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Determined to travel back in time to medieval Scandinavia like her sister, Jade plays nice and stops causing trouble. Or so she leads everyone to believe. In reality, she’s recalled more than she is letting on and biding her time. Plotting ways to have revenge on a Viking who’s been toying with her in dreams, whether he remembers it or not. A Norse dragon that deserves every bit of havoc she intends to unleash on him.

Set to confront the woman accusing him of playing games with women, Thorulf heads to the future. Unfortunately, as he soon learns, she told the truth. More alarming still, he might have been spending time with their alluring enemy to spite her. Now he has to make things right. That means figuring out if Jade’s his destined mate so he can harness the power of Loki’s Dagger. A task easier said than done when Jade’s feistiness turns his world upside down.  

Caught in a passionate tug-of-war, Thorulf and Jade must work together to discover how much their nemesis has infiltrated their lives. How much power she has over them and the ongoing godly war threatening humanity. Will they get along to figure things out? Or is the division between them already too great? Find out as they navigate a shrouded past steeped in shocking memories.
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Eirik (eye-rick)

Frida (free-duh)

Håkon (hawk-ohn)

Helheim (hel-himm)

Leviathan (luh-vie-uh-thn)

Loki (low-kee)

Midgard (mid-gard) 

Mórrígan (more-i-gen)

Múspellsheimr (moo-spell-shay-mm)

Mt. Galdhøpiggen (gall-ter-peegan)

Naðr Véurr (nahdr vuu-ah)

Níðhöggr (neathe-högr or neathe-herd)

Valhalla (val-hal-uh)

Valknut (vulk-noot)
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For my dog, Apollo, who passed away during the making of this book. I'll miss you more than you know, sweet boy. Nobody understood love like you did. Thank you so much for being such an amazing friend. 

I’ll never forget you.

September 11th, 2013–September 15th, 2021
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As foretold by the great serpent Níðhöggr, a Great War simmers on the horizon. This time, the Sigdirs and their allies are caught in the lethal crosshairs of battling gods. Determined to keep their fellow dragons and human counterparts safe, they will do whatever it takes. Even if it means tapping into the ancient power of a blade nearly as old as the gods themselves. A dagger that requires five male dragons be forged in fire with five females, harnessing the power of fated mates. First, though, their mate must agree to be together for all eternity.
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When Leviathan and Destiny were Forged in Fire, they invoked Loki’s power and a call to arms. Leviathan’s Viking protégés must find women to mate with for all eternity. Meanwhile, four sisters have just arrived in twenty-first-century Maine, heeding a prophecy that says they must travel through time to help humanity. 

Since then, Maya, the oldest of the sisters, has traveled back in time and harnessed the power of the Forge with Dagr, making them Helheim dragons who aren't just fated mates but keepers of souls on Midgard. Now, something’s astray with Maya’s sister Jade. Not only are her childhood memories running around Thorulf’s lair, but she’s acting strange. Level when she’s typically wild. So Thorulf’s heading to the future not just to check on her but to settle his own score. After all, Jade’s accused him of wrongdoing without having ever met him. And so the turbulent story goes...
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Prologue
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Franconia, New Hampshire

2000

“COME ON, JUST a little bit further.” Convinced her other sisters would follow when they spied the tempting cave ahead, Jade yanked Maya after her. “If you’re along, nothing bad can happen to us. The animals won’t let it.”

The truth was none of them should be wandering out this far alone. Aunt Elsie wouldn’t like it. Not at their young ages. 

“I don’t think the animals enjoy it here.” Maya stopped short and shook her head, eyeing the cave dubiously before her gaze swept over their surroundings. “They’ve all vanished, Jade.” She glanced at Trinity and Raven, who were even younger than Jade. “We should go back right now.”

“Or,” Jade countered, captivated by the massive, yawning cave beckoning her forward, “we could just take a quick peek.”

“I agree with Maya.” Trinity narrowed her eyes at the cave's darkness. At how black it looked against the bright summer day. She took Raven’s hand and walked backward. “We should leave this place.”

“No, we shouldn’t.” Raven yanked free and raced over to Jade, her eyes round with rare excitement. “You’re right. We should go look.” She notched her chin at the other two. “We are dragons, after all. And dragons are fearless.”

“Fearless is one thing, foolish another,” Maya counseled. “The energy’s not right in that cave.” She shook her head and looked at Jade to do the right thing. To keep Raven away from it. “It’s too unpredictable, which makes it dangerous.”

“But it’s not,” Jade argued, confident it held intrigue rather than trouble. “I’ll show you.”

She told Raven to wait a minute, then strode that way, feeling, oddly enough, a little lighter with every step she took. But then she’d just spied something staring back at her from the darkness. Curious dragon eyes wondering just how close she dared to come.

“Close,” she vowed under her breath. 

As close as possible. All the way inside. As far as it took to offer her a little escape. 

She and her sisters suffered from vibrational issues, and things like this, a chance to take a break from negative energy, to explore new things when they came along, made her feel better. Sure, it was more of an adventure than she was allowed, but she couldn't help herself. 

“There’s a boy dragon in there, so I’m sure everything’s okay,” she called over her shoulder when Maya started after her. She’d always gotten along better with boys than girls, so surely everything was fine. Or would be once she met him.

Rather than risk Maya stopping her, she picked up her pace, more curious than ever, when the little dragon’s eyes blinked twice and vanished into the darkness. Where was he going? She hadn't had a chance to say hello yet. Determined to stop him, she shifted and zinged into the cave only to halt when a younger, transparent version of Maya toddled by.

“Maya?” She turned back, confused, only to find the forest and her sisters had vanished. Instead, clouds floated by the mouth of a sky-high cave, and all versions of her older sister were gone.

“Who are you?” came a tentative voice in her mind. “Why are you here?”

She whipped around and spied the same dragon she’d seen before, only more of him now. About twice her size, he was black with dark chocolate brown eyes. While he seemed a smidge more intimidating up close, he was still just a fledgling like her. 

“I’m Jade.” She knew better than to speak to strangers, but he was a boy dragon, so she figured it was okay. “Who are you?”

Rather than respond, he looked her over then sniffed the air as though trying to catch her scent. He wasn’t friendly in the least but rather rude. “Why are you in my lair? You do not belong here.”

His accent was funny sounding. Like he wasn’t used to speaking English. 

“This is your lair?” She looked around, impressed despite herself. “It’s so big!”

“Of course it is, for I will grow into it someday.” He narrowed his eyes. “What tribe are you from? Why are you here?”

“Tribe?” She cocked her head, curious. “I’m not from a tribe. I’m from New Hampshire.”

He cocked his head in return. “Where’s New Hampshire?”

She was about to answer when a younger transparent version of Trinity toddled by then vanished. Moments later, Raven appeared. This time Jade followed, only for Raven to vanish too. 

“I don’t understand.” She frowned. “What’s going on? Why are my sisters so little? And why are they ghosts?”

She turned back to confront the black dragon only to find his gaze glued to a rather stunning purple girl dragon standing nearby. 

“Who are you?” she asked the female, unsure why she felt so on edge. To make matters worse, the boy dragon wouldn’t acknowledge her anymore. It was as if she no longer existed and she didn’t much like that. 

She existed, and she was right here. 

“Hey!” She tried to get his attention, but he completely ignored her, clearly enchanted by the newcomer. So she tried again, only for the purple dragon to turn her suddenly dark gaze on Jade. A gaze that seemed to suck the oxygen right out of the air and fill her with uncharacteristic fear, then outright terror. 

“Wha..wha..,” she stuttered, scurrying backward when the purple dragon stalked toward her. “Who are you? What do you want?”

“Him,” the other dragon hissed before she flew at Jade faster. 

So fast that she stumbled back, lost her footing, and tumbled over the edge of a thousand-foot drop only to realize her wings no longer worked. Nothing could save her. 

She was, horrifyingly enough, plummeting to her death.
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Chapter One
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Winter Harbor, Maine

2021

JADE JOLTED AWAKE, caught somewhere between debilitating fear and pure rage. Not at the bitch who drove her off the cliff but at him. The little black boy dragon from her nightmare. The one who did nothing to save her. Who didn’t even care.

She flung aside the blankets, swung her feet over the edge of the bed, and white-knuckled the sheets, willing away a sense of betrayal that made no sense. Or did it? Since Maya had traveled back in time and hooked up with Dagr, Jade had become more and more certain she had been betrayed. And she was starting to suspect who was at the heart of it.

Thorulf.

“Bastard,” she ground out, willing away her anger. Anger that made little sense yet grew stronger by the hour. By the very minute. She padded to the bathroom and took an icy cold shower, determined to cool down her flaming hot skin. To soothe away the deep-rooted hurt she didn’t understand. Couldn't wrap her head around.

Not yet, anyway. 

She’d been in Thorulf’s mind on his adventure with Maya and Dagr, so she had some sense of who the swine was. He played tricks. Games. And he played them at her expense. She was sure of it. 

“It all started with my nightmare,” she whispered, certain. Convinced that somehow, some way, what had happened in that cave had to do with the here and now. With the plight she and her sisters were facing. Namely medieval Viking dragons who needed their assistance in saving humanity. Who, or so it seemed thus far, were determined to mate with them for all eternity to gain the power required to achieve that goal.

“Yet you’ve fooled them all, Thorulf,” she muttered, relishing the frigid water. “Somehow, you fooled everyone starting with me.” She shook her head. “How, though, when I don’t even know you?”

Yet her inner dragon told her she did. That his little black dragon had been part of her life for a very long time, and she was only just remembering it now. Bits and pieces, more and more. Fragments of dreams. Flashes of nightmares.

Some might argue it was only happening because Maya’s vibrational level had been so off, and she tended to keep her sisters level, but Jade knew it was more. More than just restless energy she couldn’t burn off because she wasn't filtering negativity properly. This was something else. Something beyond frustrating, swelling like a storm in her mind. Showing her glimpses of a reality she had no idea existed up until a few days ago.

She smiled in relief when thunder rumbled and shook the house. A reminder that while she was most certainly cracking up, there was still good to be found. A little something, or should she say someone, who made it all worth it. The god who was responsible for that thunder.  

“There’s my guy.” She got out of the shower, threw on her token skimpy black shorts, fitted black t-shirt, and fuzzy bright green slippers, then headed downstairs. Usually, she opted for pink as an extra pop of color, but she was feeling one hundred percent green right now.

“There you are.” Aunt Elsie dished out the warm smile she usually reserved for Jade’s better-behaved sisters and clicked on the television. “I thought you might nap the day away.”

“Doubtful when there’s a quality storm on the horizon.” She winked at her aunt, grinned at the darkening sky, and grabbed a beer. “What are you watching?”

“I thought we might try a comedy.” Hope lit Aunt Elsie’s eyes before she must have seen the flicker of distress on Jade's face. “Or perhaps another one of those Norse comic movies you seem to like so much lately?”

“Sounds perfect.” She plunked down on the couch next to her aunt so she could watch the storm and movie at the same time. 

Or so it would appear.

Two things had begun happening since Maya left several days ago. First, Jade’s growing certainty that Thorulf was a dick. And she wasn’t talking about his goods but the man himself. The second, and far more interesting, were the otherworldly visitations she’d been getting every time she tuned into a Norse Marvel movie. 

The only way to explain it was she astral projected thanks to godly intervention. She could be in two places at once. Sitting here, quietly enjoying a movie with her aunt while being outside. Standing on the deck like she was now, even as her other self sat inside, going through the motions.  

“Yet you know it is not safe, troublemaker,” came a deep rumble. 

“You enjoy calling me that, don’t you?” She grinned at the tall, muscular, hot-as-hell blonde Norseman, who suddenly leaned against the railing next to her. Hollywood had done good depicting Thor but not this good. Not nearly. Which said something.

“Are you not a troublemaker then?” His smile was infectious, the way he looked at her flattering. Yet, it wasn’t quite like a man checking out a woman. Nevertheless, flirting was her second language, especially with guys who looked like him.

“Not so much a troublemaker as an opportunist who can show someone a good time if they’d just let me.” While that could easily refer to living life to its fullest, she was just fine if Thor took it another way.

While meeting him for the first time mere days ago was outstanding, beyond exciting and wild, she got the overwhelming sense she’d met him before. That they may have crossed paths many times. Maybe in dreams or another life, she couldn’t tell. All she knew was he was a kindred spirit. That for all the flutter of her heart initially, it was short-lived. He was...comfortable. Kind and good to her existence where Thorulf was the opposite. 

“How do you feel, Jade?” Thor murmured, his tone and gentle demeanor at odds with the weather he inflicted. Rain poured all around them but didn’t touch them. Lightning zigzagged from the hammer strapped to his back all the way to the blackened clouds overhead. “How do you feel since you slept this last time?”

He asked her that every time they met as if he expected her answer to be different each encounter. Almost as if he expected her to remember something.

“I feel angry,” she replied honestly, meeting his eyes, sucked into the storm within. “Very, very angry and betrayed.”

“By whom?”

“You know by who,” she managed, her words more a whisper than anything because her grief was that deep. Her anger that thorough. Her hope that Thor would stand by her side when she had to confront her enemy was stronger than expected. “Thorulf Sigdir.”

“Why, though?” Thor peered at her with humor and curiosity. “Why so much rage toward a dragon you’ve never met?”

“You tell me.” She narrowed her eyes, convinced he had all the answers. “He’s one of your people. A Viking. So you tell me, god, why do I feel like this? What happened? What did he do? What did he...” She trailed off as she stared into his eyes and saw Thorulf reflected within his godly gaze. Saw how in some life he’d turned from her. How that purple dragon had become everything. “He chose her over me. Wanted her more than me.” She peered deeper, saw more. “To spite me...to teach me a lesson.”

“What lesson?” she whispered before Thor could respond. She was stunned, hurt, feeling too many emotions to count, and not one made sense. “Why would he do such a thing?”

That question was just the tip of the iceberg. How did it all connect? What was she missing?

“Tell me, Thor,” she urged, growing not just impatient but uncharacteristically panicked. “Please tell me.” When he merely stared at the ash tree in back of the chalet rather than respond, she asked again, growing more and more agitated. “Tell me. Please tell me!”

“Jade, dear,” Aunt Elsie said, her voice splintering the moment. “Jade, wake up, sweetheart.”

She blinked and opened her eyes only to find she’d fallen asleep on the couch. Or Thor had somehow returned her to her body. The movie was nearly over, and thunder rumbled in the distance. 

Aunt Elsie looked at her with concern. “Are you all right?”

No, not nearly, but her aunt didn’t need to know that.

“I’m fine.” She sat up and downed the rest of her warm beer in four long gulps. “I just need...”

Need what? To understand what? But somehow, she knew. She needed to understand what had happened in that cave from her youth. What happened in New Hampshire when she came across a little black dragon who was making her life a mess now. How could he be there and over a thousand years back in time all at once? What made that cave so special? And why had she forgotten it until recently?

Though tempted to head that way and poke around to see if something triggered more memories, she knew the best way to figure out what was going on was to stay put. To stay out of trouble, gain the trust of her aunt and sisters, so nobody would think twice about her traveling back in time when the moment came.

That in mind, she headed for the refrigerator, counting down the minutes until Thorulf arrived. Because he would arrive and soon. She knew it like she knew her way around a man’s body. And when he did, she intended to keep playing nice. To act like the good little dragon everyone thought she was now that Maya’s fluctuating vibration had stabilized. 

It should be easy enough to maintain the charade. She’d seen Thorulf through Maya’s mind, so she knew what he looked like. What to expect when he showed up. Unlike how she suspected most females behaved around him, she wouldn’t be a simpering mess. She wouldn’t drown in his liquid dark chocolate brown eyes or be tempted to dig her hands into his thick jet-black hair. His substantial height and broad-shouldered, tattooed build wouldn’t make her want to rip his clothes off. His rugged masculine drool-worthy features wouldn’t make her swoon like an idiot. 

No, she would remain unaffected, well aware of the demon beneath the handsome façade.

Pretty much anyone who knew her would call bullshit on her thought process, knowing how much she adored the opposite sex, especially male dragons, but they would be wrong. She’d never been so determined. But then, she had never felt so hurt. And whether he explained it away or not, the feeling was bone-deep. Soul deep. 

This wasn’t something Thorulf could talk himself out of.

“Jade?” Aunt Elsie asked, ripping her from her reverie. “Seriously, are you okay?”

She frowned at the beer she’d taken out of the refrigerator but hadn’t opened. The truth was she didn’t really want it. She was just trying to kill time. 

“All’s well.” She forced a smile and twisted off the cap. “Up for another movie?”

If nothing else, maybe she could make contact with Thor again.

Aunt Elsie smiled in return. “Sure, if you stay awake this time.”

