirled up into her Desert Dragon in a rush of golden fire and wind, as Adrian did the same. 

	But it was too late. King Markus had felt their arrival. Even as their trio roared fast into their Dragons, King Markus and his living Royals were ready. The throne hall was packed ten deep all around with hundreds of enormous Crystal Dragons in Dragon-form. 

	As one, they emitted a terrible roar as Dusk, Layla, and Adrian faced off with them at the edge of the blasted-out hole in the floor. Glittering and massive, their fierce gemstone eyes were fixed on the trio as if they had but one mind. Layla felt the horrible ability of King Markus Ambrose yoking them together into one purpose. He couldn’t control their minds or hearts, but he could control their bodies and magics. As Layla and her men faced off in snarling Dragon-form with that terrible mass of gemstone malevolence all around, Layla felt how the Crystal Royals were being puppeted like the most awful marionette show. Some wanted to fight; others didn’t. Some supported Markus; others despised him. But all of them hated being used like this, having their free will taken away.

	Having their very bodies hijacked from them. 

	Up on his high dais, Markus had whirled into an enormous Dragon to rival Dusk’s, sparkling with plates of pure diamond as opposed to Dusk’s shimmering scales of diamond and vivid sapphire. He dwarfed his crystal throne, and as he opened his maw and roared at their trio, his Royals all roared as one. Layla felt them surge; she felt their oncoming attack like some massive inhalation inside her bones.

	But Dusk wasted no time. With a shuddering roar like stars blasting together, he shot the entirety of his borrowed energy from the Crystal dead at the highest vaults of the throne hall. It exploded the crystal vaults above, blasting away the entire roof and shattering every stained-crystal window and skylight. As debris hurled out over the entire palace, the heights suddenly opened to the wide February night – the last light leaving the azure sky as Dusk roared to the world, shuddering the entire city with the power of thousands of Crystal dead through the Bind. 

	The sound was enormous. As the upper reaches of the throne hall blasted apart, the Crystal dead were suddenly freed from whatever enchantments Markus had in this space. As Dusk roared, that sound smote the entire assembly of living Crystal Royals, thundering his enormous shockwave through them. Every Dragon surrounding them was suddenly knocked unconscious in that furious blast-wave – just like Markus had done to Layla in his rooms times a thousand. 

	Only Markus himself was not affected by that sound – and Layla and Adrian, whom the Crystal spirits were insulating through the Bind. But as his Royals were knocked out, falling in a wave of thudding flesh and scales to lay motionless upon the floor, King Markus was suddenly relieved of his last borrowed power source. He’d already lost the Crystal dead trapped beneath the palace. And now as the Crystal living were knocked unconscious all around him, he had only his own power to draw on.

	But it was enough.

	As Markus surged up in fury, roaring so hard it shattered broken-topped columns all around, madness shone in his all-diamond eyes. Dusk roared back. Swirling into a thick wind-dome as the two massive Crystal drakes faced off, Adrian and Layla could only weather the storm. Layla felt Adrian focus on a sound, blasting it to her through their Bind. It was his remembered sound of crystal singing bowls being rung in an orchestra, from when he and Layla had calmed Dusk back at Riad Rhakvir. But rather than soothe Dusk now, that sound suddenly took all the power of the Crystal dead inside him and smoothed it into a might so enormous that Layla quailed.

	Wondering if this battle might just blast the world apart.

	The Crystal palace shattered around them as Markus blasted Dusk first with a shockwave of terrible power. With fury in his eyes, Dusk’s roar shattered fault lines through the floor, and Layla heard a terrible sound as the entire Crystal Palace cracked for a mile as his power rolled the earth in a tremendous wave. That wave unsteadied Markus, but he had tricks, and he was old. Surging in close, Markus used a rolling wave in the earth to hammer Dusk bodily, slamming his massive diamond-spiked head into Dusk’s broad sapphire chest. Dusk was thrown five hundred feet, slamming into a column and shattering it as he roared in pain. Sapphire-red blood flowed from Dusk’s chest, but he was nearly as fast as Markus, whipping his massive spiked tail and slamming Markus in the face. Layla felt more than saw Markus’ left eye shatter as he roared in pain, white-red blood leaking out from six deep rents in his face and cheek. 

	Markus charged again. Suddenly, the fighting drakes were a blur of sound and motion and terrible muscled force; colliding, roaring, biting, and raking with thunderous talons. They smashed into columns; they brought the throne hall down all around as the earth heaved, breaking the ground and thrusting it up into sundered promontories and depressions. 

	Layla and Adrian suddenly had only one job as the battle raged – protecting themselves and the unconscious Crystal Dragons from the sundering palace and breaking earth. With a twinned roar, Layla and Adrian expanded their wind-shields, bolstered by the dead inside Layla’s Bind, whirling hundreds of unconscious Dragons into a tight pile. Cocooning unconscious Dragons with thick flows of wind, they swept away shattered crystal shards and kept them from falling into the Thin Ways and dark pits opening all around. Layla roared with agony and ecstasy as power unlike anything she’d ever known surged through her. Her Dragon’s tears were diamond-fire, her winds bursting with smelted plasma as she felt her magic twist so hard into Adrian’s that they became one. 

	And yet, it was barely enough to keep everyone safe as the entire palace came down over the whole hilltop. Surging, roaring, biting, thundering, the two Crystal drakes were still at it, both bleeding profusely now. Markus was a formidable beast, even with just his own energy to draw upon. His attacks were efficient and precise, his magics tightly-honed into lance-deep strikes that put Dusk off-balance again and again. 