She might not like why she had to behave so well, but she did like seeing her aunt more relaxed and happy. Maya and her mate Dagr had done well when they Forged in Fire, somehow stabilizing Maya’s sisters’ vibrational levels. It made all the difference for their poor aunt, who had looked after them for years. So despite Jade’s ulterior motives, relaxing some and spending quality time with her aunt was a good thing.

It was also a practiced thing that took more effort than she let on.

While yes, she wasn’t off-the-deep-end-restless like she’d been when she took a stranger’s boat for a joy ride and ended up in the local jail a few days ago, she was still teeming with unspent negative energy. Some of it was likely her eagerness to make Thorulf’s life a living hell, but the other was still her vibrational level going a bit haywire. Maya might have improved things, but they weren’t a hundred percent yet. Not based on her edgy inner dragon. Her overwhelming need to hit the local bar and rile up some trouble. 

Usually, when she felt this way, it was because she was filtering negative energy for her sisters, but this was different. More of a craving to cause a little chaos instead of just running it off. To make life interesting in a whole new way. 

“Chaos, is it?” came a familiar rumble before her aunt froze. 

Literally froze in time.

“You do it a little differently than Thor,” she mused, enjoying the jolt of awareness she felt at a visit from a god that suited her mood. And her womanly instincts. “Good to finally meet you in person, Loki.”

She didn't need an introduction. She knew who he was. How could any hot-blooded woman not?

Built much like Thor and little like his television version, Loki stood at the deck door clad in supple black leather. Unlike Thor, he had a slightly dark aura and oozed sensual trouble. He obviously had no issues interrupting her Forging in Fire with a Sigdir based on how he eyed her. 

“Nice to meet you as well, Jade.” He swaggered her way, still eyeing her like a tasty little dragon treat he intended to thoroughly enjoy. “And trust me, I do everything differently than Thor.” 

“Is that an invitation?” She looked him over with equal interest, just fine skipping the Forge if she could enjoy the god who created it. “Because I could use a little stimulation.”

“I imagine you could.” He stopped behind her and murmured in her ear. Taunted. His hot breath fanned her neck. “Right here? In front of your aunt?” 

Normally, having a godly piece of sinfully delicious towering man this close behind her would have more than just her blood flowing, but her body remained alarmingly unresponsive. Or should she say, her inner dragon? Because she felt her inner traitor-of-a-beast bristling. Testy. Not liking what Jade thought to do with Loki.

“The state I was in a few days ago, I wouldn’t have cared what I did in front of who.” She turned and looked up at him, waiting for the warm gush of pleasure she should feel at his proximity. The sweet anticipation of things to come. “But now?” She shrugged. “Despite Aunt Elsie being stuck in one of those otherworldly dimensions you Norse gods are so good at, not so much.” She pouted, honest because she was frustrated. “Why aren’t I all over you?” She ran a finger down his strong chest, visualizing how he’d touched Revna, the head seer, not that long ago. “I should be all over you. On my knees, bent over this counter, something.” She shook her head, dismayed. “But no.”

He seemed equally perplexed and fully aroused, his logic amusing. “Would you like me to take you anyway?” A twinkle lit his eyes. “Free will is not something we Norse gods adhere to like your one God.” He shrugged. “So if you would like me to bend you over the counter regardless or force you to your knees, it would be my pleasure.”

She couldn’t help but chuckle, mainly because he was so serious and hopeful. And again, based on the impressive ridge straining against his pants, aroused. 

“While I find the way you think...interesting, I’m pretty sure you asking permission to take me against my will defeats the purpose.” She tilted her head in question when the old her would have at least dusted her finger flirtingly over everything he had to offer down there. “What’s going on with me, Loki?” Because she suspected he knew every bit as much as Thor. “Why aren’t I flirting properly? Taking advantage?” She frowned. “Tell me it’s not the whole Forge in Fire thing.” She shook her head. “Even worse, that it has anything to do with the half-Celt you’re letting infiltrate your ranks.”

They both narrowed their eyes at that. Why had she said it? What did it mean?

“I can only assume I’m the half-Celt you’re talking about, woman,” came another familiar rumble from the doorway. “Now I need to know why I did it.”
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THORULF KNEW THE moment he traveled forward in time via Níðhöggr’s Ash and ended up at the ash tree behind the Maine chalet that he was in trouble. It was almost as if he had to step foot on twenty-first-century soil to realize it. To concede that yes, on some level he’d yet to understand, Jade had been right. 

He had been playing games. 

The only problem? Who had he been playing games with?

He took a moment to come to grips with it. With the flashes of someone else. An alluring female that flickered in and out of his mind. A purple dragon. Then another woman. Someone who meant a great deal but ultimately hurt him. A green dragon with eyes like deep, clear emeralds sparkling in the sunlight. 

“Jade,” he whispered. He tried to follow the thought, the sense of certainty but became distracted by another presence. 

“Loki,” he ground out, not surprised the god had made it here before him. He strode for the deck, imagining what he would find when he got inside, considering the sort both Jade and the God of Chaos were.

What he found, not surprisingly, wasn’t that far off. 

The two stood ridiculously close with Jade’s hand lingering on Loki’s chest. Had they even known each other a minute? In retrospect, a minute might have been too long. He clenched his jaw and kept his hands off his weapons when he arrived at the deck door. When he laid eyes on a woman he knew without question, he’d met before but had no idea where or how.

Jade wasn’t simply lovely but downright stunning with long, thick brown locks streaked by the sun and a tight, fit body with just the right amount of curves. Her features were delicate with a touch of exotic. Her skin tone was warm, and her lips sinfully full. It was her eyes he knew best, though. That made it impossible for a man to look away. Almond-shaped and thickly lashed, they were a sultry sparkling emerald. Daring and bold, yet alluring and mysterious.  

“Why don’t you tell us why you did it, Thorulf,” Jade replied, clearly recognizing him. “Why you betrayed your own?”

Hard and curious, her eyes cut his way. She made no effort to shift away from Loki. If anything, she moved closer, undoubtedly toying with Thorulf. 

“Because I was right, wasn’t I?” she went on. “As was Revna when she accused you of being allied with the enemy.” Her gaze narrowed. “You’re allied with Mórrígan, aren’t you? You...”

When she trailed off and narrowed her eyes further, he realized he wasn't alone. Things were coming back to her about the time he and Jade might have spent together. How there had been another woman. Another dragon. Was it truly Goddess Mórrígan, though? Because she wasn’t a dragon. Not as far as he knew. 

“I sense there was another,” he conceded, uncomfortable saying it because he had so little to go on. “But I can’t remember who or how deeply I was involved with her.”

He figured he’d wait on sharing his memory of a purple dragon for now. Yet, it seemed there was no point based on Jade’s reaction.

“You were deeply involved,” she spat, scowling for a split second before she morphed back into a flirtatious woman with one thing on her mind.  “With a purple dragon, to be specific.” She might have been speaking to Thorulf, but she focused on Loki, trailing her hand even lower. Being about as bold and indecent as she’d come across telepathically on Dagr and Maya’s adventure. “A dragon who not only has you wrapped around her little talon but one who thought nothing of killing me.”

That caught both Loki and Thorulf’s attention. Or half of Loki’s attention. The god’s other half was obviously taken with Jade’s wandering hand.

“When did the purple dragon try to kill you?” Thorulf managed, clenching his fists, doing his best to keep his voice level when he wanted to whip a blade into Loki’s throat. “Better still, where?”

“Wouldn’t you like to know.” When Jade glanced at him again, and her dragon eyes flared, he got a brief glimpse at how angry she really was. Or he thought he did before a flash later, her expression smoothed, and she morphed once again into the version Maya had claimed she’d become at the end of her and Dagr's journey. Calm and collected. 

“Obviously, we need to figure some things out,” Jade went on, her tone gentle and curious. Deceptively kind. “But first,” she finally stepped away from the god and gestured at Elsie, “you need to unfreeze my aunt, Loki. I don’t like her stuck like that.” 

Though he didn’t seem particularly pleased with the request, more so that Jade had shifted away, Loki gestured dismissively, and everything returned to normal.

Elsie blinked, caught off guard by Loki and Thorulf appearing out of nowhere before her worried gaze shot to Jade. “What happened?” Her eyes narrowed between the men before returning to her niece again. “Did they harm you?”

Though Jade shot Thorulf another look he swore flashed with anger, her expression remained aloof and her words level when she spoke. “These two?” She rolled her eyes. “Please.”

It was safe to say she reacted to Vikings and gods differently than most modern-day women. She had since the beginning from what he’d heard. Unlike her sisters, Jade relished the idea of Viking male dragons and, without doubt, Norse gods too.

“Honestly, I wouldn’t think Thorulf would harm you.” Elsie nodded kindly at him, clearly grateful for him taking care of Maya the last time he’d been here. Yet her gaze turned wary when it swung Loki’s way. “You, however...” She cocked her head, trying to figure him out. “You aren’t dragon, but you’re dangerous indeed.”

“I would hope.” Loki grinned. “I am the God of Chaos, after all.”

“Yes, you are, aren’t you,” Elsie murmured, looking at him oddly now. Almost as if she were trying to place him. “Have we met before?”

“Not that I’m aware.”

Though Loki's tone and expression gave away nothing, Thorulf couldn’t help but wonder if that were true, and he wasn’t sure why. Then again, Loki had a big hand in the sisters’ fate from the beginning, so it wasn’t such a far-fetched idea that he might have made contact with them far earlier than now. Perhaps even contact with Elsie. It would be easy enough for him to erase himself from their minds. 

“So, what’s next?” Jade asked before Elsie could say more because it seemed she was tempted when it came to Loki. She perked a brow at the god. “Is it my turn to travel back in time? Do my part to help my sisters and humanity?”

“Are you really so sure you’re ready?” Worry tugged at the corners of Elsie's mouth. “You’ve been doing so...”

When Elsie trailed off, not wanting to offend her, Jade gave her a reassuring look. “It’s all right. You can say it. I’ve been on an even keel, and you’re afraid traveling back in time might throw me off my newfound, less-troublesome game.”

“I’ll admit, I’m worried,” Elsie conceded. She rested a hand over Jade’s on the island. “I like seeing you at ease. Less consumed by all the negative energy you’ve had to filter and release for your sisters over the years.” 

Thorulf had heard that was the reason for Jade’s supposed wild ways but hadn’t put much stock in it until now. Until he sensed something brimming just beneath her calm demeanor. An indefinable tension. One that went deeper than most could sense. But not him. He understood it in a way that felt kindred. As though they might have had long conversations about it. 

“I wasn’t all that bad before Maya leveled us out.” Jade waved away her aunt's concern and issued Elsie a warm smile that both aroused him and made him wary. 

“Thanks to Maya, I’m better than ever now, Auntie,” Jade went on. “You've seen it yourself.” She tossed Thorulf an unexpected smile that about dropped him to his knees before looking at Elsie again. “Besides, I know you were impressed with Thorulf the last time he was here, so what better Viking to send me off with?”

He’d intended to tell Jade she was wrong about him, then seek out Raven to see if she might be his destined mate but realized he needed to make things right with this sister first. He needed to understand what had happened between them and who the purple dragon was. It didn't matter if Jade was pretending to be level—and she was pretending—he still needed to figure this out. Another one of those smiles wouldn't be so bad either.

“Thorulf has the dagger now,” Elsie pointed out to Jade. She glanced from Loki’s Dagger sheathed at his waist back to her niece. “You’re aware of that, yes? What it likely means if you’re the one to leave with him?”

“Yes,” Jade said without hesitation. “Which I imagine you’re okay with, right?” She gestured at Thorulf and gave her aunt a wounded look. One that said even reformed troublemakers deserved to find their fated mates. “You were impressed with him before,” she reminded, “so what better dragon to take the potential leap with?”

A mere leap? Is that how she viewed becoming fated mates?

“Thorulf is a good dragon,” Elsie relented, sighing. Her wary gaze softened on Jade. “Never doubt for a moment that I don’t think you deserve as much happiness as your sisters.” She squeezed Jade’s shoulder and gave her a knowing yet curious look, not as fooled as Jade might have hoped. “That aside, committing to one man isn’t your style, so you understand my hesitation when it comes to your eagerness to take off with Thorulf.”

“True, I've never been the monogamous type,” Jade conceded, shrugging. “And I still might not be, but that doesn’t mean I shouldn’t do my part in all this.” She glanced from Thorulf to Elsie. “Seeing how Thorulf seems set on bringing me back, he’s the one I should start my journey with, wouldn't you say?” This time she glanced from Loki to Elsie. “Add to that, the god overseeing all this sought me out, so surely I’m up next.”

“Is she right, then?” Elsie looked back and forth between Loki and Thorulf. “Are you both here for her? Do you feel Jade’s supposed to travel back now?”

“Ja.” Thorulf nodded. “Without question.”

“You sound so certain.” Elsie's eyes narrowed. “Why?”

“Because she’s been summoned by the gods.” Loki’s gaze never left Jade, his curiosity sparked. It seemed he’d figured out things the rest of them hadn't yet. “Summoned by both Thor and myself.” He nodded with reassurance at Elsie. “Jade is needed now.”

Elsie’s brows shot up. “Thor?”

“Yes, Auntie, Thor.” Jade gave her an apologetic look. “I didn’t want to say anything and worry you, but he’s been in touch. He’s...a friend.”

Both Thorulf and Loki narrowed their eyes at the way she said it. Had Jade already done something with Thor? Lain with him? Thorulf did his best to keep his near-violent internal response to that hidden. And who could fault him? Though rarely mentioned, Thor was his grandfather thrice removed. Kin that had never made contact before now. Gods rarely did that sort of thing with their demi-god offspring, anyway, let alone generations removed, but still. Thor with Jade? It felt all wrong. An outright betrayal somehow.

Best to remain unaffected, though. Focus on motive rather than emotions. Could it be one of these sisters wasn’t meant for Thorulf and his kin? Because if Thor intended to claim Jade, there would be no way around it. She’d be lost to them.

Following Thorulf's thoughts far too easily already, Jade’s brows swept up. “You’re related to Thor?” 

“Ja,” he muttered absently. “Distantly.”

He'd never shown signs of inheriting any Norse godliness, so he rarely gave it much thought. His gift, however sporadic, was in his Celtic godliness.

Though Jade offered no response to his related-to-Thor-confirmation, her eyes grazed over him with fleeting but telling speculation. Almost like she was willing to concede why she might find him attractive after all. Because he knew full well her dragon was already circling his in a way he guaranteed her human half wouldn't like.

“How good a friend is Thor, Jade? How—” Elsie began but stopped short when thunder crashed, and lightning struck the ocean close enough that the house filled with white light for a moment.

“Very good, it seems.” Loki half scowled, half grinned if such a thing were possible, and nodded once at Thorulf. “I’d say that’s your cue to get moving, dragon.” He looked at Jade. “Both of you.”

“This has something to do with your infatuation with Norse comic book movies lately, doesn’t it?” Elsie asked Jade, unsettled, even a little saddened when she seemed to catch something telepathically she hadn’t before. “It was never about the onscreen Thor but the real deal.” Her brows pulled together. “You’ve been meeting with him and never told me.”

“Because I didn’t want to worry you.” Jade clasped her aunt’s shoulders, genuinely concerned by Elsie's worry. Concern Thorulf might have questioned a mere day ago. “Yes, I’ve been getting to know Thor, and he’s outstanding, Auntie. You would like him a lot. So know when I go, he’s got my back. No matter what happens, things will work out the way they’re supposed to. He’ll keep me level.”

Thor would keep her level? Thorulf could tell by the mix of intrigue and wariness that flashed in Loki’s eyes, he was equally caught off guard by that statement. By the role Thor had taken in all this. One, based on Jade’s expression, that could truly interfere with his Forged in Fire plans.  

Thunder cracked again, and the house shook.

“Keep you level, eh?” Elsie frowned. “That sounds anything but level to me. And you lying to me about this? Not sharing with me?” She shook her head. “Definitely doesn’t ease my worry.” 

“Nonetheless,” Loki narrowed his eyes at the horizon when unnatural blue lightning mixed with white lightning, “Thor is telling Jade to leave.” When the blue lightning zigzagged across the black ocean toward the chalet, fire flared in his eyes. He looked between Thorulf and Jade. His voice turned deep and echo-like, reminding them exactly who he was. “Leave now.”

With that, he vanished in a puff of black smoke that whipped out the door and headed for the ocean. He was going to assist Thor. 

Or at least he had been.

Regrettably, what happened next, very well meant he was one lightning flash too late.
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Chapter Three
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“WE NEED TO get to the ash tree,” Thorulf roared when not one but hundreds of crows manifested over the ocean and zoomed their way. “We need to get there before Mórrígan gets here.”

“What about my aunt?” Jade frowned at Thorulf. “Won’t she be in danger if we leave?”