	But Dusk used his own power and heart to channel the dead, coordinating all that enormous might into wave after wave of blistering, earth-shattering attacks. Layla could feel Dusk learning from the dead; deep within his bones they whispered of this maneuver or that which had been effective against Markus in the past. Slowly but surely, it was working – putting Markus off-balance now. And as Markus at last began to tire, bleeding from countless wounds, he backed off, catching his breath. 

	But suddenly, Markus glanced to Layla within her cocoon of wind. In his cunning mind, Layla felt his tactics change. She felt Markus suddenly shift his power – flooding everything he had into the Bind. Stars burst in Layla’s Dragon-vision as her body suddenly felt on-fire with power – and a deep feeling of love. Markus’ energy had dug into the Bind through the link they still shared, flaring the love Layla’s Bind manifested when she Bound someone. It was a manipulation of her power, but it was effective, King Markus’ resonance already twisting her, turning her. 

	Making her drop her fire-shields and focus all of her terrible power, currently twined with Adrian’s – against Dusk.

	Dusk didn’t see it coming. He didn’t see her turn, inhaling to blast him with a plasma-fire backed by all of King Markus’ energy. But the Crystal dead did. Before Layla could exhale, the Crystal dead surged inside Dusk. His earth-shattering roar gathered up debris from the entire throne hall in an inhalation of sound that swallowed the world. And in a reverse shockwave, Dusk hurled that mass of crystal together into a meteor high above the palace, hammering it together in the air with a sudden, terrible crash. 

	As that mass of crystal blasted together far above King Markus, just as Layla’s out-breath of fire began, Markus looked up in surprise. His connection to Layla faltered; her fire ceased. And like a single mind, the Crystal dead rushed through Layla’s Bind just as that white mass of debris hurtled down. As Layla screamed at the mass with all the golden overtones of her drakaina, and Dusk roared at it with all the power of his drake, and Adrian roared with all the fires of the world into that mass, Layla felt her, Dusk, and Adrian’s powers smelt together; entirely. She felt their magics crash together and sublimate – as the Crystal dead thrust all their power into the falling debris also.

	Smelting the debris into a liquid-hot comet of diamond – and hurtling it down onto King Markus. 

	He didn’t even have a chance to roar. With a horrible crunch, it crushed him to the sapphire dais, smelting his body into its tremendous mass. Melting like diamond-hot lava over the throne and dais, that enormous smelted pool surged out in a wave. It was only by a fast move from Dusk that Sky’s sarcophagus was thrust back from that bright-hot liquid. As Layla and Adrian whirled, blasting all the unconscious Royals back with a funnel of wind, sliding them fast across the broken throne hall to its furthest reaches, that mass of sublimated diamond, sapphire, Crystal Dragon King, and palace went pouring down the hole they’d come up.

	Down into the oubliette of the dead far below.


CHAPTER 31 – KING
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Silence enveloped the throne hall. It was quickly broken by groans as Royal Crystal Dragons all around began shifting down fast into their human forms and coming to from unconsciousness. Stumbling up and gazing wide-eyed upon the shattered mess of the throne hall, shock took their faces as they discovered their King was no longer present. Swirling back down into his human self, Dusk had fallen to his knees in the carnage, and even as Layla condensed back down to human also with that terrible sensation of ripping and crunching seething through her bones, she ran to him. She fell to her knees with him as he curled her into his naked arms. As he gave a hard sob-laugh, kissing her lips, his jubilant roar rang through the broken hall. 

	“He’s dead! He’s dead. Markus Ambrose is dead.”

	It was strangely bizarre, like Dusk had announced the Wicked Witch of the West was dead in Oz. As Layla laughed with Dusk, curling him close, Adrian came to them also, falling to his knees and curling them into his lean, naked body with his jubilant laugh ringing in their ears. Adrian held them both, he and Dusk pressing Layla’s lips with kisses alternately as Adrian’s warm winds curled around them all. 

	Their bodies were so warm from their tremendous feats of magic, but even as they pressed together, Layla felt the spirits of the Crystal Dragon dead sigh from her. They had been put to rest at last, smelted in with the King’s remains and everything else far below. Like a tremendous breath of air, they broke their voluntary Bind with her, sighing away from her body.

	Leaving her Bind with her regular lovers free and clear.

	The Bind was free of Markus as well. As Layla laughed in Dusk’s arms, she felt a sweet vibration shudder from him as he held a hand out toward his mother’s sarcophagus. With a crack like thunder as the evening fell, soft and luminous, Layla felt Sky gasp awake. The stars shone above as Sky pushed up from her bier, hale and staring at the mess. As Layla held her Bound men and they held her, she felt Sky’s soft step approach – and then a richly brocaded cloak was draped around her.

	“You’ll all catch a chill in this cold. Come. Take my cloak.”

	Layla looked up, seeing the beautiful face of Sky Arlohaina smiling sweetly as she draped her sky-blue and gold cloak around Layla, Dusk, and Adrian. As Layla cuddled the cloak close, she realized it smelled like clean river water, Dusk’s mother’s scent almost the same as his. As Dusk glanced up at his mother, tears smote his eyes. And then he was surging up from their trio, embracing his mother fiercely as she embraced him back.