“No.” He shook his head, appearing convinced. “Mórrígan will follow me until she gets Loki's Dagger.”

“It’s alright, sis,” Trinity said into her mind, evidently following the conversation telepathically. “Raven and I are heading that way so she won’t be alone.”

Part of the mental discussion, Aunt Elsie frowned. “Is that really so wise? If Thorulf is wrong and Mórrígan doesn’t follow, then—”

“Then we’ll be there to help you.” Trinity’s tone left no room for argument. “From here on out, I think it’s best we stick together.”

Jade nodded, chanting herself into stylish sneakers highlighted with a saucy pop of bright green. “I agree.”

“We need to go,” Thorulf persisted, eyeing the incoming birds. “Now.”

No matter her thoughts about him in general, Jade knew he was right. Mórrígan was after his dagger, so the best thing they could do was leave. That in mind, she gave her aunt a quick hug, a reassuring look that all would be well, then got moving. Before Thorulf pulled her after him or, God forbid, threw her over his shoulder like Dagr had Maya on their adventure, she side-stepped him and shot out the deck door.  

“Come on,” she called over her shoulder, not frightened but outright exhilarated. She was long past ready for some action. And, of course, ready to make Thorulf’s life pure hell. She wasn’t sure how she’d do it yet, but she would. She just needed to get a lay of the land he came from and his life in general, then she’d know what to do. How to press his buttons. How to make him suffer.

She had just made it to the tree when Thorulf yanked her against him, braced his hand against the trunk, and angled his back to the birds, so he took the hit if they reached them. Fortunately, seconds before they did, golden light swallowed them, and she felt weightless. Unfortunately, she hadn’t been with a guy since she’d come to Maine, so she was long overdue for intimacy. 

Surely that's why she reacted the way she did to Thorulf’s touch. 

She knew they had history, but she wasn’t prepared for the high-octane impact her inner beast felt at his proximity. At how the lout somehow looked even better in person with his days old five o'clock shadow and rock-solid body. His spicy pine outdoorsy masculine scent engulfed her, so damn intoxicating she nearly gave in to her baser instincts. Nearly pulled his lips to hers and showed him pure bliss before she smartened up and reined it in. Reminded herself that he had shunned her. Hurt her deeply. Best to stay strong. Hold her ground. And she was doing great.

Until she felt the long, thick ridge straining against his pants. 

She groaned before she could stop herself, not surprised when he dug his hand into her hair and angled her head until her eyes locked with his. Until everything faded away but them. This moment. A lustful connection she’d experienced before with him but couldn’t remember when or where. 

Her dragon eyes flared when his did, and she licked her lips. She knew she shouldn’t kiss him. He didn’t deserve it. Never would again. Yet, by the same token, she knew if he closed his mouth over hers, she’d allow it. Then lose herself in it. In him and everything she wanted from him. Had craved for far too long. Had wanted but never got because there had been another woman. 

Was another woman.

Outside of her nightmare, she didn't know why she felt all this, only that it was true. Her thoughts about him and, most especially about the other woman, the purple dragon, were spot on.

“No,” she growled, fighting his allure, reminding herself. Determined not to be cast under his spell like she knew she had been before. 

Yet, for all that determination, she needed to keep her eye on the ball. Keep with her master plan. And that meant playing nice. 

For now, anyway.

If she didn’t, he might turn away before she got her revenge. Because there was something in the way he looked at her right now that told her they’d been down this road before. That something had happened to make him just as angry at her. But what? What could possibly be worse than him casting her aside for another?

“Tell me,” he growled back, following her thoughts alarmingly fast. “What did you do, Jade? Who are you to me? Who am I to you?” 

He made it clear if he wanted to kiss her, he would. His fiery gaze fell to her lips, his lust as obvious as his internal struggle. He felt it too, didn't he? Not just the chemistry between them, but something more. History that had left them wary of each other. Angry and hurt. 

“We were right, Dagr,” Maya said, pulling them from the volatile yet intensely lustful place they’d been heading. “Thorulf wouldn’t be able to help himself. He had to seek out Jade.”

They had arrived in Norway, year nine hundred and sixty.

While tempted to shove Thorulf away, Jade had no intention of showing him that much negative emotion. Not quite yet. She would rather let him think he had half a chance. That, even if it had been a little rocky, they shared forgotten history. Unparalleled chemistry. It would be all that much sweeter when she crushed him. So she relaxed, smoothed her expression into friendly curiosity, and looked around at where they'd ended up, genuinely impressed by her surroundings. Not just by the monstrous golden ash they were leaning against but the kick-ass Gothic dragon castle nearby.

“Hey, sis.” She smiled at Maya and took in her handsome mate with approval. “Nice to finally meet you in person, Dagr.” 

When she caught Thorulf's ever-so-brief flare of jealousy, she nailed down the first part of her payback scheme. Any male dragon here as hot as Dagr was fair game. She eyed the horizon with a slow, womanly smile, noting the abundance of male dragons already circling in curiosity. Oh yes, she’d hit the make-Thorulf-jealous jackpot here.

Dagr nodded at her in return and looked at Thorulf with amusement. “Are you well, brother?”

Though cousins, these two had always considered one another siblings.

“I’ve been better,” Thorulf grunted. He nudged her away. “Go with your sister. I will seek you out later.”

Though tempted to say ‘no need,’ there was a need. The more he was around her, the more trouble she could cause him. She bit back a triumphant smile, noting she was well on her way. His dragon magic wasn’t helping any with his undoubtedly uncomfortable erection. Hence him sending her on her way. 

“Sounds like a plan,” she replied to Thorulf, sure to dish out a winning smile. Then for good measure. “Looking forward to it.”

She really was too. There was great fun to be had. Sinful revenge. 

Jade offered Dagr a wink in passing when he opted to wait for Thorulf and embraced Maya, congratulating her on her pregnancy before they started for the castle or Keep as they called it.  

“And here I thought you’d leveled out some,” Maya said under her breath. She eyed Jade with a mix of gratefulness and wariness. “While I’m glad you’ve been behaving well for Aunt Elsie, I see it was all a show.”

Their dragons were too connected to hide much from her sister.

“Not all a show.” Jade eyed the sky and castle, downright giddy. “I have improved some.” She shrugged. “Maybe not one hundred percent, but I’d say that’s Thorulf’s fault more than anything.”

Maya stopped and narrowed her eyes. “What’s going on, Jade?” Her gaze narrowed further still, as though she'd just picked up on something. “You were lying to me the whole time, weren’t you? You know exactly what games Thorulf’s been playing.” She tilted her head, still contemplating Jade in that big sister way of hers. “When did you meet him? How do you know him? Was it in dreams like I suspected? Because obviously, you two have some kind of deep connection.”

True, but why did Maya look so certain of that? Granted, her dragon had clearly grown stronger, was super powerful now, but somehow Jade knew the degree of how deep their connection might be wasn’t known. Not by them until lately and certainly not by others. 

“What do you know?” She frowned at her sister, then smiled and waved when a male dragon flew over especially low, showing off his impressive wings. “What haven’t you told me?”

“I'll fill you in but not right now.” Maya gestured that she follow when thunder rumbled in the distance. “Chances are good that’s a godly storm, so let’s get to the Keep where you’ll be safe.” 

“Agreed.” Not to say she wasn’t eager to witness the gods battling up close. She could only imagine fighting alongside them. Finally putting her skills to good use. “You and Dagr are safe in godly storms now, though, right?”

“We are,” Maya confirmed. “But that doesn’t mean I’m eager to be out in one again. Not until the warring’s brought to the ground and I’m fighting alongside the gods.”

“And when do we think that’ll be?” She perked a brow at Maya, duly impressed. “I was under the impression that with the power of Helheim behind you, it would be now. What you and Dagr picked up power-wise Forging was just what the dragons here needed, right?”

“So I was told,” Maya replied. “But we need to wait for Loki and Thor.” She shook her head. “There’s no way we’re doing anything until they’re leading the charge.”

The way Maya looked at her out of the corner of her eye told Jade she suspected she’d already made contact with both gods.

Jade looked up as they passed beneath impressive portcullises, then stopped short in awe when they entered the courtyard. While sure, the massive clear dome overhead and the castle were amazing, she was far more taken with the sheer number of male dragons roaming around. Some were in human form, others dragon. All raw, primal masculine scrumptiousness.  

“Oh no,” Maya groaned, glancing from Jade to the dozens of male dragons that had stopped short at the sight of her. “Jade, you’ve got to get control of yourself. This is no place to—”

“Welcome,” came a deep voice before a familiar extra yummy Viking and his new queen approached. “It’s good to finally meet you, Jade.”

“You too, Leviathan.” She nodded hello to his wife. “Hey, Destiny.”

She’d only known Destiny briefly in Maine but liked her. She hadn’t seemed wary of Jade like most females were. But then she was a powerful self-confident, demi-god dragon with killer looks. 

“Welcome, Jade.” Destiny smiled in return, then gave Leviathan a look. “I think we better make things clear to our males.”

“No need,” Jade began, more than fine with all the attention, but it was too late. Leviathan sliced her make-Thorulf-jealous jackpot down to slim pickings with a few select words. “Jade is here for a Sigdir. Her union with him will make us all that much more powerful.” He narrowed fiery eyes on the numerous males edging closer, his tone threatening. “If I hear she’s with any other dragon, you’ll answer to me.”

What the hell? Who was he to rip away all her fun?

“Ja, a Sigdir,” came a second deep, booming voice before yet another handsome-as-sin Viking made his way through the crowd. With longish black hair, devilish good looks, and a naughty troublemaker disposition, he could only be Vicar. Built much like Dagr and Thorulf, he swaggered her way with the kind of confidence she liked in a dragon. “So good to finally meet you, Jade.” His gaze did a slow, appreciative stroll over her. “I think we’ll get along well.”

“I think you’re right.” Pleased that potential fun had returned, she offered him an equally slow, sensual smile that typically made men simper at her feet and eyed him over just as boldly. “You must be Vicar.”

According to Maya, Vicar suffered from split personalities. One was his more civil Sigdir side. The other, which she knew she talked to now, was his Múspellsheimr side. A personality born from his previous life. His more primal, ruthless half, in tune with dragonkind’s homeworld. A vicious place of brimstone and fire. 

If all that wasn’t exciting enough, he was the perfect candidate for payback since he was Thorulf’s brother. If flirting him up didn’t piss Thorulf off, what would? That in mind, knowing full well Thorulf was almost here, she took advantage of the situation.

Better yet, she took advantage of Vicar.
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Chapter Four
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“I KNOW HER,” Thorulf grumbled, at last getting his blasted arousal under control. Touching Jade had been a mistake. Now he knew just what she was capable of. He scowled and shook his head at Dagr. “I can’t remember how, only that I know Jade well.”

Dagr nodded, not surprised to hear that, all things considered. “Your mind’s still closed off to me, though. Closed off to all your kin.” He frowned and sighed. “I had hoped that would change after you traveled to the future.”

It was an unusual thing for a dragon’s mind to be closed off from his family and more uncomfortable than Thorulf would admit. But ever since Dagr and Maya Forged in Fire and Thorulf took possession of Loki’s Dagger, all had gone silent. The only one he sensed now was Jade, and it was unnerving. Different. Their connection felt like fleeting memories that came and went so fast he couldn’t grab onto them. Couldn’t remember them clearly. 

“She’s the one, though,” he muttered, reflecting on what they’d discussed days before. “Jade’s the female toying with me. Her dragon’s trying to cause havoc with mine. Pay me back for something I did. I’m sure of it.”

“Better Jade than a Celtic god,” Dagr said, reminding him what they had theorized about. He eyed Thorulf, not surprisingly guessing at his other revelation. “Yet there still might be a god involved, yes?”

“Perhaps,” he conceded. “A purple female dragon. One who evidently tried to kill Jade.”

Dagr’s brows shot up. “When?”

“I don’t know.” He shook his head as they headed under a portcullis. “We didn’t have much time to talk before—”

He stopped short when he spied Jade and Vicar. 

“Thor’s thunder,” he cursed, seeing red. “Is she...? Are they...?”

And here he thought her flirting with Loki had been bad. Hell, if the troublesome woman wasn’t kissing his damn brother now. To make matters worse, the two of them seemed to be enjoying it a bit too much.  

Dagr stopped him before he drew his blade, the warning in his voice unmistakable. “Don’t do it. Not in front of so many people.”

He understood. Jade and Vicar might be sharing a nauseatingly too-soon kiss hello, but now was the time to appear united, not divided. Even so, the display was irksome. Infuriating. What was she thinking? What was Vicar thinking? 

Then again, his brother’s thinking was chaotic at best lately. 

If Vicar's Múspellsheimr side was out, which it was right now, doing something like this would come naturally. Jade was another story. Her mind was clear enough, her actions intentional. How could they not be after what had happened at the ash? After the intense sensual connection she and Thorulf had made? A familiar connection?

“She’s still toying with me,” he murmured, certain he was right. Guilt slammed into him. Guilt that insinuated the purple dragon had played a bigger role in all of this than he would have liked. “I did something...hurt her...

“I wonder if it’s connected to what Maya and I witnessed at your lair when we closed Carman’s gateway.” Dagr visibly relaxed when he realized Thorulf wasn’t going to cut Vicar down. 

Thorulf still didn't know what to think of Dagr and Maya’s discovery at his lair. It definitely insinuated a connection between him and Jade. How else could it be, considering they’d seen her memories there? Memories of her sisters at various ages. Recollections Thorulf had to have witnessed but didn't recall in the least. What Dagr didn’t mention, but worried about even more with good reason, was what else they had seen. Thorulf’s lair had been where they closed Celtic Goddess Carman’s gateway. 

A gateway that let her son Darkness into their world.

Thorulf had no idea what to make of that other than he needed to get to the bottom of things. As he’d concluded in Maine, to make things right somehow. First, though, he needed to deal with Jade and Vicar. Or, to be specific, not deal with them. Rather, despite his undeniable jealousy, he needed to show their people unity. So, taking into account the obvious connection Vicar and Jade were making in such a ridiculously short amount of time, he did what made sense.

He kept his emotions in check, strode into the courtyard, unsheathed Loki’s Dagger, and held its hilt out to Vicar. “I believe this might be meant for you, brother.”

Vicar took his time ending the kiss before he looked at Jade with approval, perked a brow at the blade, then met Thorulf’s hard gaze with a languid grin. “I believe you might be right.”

Meanwhile, Jade kept a hand resting on Vicar’s chest and eyed Thorulf with detached interest. As though she couldn’t care less that he was handing the blade over. Yet, like before, he sensed a flicker of anger in her dragon. A flash of rage that came and went so quickly nobody could have caught it. 

No one but his dragon, that is. 

It was a wonder Thorulf’s dragon eyes didn’t flare, his inner beast was so put off by this. Not just by handing over a blade that could make Jade his but that he allowed Vicar to take someone he suspected might mean a great deal. Or once had.

“A Sigdir,” Leviathan repeated, warned, eyeing the other males who, not surprisingly, wanted a taste of Jade as well. How could they not when she gave it away so freely? When she clearly enjoyed men no matter where she went?

Before his inner beast surfaced and bit out exactly what he thought about that, Thorulf spun on his heel and strode inside without a backward glance. He needed ale and lots of it. Anything to keep his mind off of Jade and her antics. Off what he wanted to do to his brother for sampling her before him. For claiming what didn’t belong to him.

“Thank you for that,” Maya said softly when she and Dagr joined him in front of one of the massive great hall fires with drinks of their own. She gave him an apologetic look. “I thought she was better.” Then she flinched. “I should have returned to the future sooner.” She shook her head. “I knew something was up with her.”

“More than just something,” Dagr grunted, frowning at the men trailing after Jade and Vicar despite Leviathan’s repeated warnings. “She’s causing a stir that won’t end well.”

“No,” Maya agreed, sighing. She looked at Thorulf. “What have we missed? What happened in Maine?”

He filled them in on everything, including Jade’s contact with both Thor and Loki, then asked his own question only to have it confirmed she didn’t know about his lair yet. She still had no idea her memories were part of his dragon’s most sacred place.

“I haven’t had a chance to talk to her at length.” Maya frowned at Jade, who had made herself comfortable on Vicar’s lap in front of another fire. “She’s not responding to my telepathic voice.” She narrowed her eyes a little. “If anything, our connection feels a lot like it did when she was still in the future. There but sporadic.”

“Where our connection is stronger than ever,” Thorulf revealed, certain he was right. Jade was there, in his mind, but keeping quiet. Biding her time. 

“Something doesn’t feel right about this,” Destiny murmured when she and Leviathan joined them. Her steady gaze never left the spectacle across the way. “Jade’s determined to make trouble.”

“Because of me,” Thorulf stated bluntly, catching them up as well. “Somehow, I have to make this right, and I have no idea where to begin. How to fix something I don’t remember.” 