	As Adrian helped Layla to her feet, tucking Sky’s cloak around her, Layla watched mother and son reunite. With his classic open-heartedness, Dusk didn’t chastise his mother for never contacting him, and he wasn’t wrathful. He simply opened his heart and embraced her, closing his eyes and sinking deeply into their togetherness. Layla could feel a vast ease flow through his heart, as Sky embraced him deeply back.

	“My son!” She murmured softly. “My firstborn son! How I’ve missed you.”

	“Mother!” Dusk rasped, still clutching her close. “All these years I thought I could feel you, but I thought you were gone! I thought you were dead, even though I could still feel a thread of your resonance. But you were here the entire time!”

	“I wanted to contact you, so many times!” She breathed as they clutched each other. “But Markus was already furious that I had a son who was far more powerful than the ones I had given him. He wanted to kill you; he wanted any opportunity. He would dream about it at night, about the many ways he would manipulate you into coming here so he could end you. I couldn’t let that happen. So I let you believe I was dead, in the hopes you wouldn’t come try to rescue me.”

	Dusk choked. Gripping his mother fiercely, he whispered by her ear. “He is dead. He can never hurt you again. Markus will never hurt any of us, ever again.”

	Sky choked, clutching her son tighter. And then she broke, sobbing her heart out as Dusk held her. The rest of Markus’ concubines crowded close around her now, clutching ripped cloaks to their post-shift nakedness and holding Sky in a supportive knot. It was so tender that tears stung Layla’s eyes. She couldn’t imagine what these women had endured during Markus’ reign, nor how long some of them had been here. It was so awful she almost couldn’t think about it, knowing the women like the Romanian Royal Crystal Dragon had been the lucky ones. 

	They had died quickly to Markus’ menace – but these women had endured.

	Layla saw it now as they curled together in a loving group, flooding a harmonic wave through all of them, together. Dusk was part of it, and Layla saw him shudder, sloughing off the pain and horror of living under Markus’ rule for so long. As the court gathered close, clutching torn clothing around their nakedness and watching a deep healing take place among the concubines, Layla felt them all entrain into that vast, sweet harmonic. As a beautiful music hummed up to the broken vaults in the settling night, Layla saw other members of the palace who had been too weak to take part in the battle pour in through the hall’s blasted-out doors.

	Watching everything with enormous eyes.

	Someone moved forward, offering Dusk a men’s midnight blue cloak with gold and white embroidery and a high collar, which he accepted gratefully. Belting it around his nakedness, though his strong arms were bare through the cloak’s slits, it fit him perfectly like a royal Egyptian robe. As the concubines’ harmonic flooded the hall and clothed palace servants moved around giving their cloaks and jackets away to those still naked, Layla suddenly felt Dusk offer up his voice – standing tall in the ruined throne hall as his robust baritone echoed from every broken vault.

	“King Markus Ambrose is gone, slain by his wrathful dead.” Dusk spoke solemnly, separating a little from the concubines so he could address the hall. As the concubines moved aside, Layla wrapped her arm around Dusk, cuddling him as Adrian curled him close into their trio as well. 

	“Markus was a tyrant,” Dusk continued in his resonant power, “and like all tyrants, there comes a time when they must fall. All of you here have felt his terrible power; a power no Crystal Dragon should be able to wield – the ability to harmonize another’s body and dominate them, wielding their magic and using their self without permission. I abhor everything he was, and everything he stood for. But I love my people, and seeing you all now, seeing that Royals of every clan around the world still live, lightens my heart with joy. Long had I thought you all dead. Long had all your clans, believing Markus simply slew any who grew strong enough to oppose him. Yet now I know some were spared, and though I know also that many of you have suffered, I am glad you are alive.”

	There was motion in the hall, and Layla craned her neck as someone stepped forward through the mess – Davira Breneman, entirely naked though somehow still classy as fuck as if she still wore her businesswoman’s suit and black stiletto heels. Her labradorite eyes were enormous as she gazed upon Dusk, then Layla and Adrian. As she moved to the center of the hall, standing before Dusk, she suddenly sank down on both knees, looking up at Dusk with awe.

	“Clan First of Egypt,” she spoke solemnly, “we have seen great works today. Like the others in this palace, I feel the liberation of my Royal magic flowing freely through me now – a feeling I have not had in many centuries. It is a tremendous gift, and it brings me to tears to feel my freedom once more. I thank you, from the depths of my heart. I thank you, for the thousands of rageful dead now put to rest by your actions and that of your Bind and brother. Never have I been so impressed with the strength of heart you three possess. I would like to put forward a motion at once – to nominate you as our next King. You have fought King Markus and he is slain. I do not care if that was done through the power of your Bind or your own magic, only that your coming to us was its instigation. I feel you are a powerful First, and a deeply powerful Royal with a good heart. And that is what we need now in this time of tender re-awakening… a Crystal Dragon King with a good heart.”

	Silence consumed the broken hall as Davira held her posture of obeisance, gazing up at Dusk with a plea in her labradorite eyes. As Layla watched, she saw a wash of turquoise light flush through the dark-opal, feminine scales upon Davira’s cheekbones and temples, the same light flowing deep into her long black hair. 

	With a wry twist of lips, Dusk moved forward. Extending a hand, he gently helped her rise. 

	“Davira.” He spoke quietly. “I don’t want to be your King. I came here to break the tyranny of King Markus, and now it’s broken. Now more than ever, I want to return home to Egypt and re-build my lost clan.” Extending a hand to his mother, who took it with a bolstering smile, Dusk spoke again. “Two Egyptian Crystal Dragons yet live, and we will see our clan re-born.”

	“More than two.” A rumbling basso voice pummeled the air as a massive man with classical Egyptian features strode forward, ten other caramel-skinned men and women with him. “There are at least sixty of us who hail from the Egyptian clan here at the palace, my First, and fifty or so from the Tunisians. We would, more than anything, love to return home and rebuild what was lost.”

	As the man spoke, Layla saw at least a hundred others of the court move forward, all of them lovely and caramel-skinned in the way of north Africa, though she presumed quite a few of those were Tunisians.

	“It is well, and I would welcome it. Thank you.” Dusk smiled, vast pleasure beaming from his bright sapphire eyes. “And if my mother is still willing, I would love to resurrect the peace talks she once negotiated between the Egyptians and Tunisians. I have suspicion they were interrupted by foul play on the part of our former King.”

	“On that account, I can shed light.” Sky Arlohaina spoke, stepping forward and pinning the Egyptians and Tunisians with her fierce sky-blue eyes. “It was the treachery of King Markus who tore our peace treaty apart a hundred and fifty years ago. Some of you know only a time when war raged between our clans, but in recent times, we have mostly been at peace. A hundred and fifty years ago, I was working hard to forge a formal peace pact between many clans along the Nile and in North Africa, and it was then that King Markus interfered. He called me to court, to test for my Trials. And after he had claimed me as yet another concubine, he traveled to Tunisia and told their clan I had been a spy sent to gather intelligence on their wealth for an Egyptian invasion. Long have tensions simmered between our clans, and it was like gasoline on a bonfire. Markus encouraged the Tunisians to go to battle and bring down the clan who had held the ancient houses of Crystal Kings and Queens before he came to power.”

	“So Markus started the war.” Dusk spoke darkly, hatred seething off him to understand how it had all begun. “He pitted the Tunisians and Egyptians against each other so he could claim the wealth of both lands – and end any Royal lines that had endured through the generations.”

	“He was furious when you slipped through his talons, my son.” Sky Arlohaina spoke, looking to Dusk. “Part of acquiring me was to find you and kill you if you still lived. King Markus felt threatened by the old bloodlines that still lived in Egypt. And it was those old bloodlines that brought him down at last.”

	“Not just.” Dusk spoke, curling Layla beneath his arm as he set a hand to Adrian’s shoulder. “I could never have succeeded without our Bind. Though it gives me power, it changes me. I don’t know if I’m actually fit to lead this Lineage.”

	“Perhaps you’re more fit than you realize.” Davira spoke up, eyeballing Dusk with a shrewd gaze. “Even without the power of our Crystal dead flowing through you, you have abilities no other Crystal drake can replicate, thanks to your Bind. Not only could it make you a strong leader, but it would also intimidate any who seek to challenge our Lineage. Who wants to mess with a Lineage that has a King who can wield not only Crystal Dragon power but Desert, Storm, and Siren? I think it appropriate that you consider the Kingship – especially since you are the most powerful Royal we have now.”

	Dusk’s gaze became sad as he stared around the hall. Gazing back at him, the other Royals were riveted, watching history take place. And though they were strong, Layla saw how only Dusk had the maturity of diamond-light in his scales – only Dusk shed that ultra-bright luminescence through his hair and eyes and golden scale-lines. Though his coloring was still predominantly sapphire and might always be, Davira was right: he was the most powerful Royal they had now. Layla thought suddenly of old Norbu Gyatso, but he was a peaceful man, not a fighter. 

	As she looked back to Dusk, she saw him realize it, too.

	“I am no dictator.” Dusk spoke quietly, gazing around the hall as he inhaled a deep breath. “We put it to a vote. Summon the entire palace, Davira, anyone who isn’t yet here. I would rather all clans have a say in this, and we shall take an initial vote now, then another one later all across the world.”

	“Yes, Egyptian First.” Davira nodded smartly. Lifting up her chin, Davira raised her hands,  ringing the remains of the palace like a resonant bell. It was a crisp, clear tone, and as Layla blinked at the sound, she suddenly felt everyone left in the entire palace moving toward their location. It took a number of minutes for everyone to cram into the devastated hall. But once it was full to bursting with thousands of Crystal Dragons, Davira at last turned to Dusk with a nod.

	“We are assembled.”

	Gazing around them all, Dusk took a deep breath.

	“In this hour of darkness and light,” Dusk intoned, his voice resonating from every wall and pillar, “a decision must be made, my kin. King Markus is gone, and I stand before you now, Dusk Arlohaim, First of the Egyptian Clan, nominated to Kingship. I wish to hear your voices. Who in this hall would call me King, and wish for me to ascend the Lineage’s leadership?”

	Layla was aware that Dusk had not used the word throne. He was being very careful to remain magnanimous, but as hands were thrust up all through the long hall, a deep, flowing resonance filled the space. As if all the Crystal Dragons were humming, joining their resonances as one, a beautiful music flowed around Layla. Ringing from broken balconies, singing from smashed domes, it was like a symphony of crystal singing bowls all being rung at once.

	And the sound filled Layla with joy.

	It was a landslide vote. Most of those present wanted Dusk as their King, and as Layla gazed around, she felt history turn. A tyrant was thrown down and a good man had stepped up to take his place. As Dusk took another deep inhalation, nodding at the vote, he swallowed hard.