“Which you suspect has to do with the enemy.” Leviathan pulled Destiny against him, her back to his front, and considered Thorulf. “You think either Carman or Mórrígan may be the purple female dragon?”

“Perhaps,” Thorulf replied. “Though they are not dragons.”

“But they possess enough magic to appear that way,” Destiny said. “Especially Mórrígan.” She considered Thorulf as steadily as Leviathan did. “More than that, she has power over sexuality. Power over men.”

“You mean power over me,” Thorulf translated. In light of the fact no one knew his thoughts right now, so they had no assurance he wasn’t aligned with the enemy, he preferred to be blunt. He downed his ale and looked at the fire, disgruntled but honest. “You think she might be connected to me even now. That giving Loki's Dagger to my brother would be a good way to avoid the Forge and the extra power it might give our people.” 

“Nobody said that,” Dagr denied, but Thorulf knew even he wondered.

“They didn’t, but they should.” Thorulf waved over another ale, crossed his arms over his chest, and eyed his comrades and their mates. “I would think the same if 
I were in your position and with good reason. Not only are our dragons separated telepathically, but I have Celtic godliness in me.” He shrugged a shoulder, having come to terms with the possibility. “So if any of us were targeted by Mórrígan, it would be me.”
Where Vicar should have Celtic godliness too, they had never seen any sign of it likely because his inner Múspellsheimr was so strong.

“Targeting you would make the most sense, protégé,” Leviathan granted, giving him the same truth in return. “Your magic would be more kindred to the enemy and, if she targeted you when you were but a child, your vulnerability would have made things even easier.”

“Could such a thing have been hidden from all of us, though?” Dagr frowned. “From his father and Ava? From me? Thorulf and I were together all the time. Surely, my dragon would have sensed something.”

“Yet your dragon didn’t sense Jade’s memories,” Maya reminded, cozy on Dagr’s lap, her hand over his on her womb. “From what we saw at Thorulf’s lair, Jade’s been there a long time. In Thorulf’s life a long time.” Her curious gaze went between Thorulf and Jade. “Maybe that’s the key to remembering. To figuring out what happened. How intertwined Mórrígan might really be in your lives.”

Thorulf frowned. “What?”

“You and Jade need to return to your lair.” Maya gave him a pointed look. “Kill two birds with one stone. It might trigger your and Jade’s memories, plus it’ll get her away from Vicar.” Her brows swept up. “Because no matter your motives, and whether we can follow your thoughts or not, we all know you don’t want the two of them together.”

“What if I’m somehow leading her directly to the enemy, though?” Thorulf countered, liking the idea of getting Jade away from Vicar but not at the cost of her safety. He nodded thanks to the woman who refilled his horn with ale. “If Carman was able to create her gateway between the Norse and Celtic worlds from my lair, it stands to reason I’ll be leading Jade straight to the heart of the enemy.”

“He’s right.” Dagr nodded in agreement. “If Carman found a way in via Thorulf’s lair, Mórrígan likely has too.”

“Then we will join you.” Leviathan gestured at Dagr and Maya. “Though I suspect you will have Loki’s and Thor’s aid as well, the four of us carry a great deal of power.” He looked from Dagr to Thorulf. “Perhaps your lair is where the godly war finally comes to Midgard. Where we take a stance alongside our allied gods and see this war ended once and for all.”

“Which would mean Vicar would have to remain here to oversee the Keep.” Destiny nodded. “It’s a good plan.”

Or it would have been had his brother not made things clear in a way nobody could dispute.
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Chapter Five
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JADE DID HER best not to stew or show anger as she sat on Vicar’s lap and telepathically followed the conversation being had across the way. What happened outside had fired her up enough, now this. Not only was everyone conspiring against her being with Vicar, but had kept information from her that should have been hers from the beginning. Information that eerily coincided with her nightmare now that she thought about it.

Her childhood memories were actually running around Thorulf’s lair? Here, over a thousand years in the past, halfway around the world? 

No wonder they shared a connection.

“If you really want to make my brother jealous, come to my chamber,” Vicar murmured in her ear. “You know it will be good.” He nipped her earlobe. “As good as our kiss, ja?”

She had to hand it to the guy for being so perceptive. For several things, actually. Not just his loyal following, including male dragons and simpering females that seemed eager to join in the fun, but for his seemingly relaxed manner at the moment. One she knew didn’t come naturally. No, he was a solid wall of tattooed pent-up muscle desperate to let hell loose on the battlefield. 

Like Thorulf, Vicar was clearly a born warrior. The difference? He craved fighting like she craved men. Tirelessly and without pause. Or at least she had. Still did. Or so she hoped. Because the beast of male perfection whose lap she sat on wasn’t stirring things up like he should. Nor were any of the drool-worthy men just waiting for her to break Leviathan’s rules and bring them to bed. Or anywhere, for that matter. She eyed the lot of them with approval. Definitely wherever with this crowd.

She suspected many did it right here in this hall with everyone watching. Now that did a little something for her. Her traitorous gaze wandered to Thorulf, her equally traitorous dragon just imagining the possibilities. He might have been able to turn away from her out in the courtyard when she kissed his brother but could he do the same if she stripped down and straddled Vicar here and now? If he was forced to watch just how good she could make a man feel?

“Ah, so not my chamber then,” Vicar whispered, surprising her when he caught her thoughts. He tilted her chin until their lips were a breath apart. “While I like the way you think, testing Thorulf to such a degree would be unwise.” He traced the pad of his thumb along her jaw, his gaze intelligent. Perceptive. “But that doesn’t matter, does it, little dragon?” He searched her eyes, amused. “Anything to have your payback.”

“How do you know that?” She frowned. “How do you know what I’m thinking when no one else does?”

“No one but Thorulf,” he corrected, surprising her again. He arched a brow. “You realize he knows you hover in his mind, yes? Knows you are out for revenge?”

He did? Seriously?

“Of course, I knew,” she lied, not about to admit she’d had no idea. She shrugged it off like she couldn't care less. “I've known all along.”

Clearly not buying it, Vicar eyed her for another moment before he tossed his head back and laughed, the sound full-bodied and booming, drawing the eyes of many. Most especially, the fiercer-looking female dragons. Múspellsheimr dragons, she imagined. Females who put him above all others. Craved him more than other males. Who could blame them? Despite being Leviathan’s protégé, Vicar had this whole tough guy king-of-the-castle thing going on. A demeanor that, quite frankly, should have had her in his bed by now, but no.

Instead, she was devising new ways to make Thorulf’s life miserable.

And—she gave herself a mental kick in the ass—keeping up the current charade whether it did anything for her or not. She brushed her lips across Vicar’s, still not feeling the fireworks she should, and trailed her finger languidly over the top of a large triangular tattoo on his chest. A man like him clearly saw right through any sort of deception, so perhaps a touch of playful honesty might get her further.

“What do you think of that, anyway?” she purred, trying to get a better read on Thorulf. “What do you think of me using you to make your brother jealous? Will it work on him?”

Because if it wouldn't, then this was pointless, and she needed a new plan of attack.

Vicar considered her for a moment, his gaze still amused before, just like that, his expression fell flat, and he dug his hand into her hair roughly. In the blink of an eye, his appealing dark side got a whole lot darker.

“I think you play a dangerous game,” he ground out. His dragon eyes erupted. “One you will lose.”

The hovering Múspellsheimr females drifted closer at his intensifying emotions. His volatile instability. Renewed womanly interest lit their eyes, and Jade got it. She really did. But that didn’t mean she was cool with Vicar getting rough with her without permission. So, not thinking twice, she had his dagger unsheathed, and to his neck so quickly a hush fell over the room. 

She felt Thorulf’s inner dragon flare with distress, responding to what it considered an imminent threat. Not to Vicar’s life, she realized with a startle, but to hers. He was fearful for her. Maybe even a little terrified. Which, naturally, gave her a surge of satisfaction. It seemed she had just found another, perhaps more effective way, to create havoc for him.

Make his dragon think her life was in danger.

She would have to mull over how to do that moving forward. At the moment, he clearly felt challenging Vicar was dangerous, so she’d stick with it.  

“You okay, Vicar?” She narrowed her eyes, not afraid to use the blade if she had to. “Because I got the sense there for a second you’d come a little unhinged.”

“Unhinged?” he drawled, clearly biding his time. Either because he enjoyed the position or because he was poised to attack. She knew she played with fire. That he was, however entertaining, truly unstable. But he deserved a tongue-lashing. To be put in his place. So she told him exactly what she thought of his behavior.

Or at least she tried to before something or someone took over.

She suddenly felt adrift, outside herself, when she spoke words that weren’t hers.

“You’re losing control again, Vicar.” She removed the blade and cupped his cheek. “You need to find yourself. Remember yourself.”

“It’s happening again,” she heard Maya say from somewhere far off. “Trinity’s trying to fix him.”

Trinity? What was she talking about? Moments later, the feeling of being adrift passed, and Vicar snapped into focus. A much-changed Vicar at that. Gone were the flirtatious, cunning grins. Now his smile was warmer. Genuine.

If she didn’t know better, she’d say his Múspellsheimr side had vanished, and his inner Sigdir surfaced.

“Apologies, Jade.” Disgruntled, he took Loki’s Dagger and sheathed it. “It seems I let my anger get the better of me.”

She stared at him a moment, trying to adjust to his new personality.

Vicar looked at her with concern. “Are you all right?”

Was she? Maybe. Was he? Impossible to know. Either way, she suddenly felt like she sat on a perfect stranger’s lap, so she found her tongue and moved. 

“Yeah, I’m fine.” She got up and looked Maya’s way when she and the others joined them. “What just happened?” Still unsettled by losing a sense of herself like that, she rubbed her temples. “What did you mean Trinity was trying to fix him?” She frowned. “And since when can she take us over like that? I almost felt...possessed.”

“She did the same thing on my adventure,” Maya explained. “And I have no idea how she’s doing it.” She eyed Vicar with wariness. “I think she’s drawn to Vicar because...well,” she gave him an apologetic look this time, “let’s just say you present the sort of challenge she’s drawn to.”

“My various outlooks, then?” he surmised, putting a rather mild spin on such volatile personality shifts. 

While Jade could tell this version of Vicar didn’t much like what he became, his other half was still in there ruling the roost. Or, in this case, ruling the dragon. She sensed him clawing his way back to the surface. 

“Vicar’s Múspellsheimr dragon was very powerful in his former life,” Thorulf said into her mind, throwing her off with how easily he did it. How perfectly clear he came through. As if he’d been there a thousand times before. “It has a lot of sway over him. More since the gods started battling and lately in abundance.”

She didn’t have to ask Maya why Trinity might be drawn to a guy like Vicar. Her younger sister had been trying to fix men her whole life, and Jade could admit, she forever gave it a good shot. While she always walked away thinking she’d fixed them, Jade knew better. Why? Because she was the sister that went in behind Trinity, befriended said guy, and helped them through their heartache over losing Trinity. That was sort of Jade’s thing. While she’d always filtered negativity in a literal sense for her sisters, she did it figuratively for men because she truly liked the opposite sex. Yes, for obvious reasons, but just in general too.

Though her sisters likely thought otherwise, she didn’t sleep with half the men she befriended. Especially not those left in Trinity’s well-meaning wake. She just got to know them, became the buddy they needed, then left them in a better place. Or so she liked to think.

“All the more reason I won’t be left behind this time,” Vicar said, having clearly followed Thorulf’s thoughts about his Múspellsheimr personality taking over more often than not. He stood and swung a black fur around his shoulders. “Best to remain close to Jade.” His friendly enough gaze slid her way. “That way, things remain level.”

What he didn’t say, but she was sure everyone sensed, was his draw to Trinity. The only problem? His reasons were less transparent. If it was his Sigdir side at the helm, then it was for all the right reasons. His Múspellsheimr side, however, could have different intentions altogether. He may want to get closer to, or harm, the female who had the power to suppress his dark side so easily. The side restless to wage war. 

Nonetheless, Jade was fine with Vicar tagging along if for no other reason than he proved a good barrier between her and Thorulf. If he sought out Trinity in any negative way in the meantime, Jade would just kick his ass. Until then, definitely best to keep him along. A nice, solid wall between her and his brother. Because what just happened when Trinity possessed her showed her how incredibly intense their dragons’ bond might be. She’d never felt anything like it. Not in the cave she’d dreamt about and not at the ash when they time traveled. 

It was more instinctual. Alarmingly enough, almost unbreakable. 

When Leviathan shook his head at Vicar’s suggestion, Vicar rested his hand on Loki’s Dagger sheathed at his waist and repeated himself. “This blade has made its way to me, and Jade and I already share a connection, so I must stay with her.” He arched a brow at Jade, giving her a very Sigdir-like option. “Unless, of course, you see no hope for us.”

In truth, she didn’t, but that made no difference. He served a purpose. And honestly, she had a feeling he could use a little of what she was so good at. Not necessarily intimacy this time, but genuine friendship. Something she suspected he lacked with most because he was so unpredictable.

“I agree that you should come, Vicar.” Jade looked at Leviathan and Destiny. “Like he said, we share a connection. Outside of Thorulf, he’s the only one I’m telepathically connected with right now. I imagine that’ll be important with what lies ahead.” She appealed to everyone’s common sense. “After all, the more people Thorulf and I can connect to telepathically with an enemy in our midst, the better, wouldn’t you say?”

While Leviathan and Dagr seemed unsure, Thorulf, of all people, saw the wisdom in it. 

“Jade’s right.” His expression was hard to read when he looked at his brother. “Vicar should come.”

She should be grateful for his support but again found herself irritated and knew full well why. Whether he was genuine or not, Thorulf keeping Vicar along conveyed the same message as him giving his brother the blade earlier. 

He didn’t care what she did or who she did it with. 

Or he was trying hard to make it seem that way.

“Dagr and I will go with them.” Maya looked at Leviathan and Destiny with reassurance. “Seeing how you’re one of the two most powerful couples around, better that you stay here and protect the Keep.” She glanced over her shoulder at something unseen and smiled. “Besides, we’ve got backup.”

It was odd knowing her sister was Queen of the Dead now and that she undoubtedly just looked at a ghost, but Jade could admit she was grateful for the backup even if her sister had withheld the truth. 

Something she started to address but froze in her tracks when she saw the impossible.
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Chapter Six
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THORULF HAD NO idea what to think when colors sharpened around him, and a tiny transparent green dragon shot through the front door and whipped upward, clearly having a wonderful albeit rebellious time. Up and up she went, squealing with delight without making a sound, flapping her minuscule wings for all she was worth. 

“Hey, that’s me when I was little!” Jade exclaimed. “Really little.” Though everyone else had vanished, she, Thorulf, Dagr, and Maya remained. Though confused, she grinned at her other self. “And just as rambunctious as ever.”

“It’s a memory,” Maya revealed. “Of you in Helheim.” She looked at Dagr. “Like Hel said, my sisters passed through this world, too. Born of Leviathan and Destiny Forging in Fire then born onto Midgard.”  

“Yet it doesn’t look like Jade’s heading that way,” Dagr noted with amusement when Goddess Hel, just as transparent as tiny Jade, stormed into the Keep after her. 

“Jade,” she roared. Her godly voice carried all the way to the top of the sky-high windows above the great hall. “Get back here. You do not belong in this world!”

“You’re responding to her telepathically.” Maya cocked her head as if straining to hear. She bit the corner of her lip, rolled her eyes at Jade, and shook her head at the tiny green dragon still zipping up and up. “You’ve declared you like it here. That there’s too much fun to be had to leave just yet.”

“Is that allowed?” Jade chuckled and squinted, trying to see her tiny self, she was so high now. “I mean, can’t Hel just flick a wrist and whisk me along to be born on Earth?”

“Usually, that’s how it works if need be.” Dagr crossed his arms over his chest and considered his mother Hel as she paced and cursed and kept ordering tiny Jade back down. “Yet it seems, like Maya, you’re different than most, Jade.” He glanced at Maya. “I think all your sisters are.”

“What does that mean exactly?” Maya asked. 

The corner of Thorulf’s mouth twitched in amusement when tiny Jade perched on a window ledge and peeked one large emerald green eye over the edge, wondering if Hel would pursue her all the way up there. “I’d say it means the same rules don’t apply to you and your sisters as most souls.”

“Precisely.” Dagr looked between Maya and Jade. “Which changes everything, really.”

“It does, doesn’t it?” Maya murmured, evidently following his meaning. 

“Care to enlighten us?” Jade prompted when their attention returned to her other self, who now tip-toed along the ledge as though that would somehow hide her from Hel. 

“It means because we were born of something so unusual and powerful, we have more freedom than most.” Maya smirked when tiny Jade peeked another eye down, clearly hoping Hel would come play. “I think maybe this explains why our energy fluctuates so much in our world. Because it’s only one of many we existed in.”

“Existed?” Jade frowned. “But I’m transparent, so obviously, this is temporary. My dragon’s a ghost right now.”

“No, she’s a memory right now,” Thorulf corrected. Having seen his cousin’s memories of the moment Maya came to be under the ash on Helheim, he tilted his head in question. “She should be solid like Maya was, shouldn’t she?”

“Only if she was born into this world which I don’t suspect she was.” Dagr’s attention returned to tiny Jade, who pulled back sharply when Hel’s eyes narrowed in on her. Her dragon did a little happy dance, obviously under the impression she’d gotten the goddess to play after all. Eager to keep the game going, she took flight again as if daring Hel to follow. 

“No, I don’t think she was born here either.” Maya clearly sensed something. “If she were a Helheim dragon, we’d know it.” She looked at Jade with surprise. “I don’t think any of us were born directly onto Midgard.”

“Okay,” Jade said slowly. “Then where were we born?”

“I’m not sure.” Maya’s gaze returned to tiny Jade just before the memory faded and everything returned to normal. “All I know is it wasn’t Helheim.”

“Too bad.” Jade took the revelation in remarkable stride. “That was a pretty gorgeous world.” She grinned. “Looked like I was having fun in it.”

“It did,” Maya conceded, yet there was no missing the worry in her eyes when she glanced at Dagr. “What would happen if Jade kept evading Hel like that? Obviously, she was born, so your mother caught up with her eventually but still.”

“I have no idea.” He shook his head. “This is new territory for me. You’re the first dragons ever born of something like this. Born of the Forge.”

“Perhaps Loki knows,” Thorulf said, saddened by the memory vanishing. He had enjoyed seeing Jade like that again. Because he had before. He was sure of it.

Clearly following his thoughts, Jade’s eyes narrowed on him. “How could you have possibly seen me at that age? I wasn’t even born yet...not on Midgard anyway.”

“Seen you at what age?” Destiny began before she looked between the four of them and saw what no one else could. Where they had just been and what had happened. As it were, based on everything going on in the great hall, they had never left. No time had passed there. “Isn’t that interesting.” She filled Leviathan in telepathically before addressing Thorulf. “So, how do you think you saw Jade at that age? Perhaps in a dream?”

“I’m not sure.” He shook his head. “Recognizing her feels like it might be because of a dream...but not.”

He avoided eye contact with Jade mostly because he was still irritated with her kissing Vicar. More than that, frustrated with his dragon’s response to the danger she put herself in when she’d held a knife to his throat. She had no idea what Vicar was capable of. How unstable he really was. However impressive her skills with a blade, his brother could have ended her life in a split second. And nowadays, he would likely do it without a shred of remorse.

“I get the same feeling,” Jade added, agreeing with his explanation about their potential history together. “I think maybe the nightmare I had about meeting Thorulf for the first time was more than just a dream.”

What nightmare? She had dreamt about meeting him? When he felt a spike of anger in her mind she tried to keep from him, he finally put the pieces together.

“The purple dragon.” He frowned at Jade, troubled. “That’s when she killed you, isn’t it?”

When everyone looked between them in confusion, Jade finally revealed what had apparently happened in his lair.  

“Anyway,” she said in conclusion, her expression hard to read. “Whoever that purple dragon was, she didn’t want me anywhere near Thorulf.” She didn’t so much as glance his way but remained focused on the others, including Vicar, who listened with a little too much interest. “And I’m positive Thorulf had no issues with what the purple dragon did to me.” Still ignoring him, she frowned and glanced up as though looking at the memory they’d just witnessed. “Oddly, he wasn’t that small when I met him, though.” She looked at Destiny. “You’d think if he remembered me at that size, I’d remember him at the same size. Especially considering we’re the same age.”

That revelation caught them both off guard.

“How do you know that?” Maya asked.

“I don’t know.” Jade shrugged but looked troubled. “I guess I just assumed. We look around the same age.”

“Because you are,” Destiny murmured, thinking about that. “Both born on the same day as the summer solstice, but not the same year.”

Jade cocked her head. “Why do you say that like it means something?”

“Because it does,” Leviathan revealed. “Not only was the solstice a big part of what ultimately brought Destiny and I together, but we Forged in Fire on the summer solstice.”

“And that means what exactly?” Jade prompted. “Because Thorulf wasn’t born of that event.”

“No,” Destiny conceded. “But he does have Celtic godliness in him and made contact with you early in life.”

Thorulf and Jade both looked at her in confusion when she hesitated.

“It just seems ironic and worth noting,” Destiny went on. “Mainly because a Celtic goddess and Guardian Witches played such a big part in the events surrounding the Forge.”

“And the summer solstice is a big deal for them,” Thorulf murmured, figuring out her implication. “A truly important day for Celtic pagans.”

“That’s right.” Destiny looked Jade’s way. “And though you were all born of the same event, you’re the only sister born on that day.” 

“Interesting how that works.” Jade crossed her arms over her chest and considered it. “My sisters and I were all born of the Forge, so you would’ve thought we would have been born onto Earth as quadruplets at the same time.”

“If time passed the same on all worlds and in all dimensions,” Destiny replied. “The moment you passed through Helheim, time passed differently for all of you. It’s much like souls being reborn time and time again. Some spend more time in the afterlife, where others are reborn right away. It depends on a variety of factors.”

“So you’re saying Maya moved right along, but Trinity, Raven, and I got distracted?” Jade asked, a tad disbelieving before her gaze rose to the spire where her tiny dragon had just been frolicking. “Then again, I guess we just witnessed proof of that.”

“Yet my brother remembers her at the age you just witnessed,” Vicar said. “Which implies perhaps she didn’t linger on Helheim but crossed into Midgard without having been born into it first.”

“An interesting concept, is it not?” came an unfamiliar voice.

A voice, as it turned out, that had a profound impact on everyone in the great hall.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter Seven
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JADE WASN’T SURE what to do with herself when Thor walked in, and everyone fell to a knee then lowered their heads. So she said the first thought that came to mind.

“Sorry.” She grinned at him. “I suppose I should have done that when we first met, huh?”

He winked at her. “You did in your own unique way, troublemaker.”

She thought back on it, remembering how viciously she had flirted and the things she’d contemplated doing to him when they first met. Nope, definitely not the proper way to have greeted Thor. Loki, however? Absolutely.

“Rise, good Norsemen and Norsewomen,” Thor said to his loyal followers. “Share an ale with me, ja?”

“Ja,” came a wide rumble before all, with a flick of Thor's hand, had horns of ale. “Drink with me so that we might talk about what lies ahead.”

Jade could tell by the relief on Destiny’s and Leviathan’s faces that they were glad Thor had finally made an appearance. That he really would be standing by their side in the days ahead. Not only would it boost overall morale, but it would help squelch uprisings among the dragons. Specifically, ones led by Vicar and Torc. She had yet to meet Leviathan’s brother but knew he and Vicar were brothers-in-arms when it came to rallying dragons to fight now rather than waiting for the gods to help them.

“Looks like you and Thor are pretty chummy,” Maya mentioned when the men and Destiny joined Thor. She arched her brows at Jade. “Just how long have you known one another?” She tilted her head in question. “And why didn’t you let me know when we talked telepathically across time?”

“Beats me.” Jade arched her brows right back. “Why didn’t you tell me my memories were running around Thorulf’s lair?”

“I was going to.” Maya cleared her throat a little. A sure sign she knew she was in the wrong. “As soon as I saw you again.”

“Right,” Jade replied slowly, seeing the truth of things clearly enough in Maya’s guilty expression. “When you knew I couldn’t take off and cause more havoc when I realized how connected I really was to this place.” She gestured haphazardly at Thorulf. “How connected to a single male dragon I was, and possibly doomed to mate for all eternity.”

“Well...yeah.” Maya sighed and shook her head. “Sorry, but can you blame me?” She gestured at Thorulf, too, then the slew of men still eyeing Jade hungrily despite Thor’s humbling presence. “About the last thing you would ever want is to be destined for one dragon, and you know it. It’d be a death sentence for you.”

She had a point, and normally Jade would agree, but now...now what? Damn it. She raised her horn and toasted Thor when everyone else did, then took several long swigs of her warm, bitter ale. She needed to get her head on straight and ignore the little spark of interest blossoming in her dragon. Its intrigue at the possibility of monogamy. Of the love that it would require. An emotion she sure as hell didn't feel toward men. Like them? All the time. Lust? You bet. Love? Not her thing. Her gut had always told her nothing good came of it, so she'd steered clear.

“Possibilities of monogamy and love, my ass,” she muttered, then nodded her head firmly at her sister. “You’re right.” Was she, though? “I would’ve run in the opposite direction if you’d told me about Thorulf’s lair.” Or maybe walked briskly. “I would’ve unleashed pure hell on Winter Harbor.” Or simply had one last night of fun with as many hot men as she could. “Best you didn’t tell me.”

“I’m glad you agree,” Maya replied, an annoying glitter of amusement in her eyes.

Jade frowned. “What?”

“You’re my sister,” Maya flat-out grinned this time, “so I don’t need to be in your head to have a good idea what you’re thinking.” She leaned over and whispered like a co-conspirator letting her know it was okay to shun everything that made life worth living. “It’s not so bad mating with one dragon. In fact, it’s pretty—”

“Enough.” Jade tossed Vicar a flirtatious look for her sister’s benefit then scowled at Maya. “I’ll never commit to one guy, and that’s that. There could be no more boring-as-hell fate to doom me with, and you know it.”

“So even though you’ve been preparing for it your whole life,” Maya’s amusement didn’t fade in the least, “you won’t Forge in Fire to help save humanity.”

“I didn’t say that,” she shot back, caught between a rock and a hard place. “I said I won’t commit to just one.” She ignored Thorulf and raked what she hoped appeared a lustful gaze over Vicar again. Then, for good measure, she winked at the Múspellsheimr females simpering around him, waiting eagerly for his other half to surface again. Winked like she got it. “I will, however, Forge with one willing to loosen the reins a little on the whole fidelity thing. A dragon who gets my way of looking at the world and the wonderful variety of gorgeous dragons in it.”

Before Maya could respond with any more of her annoying amusement, Jade focused on the real matter at hand. What she needed to get out ahead of if she could. “Tell me more about the memories you saw in Thorulf’s lair.” 

She couldn't help but note the warm reunion between Thor and Thorulf. Or, should she say their first meeting based on what she caught of Thorulf's thoughts. She'd heard Norse gods slept with mortals regularly, so offspring weren't that big a deal. Usually, they never even met their descendants, so it was no wonder Thorulf seemed pleased.

“There isn’t much to tell about the memories in Thorulf's cave other than they were clearly yours,” Maya replied, drawing her back to the conversation. She shared a few of the memories. “We weren’t there long, so I only saw a handful, but I got the impression there were a lot more. That his lair was literally haunted by them.”

“But it’s not,” Thorulf interjected where he wasn’t welcome. Within her mind. “I would know if my lair was haunted with memories.”

“Not if a Celtic goddess made sure you didn’t,” she replied, trying to keep her voice civil when her frustration with him only grew by the moment. More so, her jealousy of that damn purple dragon. “Now out of my head, please. I’m having a conversation with my sister.”

“I can’t get out of your head,” he replied bluntly, surprising her. He didn’t look her way, but she got the impression he wanted to. That he stared every opportunity he got. 

“What do you mean you can’t get out of my head?” She was about to go on when it suddenly occurred to her what Maya had said. Or better put, what she hadn’t said. She looked at her sister. “Those memories weren’t just memories.”

Maya narrowed her eyes a little. “What do you mean?”

“I mean, the ones you just shared were specific to events,” she reminded. “Yes, memories, but also—”

“Times you filtered negative energy for us,” Maya exclaimed, cutting her off in her excitement. Her eyes narrowed a little further as she thought about it. “Yet they weren’t the negative parts of those memories per se. At least not the ones I saw.”

“Because a little of the good always filters with the bad,” Jade revealed. “Every time I helped you guys, some good latched on and went out the door with the bad.” She shrugged. “I guess it’s a Yin Yang thing. Can’t have one without the other.”

“Balance in all things, Trinity would say if she were here,” Maya murmured, looking at Jade with compassion now. The same way she always did when they talked about all the negativity Jade had channeled over the years. “You never told me you took away some of our good too. In its own way, that had to have been just as hard as taking the bad.”

It had been. Especially with Raven considering she had so little to begin with.

“I was fine.” In no mood to talk about this, she downed more ale. “Not so sure Thorulf’s lair was, though.”

“A lair that must house a tremendous amount of negativity by now,” Maya worried.

“Yet Thorulf is not a negative dragon, and one would think by now he would be,” Thor pointed out, eyeing Thorulf with approval as they joined them. Everyone except those at the heart of the matter had frozen. His wise gaze flickered from Thorulf to Jade. “Even with a devious purple dragon at the heart of it all, he nor his lair are particularly negative.” His brow swept up. “Might it not be time to find out why?”

Like she had in Maine, Jade got the sense Thor was waiting for her to remember something. Or, in this case, to seek out the memory.  

“Why?” she murmured before she could stop herself. But she truly wanted to know. She frowned at Thor. “Why not just tell me what you know? Because I know you know things. You must.” She glanced from Maya to Thor, addressing what else she’d learned from her sister’s mind. “You were there when Maya and Dagr closed Carman’s gateway. They got the impression you were furious at Carman for creating it in that location. That you almost seemed to be guarding my memories. Like it was personal.”

Though Dagr and Maya were clearly uncomfortable with Jade being so confrontational with such a god, she couldn’t help herself. More than that, she didn’t look at Thor the same way they did. To her, he seemed like a long-lost friend. Someone she could say anything to without repercussions. Which made his obvious secrecy all that much more hurtful. 

“Go to Thorulf’s lair,” Thor counseled, clearly unwilling to share more. “Go, and I will find you again, troublemaker.”

Before she could reply, he was gone. Just like that, he vanished into thin air, taking his secrets with him. When everything returned to normal, many were dismayed to find Thor gone but glad he had been there in the first place. That the time to fight alongside him and Loki was nearly upon them. 

“Why won’t he just tell me what he knows?” Jade grumbled. “What’s with all the evasiveness?”

“Regrettably, I imagine it’s necessary,” Destiny replied. “I saw MacLomain couples go through the same thing.” She flinched a little. “In fact, I had to do it to one of them. A good friend, actually.”

“What do you mean you had to do it to them?” Jade frowned. “Why?”

“Because it wasn’t my place to say anything at first.” She glanced from Thorulf to Jade. “They had to discover things on their own, or I might have messed things up.”

Jade shook her head, still not following. “Or you might have made life a hell of a lot easier.”

“It doesn’t work that way for gods,” Destiny said gently. Her gaze flickered between Jade and Thorulf again. “If we meddle too much, it can have adverse effects. Things need to happen as they should. People need to find their way back to each other in the right sequence at the right time.”

“Way to be cryptic,” she replied dryly, shaking her head. “And stop looking at Thorulf like he’s the one I need to find my way back to.” 

Random people shot her looks for talking to Destiny like that, but she was beyond frustrated. Besides, deep down, she knew she could talk to Destiny any way she liked, and the demi-god would be okay with it. Expected it in a way. Which made Jade realize just how close she and her sisters were to Destiny. 

She might look their age, but in a weird sort of way, Destiny was more their mother than their own flesh and blood mom since she’d conceived them in magic before they ever made it into the real world. She could tell by the way not just Destiny but Leviathan looked at her and Maya, they felt that way too. They felt responsible for her and her sisters in a way that went beyond saving humanity.

“We do,” Destiny confirmed, either because she caught Jade’s thoughts or simply surmised what she was thinking based on the way she looked at them. “That’s why we think you should heed Thor.” She purposely looked from Thorulf to Jade. “It’s time for you to find your way back to the truth.”

“I agree.” Loki appeared at the door just before thunder crashed in the distance. “Sooner rather than later too.”

Jade frowned. “Why, what’s going on?”

Moments later, just about every single male dragon came to attention, and she found out why. 

Better yet, she nearly came face to face with her worst nightmare.
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Chapter Eight
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THORULF SUFFERED A mix of emotions when he joined everyone outside and spied what had all the males so riled up. Trepidation, tension, guilt, and anger followed swiftly by a nauseating longing. 

“Are you kidding me?” Jade growled when a purple female dragon vanished on the horizon.

“No, no, little dragon.” Loki scooped an arm around her waist and pulled her back against him when she started for the gate. “No shifting and going after her. Now isn’t the time.” He eyed the horizon with dark relish. “Not quite yet. Not until I have her where I want her.”

“Who is she?” Thorulf couldn’t stop his dragon eyes from flaring, nor could he stop the strange pull the purple dragon had on him. A call that both intrigued and angered his inner dragon. “Is she Mórrígan or Carman?”