	“Very well.” He spoke. “I will take the position of Lineage Regent until a final vote can be made by all the clans. But I thank you all today, from the depths of my heart. Your resonance brings me joy, and hopefully I may do the same for you in the coming days and years.”

	Setting his palm to his heart, Dusk joined his resonance to the Royals of his Lineage.

	Making the entire palace sing with his deep love and solemn joy.


CHAPTER 32 – VICTORY
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Pouring through King Markus Ambrose’s effects in the wake of his death, Layla and Adrian pawed through ledgers, journals, and lists in a massive library wing off the Sun Temple back at the Crystal Plateau. It had been two weeks since Markus’ demise, and in that time, they had returned to Egypt. Because of the Crystal Palace’s devastation during Markus and Dusk’s battle, practically the entire court and all their belongings had been moved to Egypt – new clan members of Dusk’s now helping the transplants from Prague settle in.

	There were over three hundred people residing at the Crystal Plateau now, and with such a wealth of Crystal Dragon power, the Plateau was being rebuilt. Under the intensely knowledgeable supervision of Trevor, and with significant assistance from Norbu and his Tibetan clan plus all the Egyptian Royals from Prague, the city was shaping up fast as the crystallized bones of the Egyptian dead were used to re-cast temples, repair domiciles, and smooth plazas. The Tunisian dead had been resonance-identified by their clan and sent home by air freighter, to be re-cast in their homeland. Adrian’s Desert Dragon clan and the local West Nile Djinn had been called in to assist re-growing the hanging gardens by wind-planting seeds and trimming vines run riot with controlled burns. 

	Gradually, the city was coming back to life.

	It was striking, the change taking place to the Plateau in such a short time. And the change within the Lineage was no less striking, Dusk busy dawn to midnight figuring out people’s powers and finding a good place for them as the Lineage was restructured. Because it was Dusk’s homeland, the Royal Court had been moved to Egypt, though the Czech Crystal Dragons had opted to remain in Prague to repair the damaged palace and re-establish sovereignty over their clan. Votes on Dusk’s Kingship had been trickling in over the past two weeks from Crystal clans all over the world. The final tally had come in just yesterday, and Dusk had been approved by his clans in a landslide vote. 

	It was official; he was now the next Crystal Dragon King.

	And yet, as Layla heard Dusk growl and plunk a leather-bound ledger down on a broad opal reading-table in the massive library of the Sun Temple, bright morning shining beyond the crystal windows and citrine columns, Dusk raked a hand through his perfectly coiffed hair just like he always had. Casual today in dark jeans and a white v-neck shirt, Dusk pawed through ledgers with his bare feet thrown casually up on an opal stool nearby. Today was the first day he’d not been needed supervising the Plateau’s re-build, so he, Adrian, and Layla had decided to finally sort through Markus’ financial ledgers to get the Lineage’s assets in order. 

	Though it was turning out to be a nightmarish tangle.

	Wearing an off-white cotton maxi dress and strappy leather sandals, Layla was as casual as Dusk today, while Adrian was classically chic in a grey pinstriped vest and trousers with a pocket watch on a chain in his vest. With his sleeves rolled up, Layla could see an ornate cuff of turquoise and rose quartz on Adrian’s left wrist, twisted through with complex golden sigils. The Adeyemi sisters had made it for Adrian, to continue healing his heart from events at the Crystal Palace. And though that battle had been hard, this one was almost harder as Dusk gestured at the ledger before him, rolling his eyes with a vicious scoff. Understanding his frustration as they poured through similar ledgers on the other side of the table, Adrian and Layla glanced up.

	“What a mess!” Dusk growled irately. “God, did Markus know anything about balancing his accounts? He was practically bankrupt, burning money right and left on his palace, ostentatious living, and more bad investments than you could shake a stick at! I mean, he invested billions into Betamax, Crystal Pepsi, and DeLoreans, for God’s sake! It’s going to take ages to sell off enough gemstones to make this shit balance.”

	“Good thing you have a head for organization.” Adrian glanced at Dusk with a renegade smile. “And a brother who can help you out in the business and finances department.”

	“Well, at least we know why Markus wanted to raid the Egyptian and Tunisian clans for their wealth,” Dusk snorted sourly, crossing his arms over his chest. “He was red-tape broke. And he was too proud to sell off any of his palace to compensate for his failure.”

	“He loved power.” Layla spoke, pouring through a different ledger that confirmed Dusk’s observation, that all of King Markus’ accounts had been heavily in the red for centuries. “He could have re-cast the bones of his dead beneath the palace and sold them to finance his dealings, but he wanted to keep their souls trapped for his own use.”

	“Still.” Dusk grumped, though it was with a cheeky grin now. “That’s oodles of shit I have to clean up now. Maybe I should just sell his whole fucking palace. Adrian? You buying?”

	“Not a chance.” Adrian chuckled, grinning just like Dusk. “That palace in Prague is way too fussy for my style. You could dredge up the bones in that oubliette and re-cast them though, sell them, I guess. That much gemstone would put all of Markus’ accounts solidly back in the green, probably for generations.”

	“I’m seriously considering it.” Dusk spoke again, thoughtful. “Their souls have moved on, so the dead wouldn’t mind now. If the Czech Crystal Dragons weren’t so fiercely protective of the palace, which is a heritage site for them, I’d sell the whole damn thing. Most of the Royals have been more than happy to pack up and move here to the Crystal Plateau. They have such bad memories of the Czech Palace that they don’t want to go back there, ever. All Markus’ concubines and children are here now with my mother Sky and her children – apparently Markus was even a dick to his younglings, manipulating their energies so they did everything he said like perfect little automatons. Talk about an ego.”

	Layla was about to respond, when the new cell phone Adrian had bought her a few days ago suddenly rang. Rising, she moved to one of the high windows between the ornate citrine columns, gazing out over a view to the east as she answered. “Hello?”

	“Layla, it’s Reginald.” Her Royal Siren spoke briskly but smoothly, his oceanic power easing all around Layla as she saw him in her mind’s eye. Dressed in an elegant suit of light grey with a pearl-white pocket square and his Siren’s jewelry, Reginald was sitting in the high halls of Château de Chambord this morning, the clan-home of the Storm Dragons of Europe. “How is everything sorting out today at the Crystal Plateau?”

	“Good.” Layla smiled, something about Reginald’s smooth, arrogant voice relieving her as always. “Dusk’s Ascension ceremony is scheduled for three days from now, here at the Sun Temple. We’re going through Markus’ financial papers today. Apparently, he was broke.”

	“Figures.” Reginald snorted, a viciously pleased smile curling his full lips as his gaze sparkled gold-grey in the spring sunlight. “Anyway, I’m still at Chambord with Rhennic. We’ve finally gotten the Storm Dragons and Sirens to stand down from the shit-rage they were about to unleash on Prague when Rhennic and I’s contingents were opposed. Word has spread that Dusk is ascending the Crystal Throne, and there have been quite a few celebrations. In any case, I think you’ll find an enormous amount of people showing up for his Ascension ceremony. I quite think the Paris Hotel will be emptied for the week; Quindici may have to shut everything down for a short while.”

	But Layla could feel Reginald smiling through their Bind. Even though he was far away in France, she could feel his energy luminous like sunlight on the ocean. It filled Layla’s heart with joy to hear how much everyone cared about Dusk. And she knew that in the coming years he would have all the connections he needed to bring peace to his people.

	Dusk had been cultivating connections for decades, and he was good at it.

	“I miss you.” Layla spoke into the phone. “Are you coming to Egypt for the ceremony?”

	“Alas, no.” Reginald sobered, his tone soft. “My clan requires my presence right now. Once I leave Chambord tomorrow, I go straight back to the North Sea, to Deep Harbor. I miss you, too. And I wish deeply that I could be there for you, Dusk, and Adrian as history turns.”

	Layla felt his sincerity, which was big for Reginald. Normally, he was a curt dick to Adrian and had even contended heavily with Dusk on numerous occasions. But now, Layla’s heart swelled as she felt his sincerity. Reginald knew that what was good for Dusk was good for them all – everyone sharing in Dusk’s emotions and power now through the Bind.

	“Layla, a moment.” Reginald spoke, and in her mind’s eye, Layla saw him turn. “Rhennic wishes to speak with you.”

	Layla saw her Royal Storm Dragon step in, his beautiful lavender eyes and strong Viking features beaming as he took the phone from the Siren. “Layla! Hold a space for me in Egypt. I’m flying out tomorrow after Reginald leaves, but I’ll be there for Dusk’s Ascension.”

	“Can you give Reginald a little kick for me, because he won’t be?” Layla grinned, loving the ebullient laughter she could hear in Rhennic’s elegant, rich voice.

	“Absolutely.” He grinned into the phone, his lavender eyes flashing like a sun-filled day. Dressed in a pinstriped navy vest and slacks with a white shirt and a gold pocket watch, he was elegantly casual in his sexy Viking way. “I would love to have a walk with you in Egypt, if you have time. I’ll be at the Plateau an entire week. Hopefully, you can squeeze me into your busy schedule?”

	The way he said squeeze suddenly made Layla’s cheeks hot as her drakaina turned over with pleasure inside her veins. She and Rhennic had not had any time together since Yule, and though he was chivalrous and patient, there was still some mightily unresolved tension between them. Layla found herself blushing harder, and on the other end of the line, Rhennic gave a knowing chuckle. Layla saw his lavender eyes darken to a smoldering royal purple as he felt their tension heighten through the Bind.

	“I like whatever is going on over there…” He murmured sexily. 

	“Shut up.” Layla grinned, suddenly wanting quite a lot of alone time with the stunningly handsome, and robustly enormous Rhennic. 

	He laughed. “You are quite the drakaina, woman! And you will fill me in on the entire story of Prague when I get to the Plateau? One moment, Reginald and I and our fighters were facing off with hundreds of furious Crystal Dragons, but before we had battled an hour, everything stopped. I felt some serious magic go down through the Bind, and Reginald did too, during that fight. You’re not going to weasel your way out of telling us what happened.”

	“I will.” Layla smiled into the phone. “I promise.”

	Just then, Layla heard a crystal safe chunk open near one of the tiers of bookshelves where they had made room for Markus’ library. Looking around, Layla saw Dusk had opened an enormous crystal safe from Prague, looking for more of Markus’ documents. But as Layla watched him, she saw Dusk pause, staring at something inside. A strange sensation crept over Layla, watching Dusk’s face. At the opal table, she saw Adrian set his ledger down, glancing up at Dusk also with a frown. 