“I don’t know.” Though Loki murmured in Jade’s ear, Thorulf heard it clearly within her mind. “You must bide your time, little one. Strike when the time’s right or do not strike at all.” Loki’s dark, eager gaze returned to the horizon before he looked up and inhaled deeply as though smelling the air the imposter had left behind. “She’s all enemy, though.” Fire flared in his eyes. A cunning grin curled his mouth. “Sweet, sweet, Celtic enemy.”

“Why not pursue her then?” Vicar gazed with equal relish at the horizon. His skin sheened dark with his inner beast. With the taste of potential battle. He nodded with pride at Jade. “Why not let her spread her wings and have her revenge now?”

“Because now is just what that purple dragon wants,” Destiny informed, shooting Vicar a warning look that he not rile up the crowd. She went to Jade, took her shoulders, met her eyes, and all but reiterated what Loki had just said. “You must see that, Jade. You must see that the enemy’s trying to goad you into acting impulsively. Now, more than ever, it’s time to listen to Thor. You need to head to Thorulf’s cave. See what you discover there. Then, and only then, understanding exactly who that purple dragon is and her role in yours and Thorulf’s lives, do you act.”

“Ja,” Loki agreed, amping up Thorulf’s tension, or perhaps jealousy when he murmured in Jade’s ear again for no other reason than the intimacy of it. “We will go together and defeat her as a team. I will stand by your side every step of the way.” He inhaled the scent of her skin when it sheened green, and her dragon eyes flared. “We will catch she who thought to kill you, and we will inflict our punishment.”

“Get your hands off her,” Thorulf growled before he could stop himself. It was unwise to speak to Loki this way, but something about Jade’s dragon surfacing, about seeing the sheen of her scales glimmer through her soft skin while Loki touched her, made it impossible to keep quiet. 

And it only got worse. 

Thorulf's vision sheened red, then strangely, green. Fire burned beneath his skin in a way it never had before. “Take your hands off her, or nobody will be going near my lair. Especially not you, god.”

He felt more than saw Dagr and Leviathan shift closer to protect him against the god’s upcoming wrath. Anger he welcomed if it got the meddlesome deity away from Jade. Because Loki was meddlesome and manipulative, causing trouble where it didn’t need to be. Not yet. 

Thorulf fully expected Loki to say something along the lines of, ‘you dare speak to me that way!’ then strike him down where he stood, but he did no such thing. Instead, interest flared in his eyes when he looked Thorulf’s way. Blatant approval.

“Ah, there it is,” Loki praised, that same sly grin on his face. “I’ll admit I was beginning to wonder if you had it in you, Thorulf.” He finally, at last, stepped away from Jade. “It seems, like my lovely Revna implied, you are full of surprises.”

He wasn’t sure what Loki meant until Jade looked Thorulf’s way. Until, for a brief moment, he saw himself through her eyes. Or, more specifically, a part of him he had given up hope of harnessing correctly. 

He wasn’t looking back at her through his usual dark dragon eyes but brilliant green ones. More than that, his own unique godly power was clearly visible, seen in the pulsing aura around him. Green with black shadows, like an Irish twilight simmering in mystery. It wasn’t dark magic, but it wasn’t light either. Somewhere in between. Something made of the ancient Celtic magic he’d inherited from his ancestors. 

There was no missing the unrest that stirred in many at seeing his inner Celt so clearly. Not when it was enemy magic derived of a homeland not their own. Thankfully, despite Thorulf’s threat to Loki moments before, the god was determined that they see him and his magic for all its potential. To welcome this side of him.

“Just look what you have now,” he declared to everyone, rallying them to see what he saw. “You have an ally, one of your own, with the secrets and power of our enemy at his disposal.” His gaze swept over the lot of them. The corner of his mouth shot up. Dark cunning lit his eyes. “And he is only just beginning to embrace his powers.” His eyes rounded in wonder. He made speculations he couldn’t possibly prove. “Can you imagine what it will be to know what our enemy is thinking before they act? To have an insider who will soon know their weaknesses? Their every vulnerability?”

Thorulf was about to speak, to be honest that Loki had no way of knowing that, when Vicar, of all people, stopped him.

“He’s right, brother.” Though there was a similar dark cunning in Vicar’s eyes because his Múspellsheimr side was no doubt trying to break through, his Sigdir side still had the upper hand. “You’re accessing something none of us can. Something that could make all the difference in this war.” He nodded with approval, making it clear to his following where he stood, so they best back him. “I’m pleased to see you coming into your own. Proud to call you brother and ally.”

Surprised by the sentiment and rally of support, he nodded in response before he heard an unexpected growl from Jade. One she clearly hadn’t meant to make based on her mortified expression. Yet within that mortification was a clear-cut warning she couldn’t seem to suppress when her dragon eyes narrowed on his growing audience. One full of Múspellsheimr females taken with him now that Vicar had so openly supported him. He eyed one then another when they looped arms with him, eager to show him what his newfound status meant. 

Truth told, even if Jade wasn’t here, he wouldn’t lie with them. Like any cold-blooded dragon, he enjoyed rough bedsport, but not their kind of rough. These women liked it one way and one way only. Violent all the time, every time.  

“Then you might want to make that clear to them,” Dagr said into his mind, as surprised as Thorulf that his telepathic message finally came through. 

He knew, without question, his powers coming into focus had to do with it. Not only that, but his and Jade's dragons were making it clearer and clearer where they stood. And it wasn’t apart. That made a difference. Lent unexpected strength and reopened channels to his kin. Almost as if something had kept them closed before. Closed to everyone but Vicar, he suspected, because he was blood and must possess Celtic godliness as well.

“I’d make where you stand clear soon too,” Maya went on, clearly relieved to get through to Thorulf as well. “Before my sister loses it.” She shook her head. “Because she’s in a fighting mood if I ever did see it, and now’s not the time. Especially among people she needs to remain allied to.” She looked at Thorulf in warning. “And trust me, Jade’s good. Really good. What you saw earlier when she held a blade to Vicar’s neck wasn’t a fluke. She’d take down a few of these women before they got the better of her, and nobody wants that.”

While a part of him was glad to see Jade so openly showing him anger now and would love to see her battle, another part, that same irritating part from earlier, feared any harm coming to her. And there were enough Múspellsheimr females here to do her a great deal of harm. To outright kill her. 

Which suddenly made things crystal clear. 

Not only did he need to make whatever he had done wrong to Jade right, he needed to make it clear where he stood whether she liked it or not. Because deep down, there was only one direction his dragon would allow him to go. One course of action to see through his part in all this.

“No.” He unhooked his arms from the women beside him and announced to everyone where he stood in a way every Ancient, Múspellsheimr, and Sigdir female dragon would understand. “I intend to do right by all of you. To be a true ally in this war and harness the power of Loki’s Forge.” If this made an enemy out of his brother, so be it. He looked at the dagger sheathed at Vicar’s waist before his gaze went to Jade. “And I intend to do it with Jade.”

Her eyes shot to him and narrowed, her words sharp and not all that unexpected, despite how jealous she’d been moments before. 

“Like hell, you will,” she called back. She shook her head, making her stance just as clear. “I reject you, Thorulf Sigdir.” She gestured at the Múspellsheimr women, then Thorulf. “Please, ignore my dragon’s growls. He’s all yours.” Before anyone could respond, she made a come-hither motion at Vicar, spun on her heel, and headed for the gate, calling over her shoulder to his brother, “C’mon he-who-holds-the-dagger. Let’s go unravel a mystery and kick some purple dragon ass!”

“Well, that could have gone better,” Dagr commented.

“Unlikely,” Maya said dryly, sighing yet again before she shrugged at Thorulf and patted him on the shoulder. “Sorry, you definitely got the rambunctious sister.” She shook her head. “And whatever you did to her? It must’ve been really bad to anger her this much.” 

“Though we applaud your effort in making things clear,” Destiny praised.

“Ja.” Leviathan gave him a sympathetic, perhaps even an empathetic look. “It seems you have even more of a battle ahead than Dagr and I had coming together with our mates.” He clasped him on the shoulder and looked at him with pride. “You’re doing well so far, though, Thorulf. Not only are you coming into your powers, but you stated clearly what you want. Who you want.”

“No doubt you did,” Dagr echoed, narrowing his eyes after Jade. “Yet I fear you must make it clearer still.”

Without question, he did, considering Jade was tucked firmly between Vicar and Loki as they headed over the drawbridge on a quest that belonged to Thorulf, not them. 

“I must go.” He nodded at Destiny and Leviathan, assuring them all would be well. “I won’t let you down, my King and Queen. You have my word.”

With that, he strode after the others with Dagr and Maya in tow, determined as ever but also tentative. Especially when he felt the purple dragon’s pull only grow stronger with every step he took. 
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Chapter Nine
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“WHY CAN’T WE fly?” Jade grumbled yet again, casting the horizon where the purple dragon had vanished a frustrated look. “We’d get there in a fraction of the time.”

“Because another storm brews, and it’s unsafe,” Vicar reminded, though he seemed just as eager to break the rules. “Best we heed Loki’s advice until we reach Thorulf’s lair.”

“Yeah, yeah, whatever,” she muttered, not bothering to shoot Loki another imploring look over her shoulder where he walked with the other three now. “I think he just wants to keep close tabs on us. If we fly, he can’t stay close. Not really.”

“You underestimate just how close Norse gods can stay no matter their form,” Vicar returned, chuckling when she ignored his attempt to help her up a steep ledge. “If Loki wants to be with us, he will. For he can be the air we breathe if he wishes.”

“Right, because he’s a shape-shifter only on a much grander scale.” She dusted off her shorts once she made the climb and considered Maya’s attire. “I should probably change, huh? Try to fit in a little. I’m surprised Maya hasn’t made me already.”

Vicar shrugged and eyed her bare legs with approval. “I like your attire just fine.”

“Of course you do.” She grinned and considered him. “So when are you gonna tell Thorulf your intentions when it comes to me?”

“When I’ve figured out your other sister,” he stated bluntly.

“We can hear you two, ya know,” Maya called out. “Jade, change already. It’s cold out and only getting colder.” She jogged to catch up. “And Vicar, you’re not keeping Jade on hold until you figure out if you want Trinity.” Then, just to drive it home and irritate Jade more, Maya said, “As to you, sis, there’s no point using Vicar to keep Thorulf away. I tried that with Thorulf to keep Dagr away, and it didn’t work.” She shook her head. “It just doesn’t when it comes to fated mates.”

“Hey, I run hot, so lay off the shorts,” Jade defended before scowling at her sister. “As to any agreement I have with Vicar, it’s none of your business.” She shot Thorulf a look when he had the nerve to look amused. “And it’s certainly not yours.”

He thought to make her his fated mate? Figure the odds.

She grinned at Loki and Vicar and said, “Come on guys,” before she started up the mountain again, but not before she flicked her wrist and changed, knowing full well the men, dragons, and gods alike, caught her nudity for a fraction of a millisecond. Just long enough to make Thorulf growl and for Vicar and Loki to scramble after her.

“Blasted dragon,” she cursed, referring to Thorulf. “He’s got some nerve.”

He did, too, after his numerous displays back at the Keep. Between blatantly lusting after the purple dragon yet again and entertaining the Múspellsheimr females, her thoughts of payback were only intensifying. Becoming more creative. 

Neither Loki nor Vicar responded to her grumblings, they were so busy admiring her outfit or perhaps even holding onto the glimpse of her naked ass. Hard to know. Both were pretty impressive. She’d even won a contest once, bouncing a quarter off her backside. Not an errant bounce either, but a tight well-aimed shot off her rear-end into a shot glass. As to the outfit, what could she say? She had a gift.

Following her thoughts as clearly as everyone else apparently, Maya snorted and chuckled from behind her. “Good Lord, sis, really?”

She suspected the comment was about both her quarter-bouncing skills and her unique spin on Viking fashion. Naturally, it was form-fitting supple-black leather. Head to toe, from her pants to her sleeveless cleavage-revealing tunic. Her knee-high fur-trimmed boots were absolute perfection, from their sexy yet functional black design to their bright green fur-trimmed tops. Screw a fur cloak for now. It was too blasted hot. Her hair was fashioned in a high ponytail with a few scattered Viking mini-braids, and her jewelry just flashy enough to impress Viking women. 

“Hey, I worked long and hard to have an ass like this,” she reminded her sister, slapping said backside just to remind Thorulf what he would never touch. “You would, too, if you worked out as much as me. If you took all the self-defense and fighting classes I have taken.” She rolled her eyes. “You knew full well the chances of us traveling back to places we wouldn’t need those skills like Regency England or Colonial America when we were destined to save humanity was slim to none.” She gave a little shrug. “As to the outfit, you know I love my splash of color.”

It was essential, really. Always had been. Part of that Yin Yang thing, she supposed. A little pop of bright in all the dark. 

“I like your splash of color,” Loki praised, his eyes nowhere near her boots but locked on her backside with approval.

“As do I,” Vicar agreed, his gaze locked on the same area. 

“And I applaud your desire to learn how to battle.” This time Loki’s gaze was on her ample enough breasts.

“As do I,” Vicar concurred, his appreciative eyes back on her legs. 

“Thanks, boys.” She issued them a properly thankful but appropriately flirtatious smile and ignored Thorulf’s random grumbles and growls of discontent. “I’ve learned a lot, but maybe you can teach me more.” 

While she referred to the random weapons she’d manifested strapped to her body, it sounded like she implied other things.

Loki was about to respond with something she suspected would be wonderfully dirty but stopped when a crack of thunder drew their attention to the horizon. To the sinister black sky and the godly storm moving quickly in their direction.  

“We should keep moving,” Loki suggested. “Thor’s battle grows closer.”

“That’s specifically Thor?” Jade was caught unaware by a spike of worry. “Are you sure?”

“Positive.” Clearly aware of her reaction, Loki looked at her curiously before he urged them on. 

“We’ve got your back if anything happens,” Maya assured, giving Jade a curious look as well. “Remember, Dagr and I can be out in these storms now.”

“I know.” Jade frowned. “But like you said before, why would you want to be?” She headed after Loki. “Let’s go, sis. I’d rather you stick with me.” 

“Me too,” Maya agreed.

They didn’t travel that much further before the first drop fell, and they entered a sizable cave. One that was part of a tunnel system that would eventually bring them much closer to Thorulf’s lair. 

“We’ll make it to the end of these tunnels a few hours after nightfall,” Loki said, “then you’ll rest before we go any further.”

“Why not keep going after that?” Jade frowned. “Why not just spend the night at Thorulf’s lair?”

“Because I suspect the purple dragon expects it.” His gaze flickered over Thorulf and Jade. “Best to allow the night to pass then approach the area well-rested.”

The way Loki looked at them made her wonder what he wasn’t saying. Because there was more to his request than he let on. She was sure of it. 

“We’ll need to shift,” Maya said tentatively, giving Jade a look she knew all too well.

“God, sis, give me a little credit.” She rolled her eyes. “I’ll be able to handle myself just fine.”

In truth, she couldn’t blame Maya for the look. Her friskiness tended to dial up a few thousand notches when around males in dragon form. She wasn’t sure why. Maybe their unique brand of energy? The profound masculinity they put off? Either way, she found them remarkably thrilling. Especially when she was in her dragon form as well. And who knows? She cast Vicar a sidelong glance before frowning at Thorulf. This might be yet another opportunity to irritate him if her dragon took to his brother.

Sure, her plan could backfire, but it was a risk worth taking, so she shifted without another thought, preening a little at the way Vicar admired her. Then scowling when she caught Thorulf’s admiration as well. She supposed it couldn’t be helped. Having practiced fighting in this form as well, her glorious dragon was in as good a shape as her human half. Dagr and Maya shifted next, a striking black and gold pair, aglow with Helheim power.  

Unfortunately, when Vicar and Thorulf shifted, it didn’t go quite as she’d hoped. As impressive as Vicar was with his dark crimson scales and golden eyes, it was Thorulf’s big black dragon with emerald green eyes to match hers that made her traitorous dragon quiver. He, in turn, seemed both aroused and stunned, if she wasn’t mistaken. 

“What?” she asked, speaking telepathically in this form. She frowned and took a step back when her beast clearly wanted to shift closer. When it wanted to do a whole lot more than that. “I know my dragon’s gorgeous, but why are you looking at me like that?” 

“Because I know you,” he murmured, baffled. He tilted his head and kept gazing at her in a way that was getting her beast aroused way too fast. “Really, truly know you.”

“Yeah, thought we’d established that.” She took a few more steps back when he took a step forward. “Remember, that’s why we’re heading to your lair.”

“What’s changed, Thorulf?” Maya asked. “Do you recall something else?”

“I think so.” He was about to say more when the cave shifted ever-so-slightly. Instead of the purple twilight of a sunken sun illuminating the wide cave entrance, the sun was still setting, its golden light extra-brilliant.