	“Rhennic?” Layla spoke into the phone. “I need to go. I think Dusk’s discovered something we have to look at. Call me when you get to the Plateau. I can’t wait to see you.”

	“I will. And it will be good to see you, too.” He smiled.

	But they had no more time to talk as Dusk reached into the safe, drawing out a softly-glowing blue orb. It pulsed in his palm as if it were alive, and as he held it, a dark, terrible sensation crawled over Layla’s skin. Finishing her goodbyes with Rhennic, Layla hung up the phone, moving quickly from the window to where Dusk stood. Gaining his side with Adrian only a step behind, Layla gazed at the crystal orb in Dusk’s palm.

	“What is that?” She spoke, sliding her phone away in her pocket.

	“It’s a recording sphere,” Dusk frowned as he gazed at the orb, which Layla saw not only pulsed with a slow light, but also swirled deep in its aquamarine depths. “Crystal Dragons can record their most personal thoughts with these, thoughts they don’t want known by anyone else. When a Crystal Dragon is alive, the sphere imprints only to their resonance, and is un-crackable by anyone else. When they die, however—”

	“The info inside is fair game.” Layla blinked, reaching out to touch the orb’s smooth surface. As she did, she got that gut-gripping sensation again, like scorpions had just crawled over her grave. Layla shuddered, pulling her hand back quickly. “Shit! What’s in that thing?”

	“Everything Markus didn’t want anyone else to know about.” Dusk spoke darkly. 

	“Do we crack it?” Adrian asked, a matching wrath in his voice.

	“Do you mean, do we want to know what Markus stored in his blackest of hearts?” Dusk spoke, glancing to Adrian.

	“Something like that.” Adrian nodded, reaching out to touch the orb and pulling back his hand like Layla had, scowling as if it had bit him.

	“I want to know.” Layla spoke determinedly, even though her skin still crawled to be near the orb. “It’s probably horrible information we might have nightmares about for months, but I think we need to know. Especially if Dusk is going to become Crystal Dragon King in three days.”

	“Balls.” Dusk cussed with a wry smile, his energy churning as much as Layla’s and Adrian’s from holding the orb. “I’d really rather not dredge up all of Markus’ most heinous deeds. Though I do agree with you, Layla… it’s probably better if I know.”

	Still, the three of them stood there, paused. With a hard sigh, Dusk gestured back to the opal table. “Over there. At least if we’re going to crack this nasty Easter egg open and see what evil prizes are inside, we’ll be more comfortable sitting down.”

	Layla couldn’t refute his logic, and as they made their way back to the table, Layla and Adrian pulled their hourglass seats around so all of them were sitting on the same side. With a deep growl, Dusk set his hands to the orb. Closing his eyes, he poured a resonance through it like musical notes, shivering them up an ephemeral scale. The orb swirled brightly as he worked his unlocking, and faster. By the time Dusk hit his final note, the entire thing flared diamond-bright.

	And then settled into a picture of Markus’ odious face.

	“I take up this recording orb on the twentieth day of June, eighteen-hundred-and-sixty-five by the Common Reckoning,” Markus’ rolling basso voice came, disembodied from the orb as his lips spoke with a watery light. 

	“I grow weary of the Hunter’s games.” Markus continued, as shock smote Layla and her men to hear Hunter’s name mentioned, their nemesis. “He has backed me into a corner at every turn, and I am waning in funds for him to manipulate to his aims. Yet he calls me to the pinnacle of the Crimson Circle yet again, demanding I do his bidding through our contact in dreams. He is obsessed with two young Dragons recently born in North Africa, for what reasons I cannot fathom – one Dusk Arlohaim from my own Egyptian clan, and one Adrian Rhakvir of the Desert Dragons of Morocco.”

	“What the hell?” Dusk swore softly, his gaze riveted to the orb as Layla and Adrian drew twin stunned breaths. 

	“Others have called Hunter’s attention in the recent past,” Markus’ recording continued, “most notably the Storm Queen’s son Rhennic Erdhelm, and the renegade Siren Courtier Reginald Durant. Like he did with those two, Hunter wishes to make young Dusk’s life a living nightmare, and has tasked me to see it through this time, while he focuses on the Desert Dragon child.” 

	“Fucking Christ!” Dusk swore again, horrified as the recording continued.

	“Shit.” Adrian echoed, a vast fury in his eyes now as he watched the orb.

	“I am reticent to push young Dusk.” King Markus continued from within the orb. “Hunter wants the child’s power pushed hard to see how far it will blossom, but Dusk is Sky Arlohaina’s son, and Omar Arlohaim’s, and both those ancient bloodlines run deep. If I push him, the boy may grow to rival my throne, which I cannot have. Perhaps there is a way to erupt a conflagration between the Tunisian and Egyptian clans, and have the boy killed by accident? I will think on it…”

	“Jesus.” It was Layla’s turn to swear now, as they all watched the recording fade out to an end with sick fascination.

	Just then, the orb swirled and Markus’ image returned, dressed in different garb. As they watched, Markus raked his hand though his wavy blond hair, his manner deeply distraught. “I take up this recording on the third of November, nineteen hundred and fifty-five. I have made a vast mistake, openly criticizing Hunter this past year. After he found out what I engineered between Tunisia and the Crystal Plateau, he tanked what was left of my already-ruined financial state, leaving my clan and Lineage destitute here in Prague.” 

	“So that’s the deal with the ledgers.” Adrian commented quietly, as everyone else watched.