“We’re in Helheim again,” Maya said. “Witnessing another memory.”

“But something’s different about this one.” Dagr looked beyond the exit then back inside the cave. “Outside is in Helheim. Inside is still Midgard.”

“You’re right.” Thorulf stilled before his gaze shot to the tunnel. “I’m...coming.”

Yet, it wasn’t him who appeared out of the tunnel but a pregnant woman. 

“Mother.” There was no missing Thorulf’s emotion at seeing his biological mother again. “Why are we witnessing a memory of her?”

Loki’s gaze went to the entrance. “I suspect because of that.” 

Off in the distance, clearly still evading Hel, Jade’s tiny transparent dragon was tooling along, heading their way. 

“Oh, wow,” Maya whispered when they witnessed the unexpected. Better yet, got a glimpse of something Thorulf’s mother clearly couldn’t see. She had stopped at the entrance at the very moment tiny Jade was entering. 

“I remember that moment,” Jade said slowly, confused. “I remember feeling...”  What? Caught off guard by something? Drawn? Maybe even enchanted. “I think I felt...”

Her words trailed off when tiny Jade stopped short as if sensing something. Excitement, or perhaps even anticipation, lit her eyes before, half a breath later, a tiny black transparent dragon shot out of Thorulf’s mother. Caught half in Helheim, half in Midgard, the two drifted to the ground and stared at each other with wide eyes.

“You felt familiar,” Thorulf said softly, remembering the moment as well. “It was as if we shared something indefinable.” 

“What, though?” Jade shook her head, feeling the same. It was hard to define the emotions going through her tiny dragon other than a strong sense of kinship and, most definitely, again, excitement. Something seen clearly when her tiny dragon beamed broadly, hopped from foot to foot, as if revving up, then raced at Thorulf with wings spread to embrace him only to pass right through him. 

“Aww,” Maya murmured when tiny Jade raced at him a few more times only to hang her head and whimper. Meanwhile, tiny Thorulf, while quite upset himself, was thinking things over. More so, it seemed he had figured something out. Or half of something.

“You were turning solid,” Thorulf exclaimed. 

She was too. Every time she stepped foot inside the cave. Something tiny Thorulf pointed out by gesturing back and forth between the two worlds. If she stepped into the cave, she was solid and on Midgard. Step back out, she was transparent and in Helheim again.

“Look at you two go!” Maya chuckled when both tiny dragons, excited by their discovery, jumped and danced around.  

While Dagr shared her amusement, he was equally baffled. He looked at Loki. “How is this possible? How can Jade be a memory on Helheim then solid on Midgard when she wasn’t even born yet?”

“I’m not sure.” Loki contemplated the scene. One that had returned to frustration when the two tiny dragons realized they still faced the same problem. They couldn’t touch. Not with Thorulf still transparent. “I can say with confidence, however, that draw you two feel toward one another has to do with a shared connection.”

“What sort of shared connection could they possibly have before they were born?” Vicar narrowed an eye at Loki. “The only thing that runs that powerful is fated mates, which would mean they’d have no use for your Forge.”

“Other things can tie dragons together just as strongly, cousin,” Dagr reminded, rubbing his neck against Maya’s. “Just look at how my mate and I connected. Another world brought us together, not a bond from a previous life.”

“Another world,” Thorulf murmured, thinking about that, shocked when he realized what Loki had been implying. “Or, in our case, another place.”  
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Chapter Ten
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“IRELAND?” JADE EXCLAIMED, shaking her head. The memory of their tiny dragons’ first contact had just faded. “How could Ireland possibly connect Thorulf and me?”

Like before, Thorulf felt a sense of loss when tiny Jade faded. A sense of wanting to stay in the memory. Wanting to be near her for as long as possible. Then again, seeing her like she was now, full-grown, was just as enjoyable. She was a ravishing green dragon with emerald eyes that reflected her human half. Eyes he could spend eons staring into.

“Thorulf’s Celtic magic comes from Irish gods,” Loki reminded, ushering them along down the tunnel. “Not to mention, the Forge took place in Ireland.”

Jade stopped short when she realized what he implied. “You think I was transparent in Helheim because I was born into Ireland first?”

“That would be my guess.” Loki kept ushering them along again. “Though I can’t imagine how that happened or how you made it to Helheim after that.”

There were certainly missing pieces in all this.

“So we’ve yet another mystery to figure out,” Maya said. “Though I suspect them meeting like that before they were born on Midgard was related to them being born on the same day in different years.” Everyone traveled single file through the narrowing winding tunnel in the rock as Maya kept reflecting. “So not only was Jade somehow born into Ireland, but she made it to Helheim then, crazily enough, might have somehow crossed over into Midgard without being born first.” 

“So it seems.” Loki sounded quite taken with the idea. “Just imagine the possibilities in that.”

Possibilities, when it came to Loki, that would undoubtedly benefit him and this war. How else could it be when he might have not one but two dragons connected to the enemy? Where some might see that as more of a threat, not this god. He saw it as a crack in his nemesis’ armor. 

“How are you, brother?” Dagr said, speaking privately to Thorulf. “While I sense you enjoyed seeing tiny Jade, seeing your mother was...difficult.”

It had been. More than anticipated.  

“I miss her,” he conceded. “But I like that she might have been connected to such a moment even if she didn’t witness it happening.”

Though tiny Jade had remained in the cave forlorn at the end of the memory, tiny Thorulf had been whipped back into his mother’s womb before she strolled off. 

“This tunnel hadn’t emptied into the Realm back then,” Thorulf realized, opening the conversation to everyone else. “It had just been a forest in those days.” 

Back before the last war and the creation of Níðhöggr’s Realm.

“That’s right,” Vicar mused. “Ironic, is it not? Everyone had to be in the right place at the right time for things to go as they did.”

“You don’t strike me as the type to believe in coincidences,” Jade remarked. 

She’d tried to keep Vicar directly behind her, but Thorulf had slipped past his sibling. His brother might possess more brute battle skills in dragon form, but Thorulf had always been the stealthier of the two. Now that they were deeper into the tunnels, Vicar couldn’t sidle past him if he tried. And he did. Several times. But Thorulf was done with him enjoying a view that didn’t belong to him. 

Long past done.

It had taken a great deal of self-restraint not engaging both Vicar and Loki earlier when they so ruthlessly lusted after Jade. Which told him that Vicar was by no means entirely his Sigdir self. His Múspellsheimr side was right there, hovering beneath the surface, getting away with far too much under the guise of his other half. 

Enough Sigdir still existed, though. Otherwise, Vicar would have been even more forward. How could he not be considering how Jade had looked in her new outfit? Viking suited her. Every skin-hugging bit of clothing she’d worn suited her. He had never wanted to touch a woman so much. To grab the firm globes of her tight, well-rounded backside and steer her onto his willing and eager cock.

“Stop that,” Jade growled into his mind as Vicar replied to her earlier statement that no, he didn’t believe in coincidences. He suspected a higher power might have been involved in bringing them together.

“Stop what?” Thorulf replied to her innocently before focusing on his brother. “What higher power?” But he knew. He could feel Vicar’s distrust. “You think the enemy brought Jade and me together despite that same enemy so clearly eager to separate us in the end?” 

“I think anything is possible.” Vicar issued a dark chuckle that was all Múspellsheimr. “I also think it’s foolish to fantasize about what you want to do to a woman when she’s already yours for the taking.”

“Hell if I am,” Jade spat, but Thorulf heard the hesitation in her dragon’s inner voice. Worse yet, taking into account that his brother was right behind them, he caught her scent. A heady, feminine scent as exciting as the woman herself. She cursed and moved faster when he knew she’d been tempted to swing back and growl...then purr. Because she would have until he had her wailing in pleasure, regardless of their location and the presence of others.  

Biting back a smile at her arousal, Thorulf flicked his tail in warning, missing his sibling's nose by inches, when Vicar rumbled with approval. It was one thing for Thorulf to drown in her scent, to imagine the possibilities. Another thing entirely for Vicar to do it. 

“I’ll kill you,” he ground out, meaning every word. He loved his brother, but laying with Jade would be going too far. It would be unforgivable. So unforgivable that there would be no stopping his dragon’s reaction.  

“Ahh,” his brother praised. “There’s so much of you coming out today that I approve of. A side I didn’t think you had in you.”

Again with that. As Loki had mentioned earlier, head seer Revna said similar words. Thorulf had an unexpected side to him. One more like Vicar’s Múspellsheimr half by the sounds of it. 

Little more was said as they traveled several more hours before finally stopping in a multi-prong cave system not all that far from the exit. Jade shifted back almost immediately, clearly frustrated that her dragon had remained in an aroused state. One that had both Thorulf and Vicar equally uncomfortable, so they shifted back as well.

Meanwhile, Loki started a fire and manifested roasting meat while Dagr and Maya wandered off, giddy with the chance to finally be alone.

“No need to guess what they’re off to do.” Loki grinned and winked at Jade, enjoying himself. “If you find you can’t shake your current state, my offer still stands, little dragon.” Before Thorulf could say a thing, mainly tell him he better damn well not, Loki’s dark gaze slid his way. “We both know I’ll have her if I want her.”

“You mean you’ll have me if I allow it,” Jade grumbled. She eyed multiple tunnels stemming off their cave before she strode down one. “And I don’t want it.”

“Yet she does,” Loki murmured. He watched her until she left, then eyed Thorulf and Vicar. “Now the question is, which one of you will give it to her?”

“You would have us fight?” Thorulf shook his head sharply at Vicar when his brother made to follow her, then narrowed his eyes at Loki, trying to guess at his game. “Why, when we need to remain united right now, would you promote such discontent? Such sibling rivalry?”

“Have you not figured it out yet then, brother?” Understanding dawned in Vicar’s eyes. He issued a sly grin. “He’s trying to bring your naughty side to the surface. Trying to meet the man that purple dragon clearly knows, maybe even created.” He shrugged a shoulder. “Perhaps to achieve a better understanding of you.” His cunning gaze drifted from Thorulf to the exit. “Or perhaps as a means to bring the enemy to the door.”

“That’s an awful lot of speculation,” Loki mused, eyeing Vicar with what looked an awful lot like approval.

“Yet astute.” Thorulf nodded at Vicar, acknowledging that his brother had seen the truth of things. He scowled at Loki and shook his head before pursuing Jade, not because he craved her but because he feared for her safety. What kind of god was Loki that he would put her in harm’s way like this? That he would think nothing of using Thorulf as bait?

“A god we need to continue getting along with,” his father counseled, his telepathic voice welcome.

“I agree,” his stepmother Ava added. She might not be his birth mother, but he loved her dearly. She had been good to him over the years. 

“How are you, Thorulf?” she asked. “We feel the fluctuations in you. The difference...”

When she trailed off, he realized just how off he was right now. How his mood wasn’t quite right. 

“I’m fine.” He filled them in on everything that had happened so far. “I hope to find more answers at my lair. To finally see a truth that’s clearly been eluding me for far too long.”

“And Vicar is with you?” Ava asked, already knowing the answer. Her worried yet relieved question was understandable, though. Not only was he her biological son, but nowadays, Vicar rarely, if ever, left the Realm. 

“He’s,” she hesitated, unsure, her trepidation unmistakable, “well?”

Thorulf frowned. “Can’t you feel him?”

“No,” Ava and Soren said at the same time. 

“Not really,” Ava continued. “We feel a part of him.”

That had been happening for some time now. They couldn’t sense Vicar in his entirety. Everyone assumed it was because of his ever-fluctuating intensifying personalities but had no way to be sure.

“We also feel another,” his father continued. “A female seeking him out.” He hesitated, uncomfortable. “Hunting him.”

“Hunting Vicar, not me?” Thorulf stopped short. “Are you sure?”

He waited for a response, but there was none. His parents had left his mind because of a godly storm. 

Though he debated going back, he knew Vicar was okay. He sensed him and Loki getting along just fine. Jade was another story, though. Her emotions were loud and distressed, her frustration so profound that he had no choice but to check on her. Make sure she was all right.  

It turned out, however, when he joined her in a small but unique cave, it wasn’t quite her distress he’d sensed.  
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Chapter Eleven


[image: image]


JADE HAD NEVER seen a cave quite like this one. Its rock had been smoothed away by rainfall over the years from a circular hole overhead. That same circle allowed moonlight to spill down just so, creating a halo effect on the water below. Not a lot of water. Maybe enough for a small group of people to wade in because it wasn’t all that deep.

At least not for her.

She’d just sat on the rock wall at its edge, whisked away her boots with magic, and dipped her toes in, willing away her various frustrations, when another memory unfolded. 

Her tiny dragon poked her head up from the water and looked around expectantly. Or should she say little, not tiny now because, interestingly, she was slightly larger. Not much but some. How could that be, though? She should have been born by now, not still in medieval Scandinavia.

“And you’re still solid,” she whispered, smiling when her little dragon’s eyes grew wide, and she dipped beneath the water again. “You’re playing hide and go seek with someone, aren’t you?”

Moments later, a familiar little—rather than tiny—black dragon poked his head around the cave entrance. His gaze swept over the cave expectantly before he snuck in, creeping along the wall as though that might make a difference. 

“You’re solid now, too,” Jade murmured, which meant Thorulf had been born at this point. 

Though confused, she couldn’t frown if she wanted to. Not only were they too darn cute playing their game, but...she remembered it. The feeling of being beneath the water and waiting, so excited she couldn’t stand it. 

Her best friend was here. 

Finally. 

She had been waiting for him to return. To come play.

“Yet you vanished,” Jade whispered. “And I stayed...”

How though? That made no sense. How did she remain here? How did she grow before she was ever born?

Obviously curious about what he’d sensed in here, little Thorulf crept toward the water, looking left and right the whole time, as though someone might come at him from the sides. Finally, he lowered to the ground and crawled, his wings tucked low until he reached the stone wall and froze. Meanwhile, Jade’s little dragon emerged from the water just enough that one curious eye was visible.

They stayed that way for a moment, clearly feeling one another out before they simultaneously leapt onto the ledge in confrontation. Both were wide-eyed as they took each other in. As they looked one another up and down with curious wonder. 

“This was our first real meeting,” she whispered, enchanted by the way the little dragons circled each other. They tilted their heads this way and that, studying one another. “Our first real, living meeting.”

It wasn’t like adult dragons together. Not at all. She remembered breathing in the scent of his skin for the first time when he allowed her close enough. Remembered the thrill of finding her friend once more. Knowing he would always be there.

She bit back emotion when the little dragons finally stepped close and rubbed their necks together in pleasure. In pure, genuine happiness before a parental voice rang out down the tunnel, and little Thorulf’s head whipped back. He gave her dragon an apologetic look before he bounded off the ledge and fled down the tunnel away from her. In turn, her dragon whimpered in fear and distress at losing him, only to fade away when full-grown Thorulf strode into the cave with an axe drawn. 

“What is it?” His alarmed gaze shot to her. “I felt your distress. Your fear.” Worried, he scanned the cave. “Is the enemy here? Mórrígan?”

“No.” It wasn’t easy, but she shook off the sentiment she’d just felt and waved him off. “You can go now. You didn’t feel my emotions, but my little dragon’s, so no need to stick around.” She gestured at the cave. “As you can see, no one’s here. Especially not your evil girlfriend.”

His concerned gaze never left her as he sheathed his blade. Frustratingly enough, he saw far more than she would have liked. He was inside her mind to a degree she supposed made more sense now after what she’d just seen. 

“We were close,” he murmured. As though he saw them clearly, his gaze drifted to where the little dragons had been moments before. “We were...great friends.”

“Yeah, obviously.” She looked skyward, determined to act nonchalant rather than show him how profoundly she’d been affected by the scene. How much he had meant to her right from the start. “The question is, why aren’t either of us remembering it until now? What happened in between?”

Because a great deal must have happened, from them getting older to Thorulf cheating on her.

She startled at the blatant thought but kept it from her face. He didn’t need to know how much he’d hurt her.

“Why not?” He approached almost as carefully as his little dragon had moments before. Where his younger self was curious, this version clearly didn’t want to scare her off. “Why not keep showing me your anger, Jade? Because it sounds like you have every right to feel it.”

“Oh, I do,” she grumbled, wishing to hell she remembered more about what had happened in his lair with the purple dragon. Why he’d turned from her. Worse yet, why he had wanted to. Desired to. Because it stung like hell. “But me getting mopey over it with you,” she gestured between them, “leaning on your shoulder to help me figure out the grand mystery of your asshole-hood?” She shook her head. “Not gonna happen. Not how this is gonna go.”

“But maybe it needs to,” he countered, finally making it far enough that he could sit beside her but not that close. “How else are we going to figure this out?”