	“I would fight Hunter, but I fear that without the Crystal Palace dead, my power is too weak.” Markus continued within the orb. “My only option to best him was to conquer the world’s last Royal Dragon Bind, the famous chanteuse Mimi Zakir, so I could gather to me all the Dragon-clans of the world to oppose him. But something has gone wrong with my resonance inside Mimi. She Bound a Crystal Dragon once before, yet when I rolled her last night, she became disastrously ill. I had no choice but to release her back to her clan in Morocco. I fear my resonance inside her may kill her, which was not my intent. She is my only option to fight Hunter! Mimi’s Bind-magic is the key to Hunter’s undoing. And yet… what if she comes to an untimely death because of my actions?”

	Again, the recording swirled, and as Layla truly gaped at the orb now, to know how much Markus had hammered his way into all their families at Hunter’s bidding, his image returned in modern clothing. “I take up this recording again on the thirtieth of November, two-thousand-and-nineteen. Long have I waited for a second opportunity to bend a Royal Dragon Bind to me, and at last the gods are kind. I was right about Mimi Zakir; her body decayed rapidly after what I did. But upon her death, a daughter of Mimi’s became known, one Layla Price. I must find a way to summon Layla to me. From the rumors, she has strong Bind-powers and is already on her way to greatness. The young drakes Adrian Rhakvir and Dusk Arlohaim are already Bound to her, and there is a rumor the Siren Reginald Durant is now also. Perhaps Hunter was seeking them all because he knew they were key to his undoing? While it gladdens me to know Hunter has fears, I also cannot allow Dusk Arlohaim to break my rule. Perhaps there is a way to wrest Layla and her Bound Royals from Dusk, using the Bind to take all the Royal Dragons of the world and finally bring down Hunter…”

	With that, the glowing orb swirled out. It went dark, as if Markus’ memories were now cleared and it was inert, waiting for someone new to imprint it. Layla, Dusk, and Adrian stared at the quiet orb in a kind of fascinated horror, until at last Adrian spoke. 

	“Sweet gods.”

	“You said it.” Dusk sat back in his chair, rifling a hand through his perfect hair as he shook his head with wide eyes. “I can’t believe Markus orchestrated all this from the beginning… as a way to oppose Hunter!”

	“Markus was ruthless,” Adrian growled darkly, glancing to Dusk. “Your entire Lineage has suffered because of him, and I won’t have any sympathy for him now, even if he was trying to bring Hunter down.”

	“Markus admits he was Crimson Circle,” Layla spoke, glancing to her men, just as stunned as they. “He was one of our last three members at the top serving Hunter. It sounds like he was being visited in dreams. Which jives with what Dusk experienced long ago – that Hunter can infiltrate the dreams of Royal Crystal Dragons.”

	“That leaves only two Crimson Circle members left, Adrian,” Dusk glanced to Adrian. “Do you or the Intercessoria have any idea who they are yet?”

	“Not yet.” Adrian spoke quietly, crossing one ankle over his knee and frowning as his aqua eyes glimmered with fury. “God, it just sets my hackles up to know Markus was involved in the Hotel and with Hunter. We have a lot to tell the Intercessoria. Everything from Markus’ study is probably evidence now that they’ll need to pour through for connections to Hunter. I’ll call Heathren tomorrow, get him to come collect everything. Though I’ll be sure you get it all back, Dusk.”

	“Sure.” Dusk spoke quietly, rubbing a hand over his chin now, his gaze a thousand miles away. 

	“Well, what do we do now that we know all this?” Layla asked. 

	Glancing over, Adrian was silent a long moment as he held her gaze with his fierce aqua eyes. “We use it,” he spoke at last, “when the time is right. Hunter is still out there, and so are his last two Crimson Circle members. But we’ve had a victory far greater than we knew. Because of our Bind, we not only brought down a tyrant, but also removed a vast source of income from Hunter. He’ll probably retaliate in the coming months. But even so, we’ve woven a noose around his neck. It’s a great victory, and right now… I think we should celebrate.” 

	“I think it’s about time we all got riotously fucking drunk.” Dusk chimed in with a wry nod. “Margaritas, anyone? I think I need like four bottles of tequila just to process all this.” 

	“You’d better share.” Layla grumped with a smile.

	“Done.” Dusk chuckled, grinning as his fingers stole out, lacing into hers. “Though I get to lick all the salt from the rim. Don’t even try to stop me.”

	And despite everything they had gone through in the past weeks, Layla felt something good flare through the Bind as they all shared the joke, that Dusk was a ridiculous drunk on tequila. As Layla gazed around their trio, she felt them all begin to grin. A deep glint of passion was in Dusk’s eyes as he rose, turning to Layla and smoothing his thumb over their clasped hands. “Dragon Bind? What do you say we all have some alone time together with a fuck ton of booze? Would you do these Royal drakes the honor?”

	Rising with her heart in her throat and a hot flare of bourbon-orange scent washing from her skin, Layla blushed hard. She smiled wide as she came to her Bound drakes and they cradled her in their arms, pressing her close to their hard, amazing bodies. “I don’t think there’s anything I would like more.”

	As Dusk gave a beaming smile from his sapphire-bright eyes, Adrian gave a free, spontaneous laugh. As a trio, they moved out of the Sun Temple’s library stuffed with the old Crystal Dragon King’s belongings. 

	And towards the gargantuan bedroom of the new one, deep within the temple.
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