“Figure what out?” She frowned. Though tempted to return to the men who made him jealous, she held her ground. Mostly because she was no coward and something about running right now felt like that. “We’ve got little to go on other than that, as was proven today, you’ve got a thing for that purple...” She clenched her teeth and shook her head, ready to call her nemesis too many nasty words to count. “You still do, Thorulf. I saw it in the Keep’s courtyard clear as day when she flew over. Everyone did.”

“I showed no emotion,” he replied softly. His dark, prompting gaze never left her. “You and you alone felt it, Jade. You felt it because—”

“No.” She notched her chin and shook her head again, willing away the recent touching memory of their little dragons. The bond they clearly had. Still had. “Everyone witnessed it,” she stated firmly. “It was all over your face.”

“No.” He clenched his fist as though he longed to use his hand. Longed to close the distance and touch her. “Nobody but you knew how she...it, affected me. How the enemy lured me.” His steady, pained gaze never left her face. “And it was a sense of being lured. Of being pulled against my will toward something I didn’t want.”

“Yet you did,” she spat, speaking before thinking. “You wanted her every bit as much as you ever wanted me.”

“No,” he ground out. “I did not.”

He sounded so convinced when he truly had no clue. Didn’t remember any more than she did. 

Or so he claimed.

“But you did,” she ground right back. Enough with this. Enough with trying to make sense of anything when she had seen the proof only hours before. 

To hell with it being cowardly, she was fed up and needed to get away from him. So she headed for the exit, only for him to catch up and block it. His gaze had turned hard. Different in a way she couldn’t quite pinpoint. Gone was the gentle, curious Thorulf from moments before. Rather, he seemed to struggle with his emotions in a way that would frighten most.

“Think this through,” he managed through clenched teeth. He pled with his eyes. “Why would I turn from you, Jade? Why when we so clearly cherished each other?” Struggling, not quite himself, she swore he fought a smirk. “Unless...” His jaw tightened, and he shook his head as though trying to shake off something. As if he fought what he said next. “Why would I unless she was irresistible?” His smirk blossomed into an almost reverent look. “Unless you had done something to deserve it and she was so beautiful, I could only ever—”

She didn’t stick around for the rest of his confession but shoved past him and headed back the way she’d come. The further away she got, the better, no matter how painful every step. And they were. Each and every one. While a part of her knew she should look closer at that, the hurt from his betrayal was too strong. 

“Don’t you wonder about that?” Trinity said out of nowhere. “I mean seriously, sis, he’s clearly broken and could use fixing.”

Had she heard correctly? Because her sister had sounded like she was right here. She stopped short. “Trinity?”  

“Where is she?” came Vicar’s voice so close she jumped. “Where is the sister who tries to control me?”

She thought at first he snuck up on her but realized she was nearly back to the main cave. Loki was right behind him.

“I don’t know.” She looked around and called out for her sister but knew she wasn’t there. “But she was here. Right here. Not telepathically either.” She shook her head. “Then she was gone just as quickly.”

“How interesting.” Loki grinned as though he sensed a whole new enticing dynamic to their story. “How very interesting!”

“Not interesting,” Thorulf growled, grabbing her hand in passing. She meant to pull away, repulsed, but instead, allowed it. Felt anchored in a way she couldn’t explain when he led her to a grouping of rocks in front of the fire and urged her to sit beside him. When she finally got her wits about her and refused, his conflicted gaze pled with her and his dragon eyes erupted. “Something is tampering with me. Surely you saw that back there.”

Hell, what was this hold he had on her? Because it weakened her typical steadfast resolve. When she didn't want to do something, she didn't do it. Simple as that. Especially, God forbid, if she were ever put in a position where someone she cared about cheated on her. But that would have required far too much attachment first. That blasphemous, risky emotion, love.

“I’m not sure what I saw,” she lied but allowed Thorulf to pull her down beside him. Allowed him to keep her securely by his side when his distrusting gaze narrowed on Vicar and Loki. A look he sure as heck had no right to shoot their way. Not after what he'd done...whatever that was.

“You saw precisely what he claims, Jade.” Loki contemplated Thorulf. “That is why Vicar and I were initially heading your way. Because Vicar felt the shift in his brother,” amusement curled his mouth, “before his own keeper caught his attention.” He tapped a finger and thought about it. “Or should I call her a hunter?” He chuckled. “Sort of a mix of the two, really.”

“I am not kept or hunted.” Vicar scowled. “I keep. I hunt.”

“So you think,” Thorulf said. “Yet even our parents claim you’re being hunted.”

More than willing to shift the conversation away from her and Thorulf, and truly curious, Jade considered the implications. More so, the sister behind them.

“Trinity’s a fixer, but I’d never call her a hunter or keeper.” She shook her head. “That’s just not her personality.” She snorted. “I mean, seriously, she’s one rung down from Maya on the positivity scale, which means neither would even occur to her. Her dragon eats meat already killed, and she’d never ever lock a guy down if that’s what keeper means. If anything, she’d do the opposite once she’s done with him.”

“Done with him, you say?” Loki murmured, thinking about it. “Once she thinks she’s fixed him, ja?”

“Yes.” Jade shot Vicar an apologetic look. “So while she might think you need fixing, I truly can’t see her ever trying to hunt or keep you.” She shook her head again. “You’re just too different all the way around.”

“Maybe, maybe not.” Loki eyed Vicar before looking at Jade again. “If your sister has decided she needs to fix Vicar, wouldn’t she do whatever it takes to accomplish her goal? Might she, having already gotten a sense of his various personalities, decided his dragon might best be tamed by being hunted and kept?”

Vicar had a few choice words to say about that, but Jade saw Loki’s reasoning. Trinity had, in the past, been rather flexible with her own personality if it accomplished what she’d set out to do. So what’s to say the same wasn’t happening now?  

“Not a good idea, those two,” Maya said as she and Dagr rejoined them again. She shot Vicar an apologetic look as well. “Sorry, but what I sensed off you and Trinity’s dragons coming together when Dagr and I were on our quest wasn’t good.” She shook her head. “Like magnets that repel and attract at the same time.”

“Now, as to you two.” Maya’s gaze went to Jade and Thorulf. “You’re definitely meant to be together.” Her gaze landed on Thorulf. “And we have proof.”
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Chapter Twelve
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“YOU’VE HEARD FROM my mother?” Thorulf looked around, eager to see her again after Maya and Dagr shared that she’d reached out to them from the afterlife. “Is she here now?”

“No.” Maya shook her head. “She’s in Helheim but was somehow able to get through to Dagr and me. We suspect because of her close connection to you.”

Spirit or no, he didn’t like the idea of his mother being anywhere near his mind when whatever that was earlier got into his head. He didn’t like Jade there either, for that matter. It was too dangerous. Too volatile. 

“What did she say?” He looked between Maya and Dagr. “Why does she think Jade and I are meant to be together?”

“Because you told her,” Dagr revealed. “In fact, you always intended to create your lair where you did before she died.” He shook his head. “Your original reason for your lair’s location wasn’t to look over the village after your mother’s death but so that you could spend time with your closest friend. Someone you claimed would someday be your mate.” He glanced at Jade. “A green female dragon.”

“How is that possible?” Thorulf frowned, troubled. “I have no recollection of it. None whatsoever.”

“My guess?” Loki narrowed his eyes on the fire as though he looked into another dimension. Perhaps even the afterlife itself. As if he sought answers from things they couldn’t see. Perhaps his daughter, Hel. Impossible to know. “Like I speculated before, gods were involved.”

“More than one?” Maya asked.

“Yes,” Jade murmured, clearly sensing something in that. “Not just a Celtic enemy but a Norse god.” Her gaze drifted to the flames as well, where Thorulf swore he saw tiny bolts of lightning and heard distant thunder. “Thor,” she whispered before her eyes shot to Loki. “It was him, wasn’t it? That’s why he feels so familiar to me? Somehow I have known him for years. For as long as I can remember.” 

“So it seems.” Loki’s curious gaze narrowed on the fire as though he continued conversing with someone. Not Hel this time, but Thor himself it appeared. “Yet my brother-in-arms will neither admit nor deny anything yet.” His gaze rose to Jade and Thorulf. “I’m afraid you must continue on the path he set you upon. You must still seek your answers in Thorulf’s lair.”

“How frustrating,” Jade muttered, but Thorulf sensed her happiness at knowing Thor for so long. That he might have watched out for her somehow.

“But necessary,” Dagr assured before his sympathetic gaze went to Thorulf. “Your mother sends her love, brother, and will help any way she can when she’s able to get through to Maya and me.”

He nodded, glad to hear it. “Did she give you more details about what I said in regards to Jade? Because it sounds like I wasn’t dreaming about her, but, like we just saw, she was actually here.”

“That was the impression you gave her,” Dagr confirmed. “Yet she never saw any proof of it. No one had given birth to a green female dragon and definitely hadn’t orphaned one. So she ended up concluding, no matter how often you spoke of the green dragon, that she had to have been an imaginary friend.” He offered Jade a gentle smile. “She’s glad to know you’re not.”

While he sensed Jade felt some sympathy for him because he couldn’t speak to his mother directly, all outward appearances showed her mood unchanged. She crossed her arms over her chest and offered no answer, just the stubborn set of her chin. Until, upon further consideration, she did say something.

“Did she happen to mention any other dragons Thorulf might've been hanging with at the time?” She frowned at him then looked at Dagr and Maya curiously. “Like a purple dragon he might’ve wanted to keep secret because he felt guilty? Maybe even knew she was no good but couldn't help himself?”

Maya shook her head. “Nope, there was only you, Jade.”

“At the beginning anyway,” Jade muttered under her breath. 

“Agreed,” he muttered back, unable to help himself. He might want to make things right, but he wasn’t about to dismiss what else he sensed. That he was more easily taken with the purple dragon because of something Jade had done first. “After that, who knows?” He shrugged. “I’d say at least one other male dragon got involved in all this.” Then, because his inner beast couldn’t help itself. “Then there were all the countless others you’ve undoubtedly had in the future.”

Jade’s eyes rounded on him. Fire flared in her gaze. “Oh, I could give you an exact count. A number you can shove right up your—”

“Enough, sis,” Maya interjected when it was clear Loki and Vicar were enjoying the exchange too much to stop it. “I know you’re mad at Thorulf, I get it, but at the end of the day, you have no idea what happened other than what you saw in a nightmare and what your emotions tell you.” She cocked her head. “Because all this anger and jealousy you feel toward Thorulf are emotions. Nothing more. Don’t let them rule you so much, or it’ll be impossible to get to the bottom of things.”

“She’s right,” Thorulf grunted, trying once again to get through to Jade even as his inner beast incited her. To help her see past emotions that only seemed to be intensifying. Ones keeping her from seeing the cold hard truth. “If, as I know we’re all beginning to suspect, the enemy, who is, without doubt, the purple dragon, can get into my mind, what makes you think she can’t get into yours too? That if we’re as close as evidence suggests, that she can’t access you through me?” 

“What's to say it doesn't work the other way around, brother?” Vicar eyed Jade. “Right now, we’re led to believe you shunned Jade for another dragon.” He shrugged a lazy shoulder. “What’s to say she didn't want Jade, so she turned you against each other?” Vicar helped Thorulf more than anticipated when he arched a brow at Jade. “Which means there had to have been a deep connection between you and Thorulf in the first place for her to be successful, ja?” Then, Vicar being Vicar. “Love weakens us and makes us vulnerable. Therefore you were an easy target.” 

“He makes several good points,” Loki echoed, grinning at Vicar, no doubt seeing a little of himself in him. He nodded once at Jade as though this made things blatantly obvious. “Your enemy would never have been able to get to you had there been nothing between you and Thorulf. There would have been no emotions to play on.”

“Or,” Jade countered bluntly, “we were never strong enough to begin with. Our,” she made air quotes, “love was never deep enough to withstand what was determined to come between us.”

“You’ve always run a little dark, but this seems like too much negativity,” Maya murmured. “Especially considering I’ve leveled us all out some.” She considered Jade, frowning. “What am I missing here?” 

“Beats me.” Jade shrugged, thanking Loki when he handed them some cooked meat. 

He could tell by Jade’s guarded expression, Maya was on to something.

“Wow, sis,” Maya said softly, finally seeing the truth of it. She looked from Thorulf to Jade. “You were so mad at him you were able to put on that good a show? Because it was all, and I mean all, a show for Auntie, wasn’t it? Every last bit.” She shook her head. “I didn’t help you in the least when I Forged with Dagr, did I? You somehow reined in all that negative built-up energy so you could have your payback when the time was right. So that nobody would worry too much about you traveling back in time.” She narrowed her eyes. “That's why you're running so over-the-top hot.”

“Like I said before, you helped some.” Jade shrugged a shoulder, not quite meeting her sister’s eyes. “Maybe a smidge less than I let on.” She met Maya’s frown before she relented. “So what if I wasn’t totally transparent? If I hid some of the negative energy I couldn’t release?” Her dragon eyes flared. Her anger built. “What difference does it make?”

“The difference?” Maya's eyes rounded. “It makes you not only vulnerable to the enemy but a liability to everyone trying to protect you.” Her concern only grew. “How long do you think this will last? How long do you think you can rein it in before all hell breaks loose again?” She gestured at the exit. “Because when it does, when you fly off the handle, you can bet the enemy will be waiting for you. And I guarantee we’ll all come to your aid whether, at this stage in the game, it could be the death of us.”

“Don’t talk to me like I’m a child, Maya,” Jade said so softly Thorulf knew her temper was about to get the better of her. She wasn’t thinking clearly but acting on emotions yet again. “Don’t talk down to me when you wouldn’t be standing here with your fated mate if it weren’t for me and my fly-off-the-handle ways.” She narrowed her eyes. “Yeah, I can get a little wild sometimes, but it’s only because I’ve constantly helped you and our sisters maintain over the years. You, especially when you had to stay untainted and holier-than-thou for the good of us.” She snorted and rolled her eyes. “You would’ve never stayed so positive if I hadn’t kept you there, and you damn well know it.”

It didn’t matter that Maya was right about Jade putting herself in danger with her need for revenge. She could only see her own anger and frustration. 

“Ya know what?” Jade went on before Maya could reply. “I don’t need this.” She stood and flung her arms up in exasperation. “You’re not the save-all-end-all, sis. Sure, you sacrificed, but we all did. Especially me when I needed to release everyone’s negative emotions by going out and getting a little crazy.” She raked a hand through her hair. “Burning off all that negative shit took work.”

“I don’t know, it seemed like you were having fun to me,” Maya might have said but didn’t. 

Rather, someone else did.

Someone who proved that Jade’s gift hadn’t been used solely on her sisters.
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Chapter Thirteen
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“YOU WERE HAVING fun, ja?” little Thorulf reiterated in a memory that had just manifested. He peered at little Jade’s dragon, who wasn’t all that much bigger than last time. “Having fun even though I was so sad?”

Evidently, they were old enough to communicate now. More than that, everyone could hear their telepathic conversation. Jade slowly sat again as the memory unfolded. As she realized she hadn’t just filtered her sisters' negativity but Thorulf’s too.

“But you’re not sad anymore, are you?” Little Jade replied in a sing-song voice. She pranced around him, quite proud of herself. “You look very happy now.”

“I am,” he conceded, peering at her curiously. “But what’s that got to do with you taking off like that? Why didn’t you stop when I asked you to?”

“Because I had to move,” she explained, flapping her wings in example. “When I make my sisters better, I have lots of energy afterward.”

He cocked his head one way then another, thinking about that. “But I’m not your sisters.”

“No, but you’re my brother,” she replied. “And my closest friend.”

“Brother?” Loki smirked at Jade and Thorulf. “Yet another interesting twist.”

“We’re not siblings,” they said at the same time. If Jade was sure of nothing else, it was that.

“I don’t feel like your brother,” little Thorulf countered, unknowingly backing them up. 

“You don’t?” Little Jade cocked her head as well, perplexed. “How come?”

“I don’t know.” Thorulf shrugged. “I just don’t.”

“Would you like to pretend to be my brother then?” Her little nose quivered, and her eyes welled. “I can protect you best if you’re family. Otherwise, you might get sad again.”

“I don’t think I need protection from my sadness.” Thorulf looked at her with dubious curiosity. “Do you?”

“Of course you do.” A fiery tear trickled down her cheek. “Because I don’t like when you’re sad. It hurts you and makes me sad too.”

He thought about that before he came to a swift conclusion.

“Then I will let you protect me.” He wrapped her in his little wings the best he could and said what she needed to hear. “And I will try to be a brother no matter what.”

“I didn’t think I’d have much luck at that,” Thorulf murmured, clearly remembering the moment. “But I didn’t want you sad any more than you wanted me that way.”

For the first time since this all began, Jade’s anger at him eased ever-so-slightly. She recalled the moment too. How relieved she’d felt that he was willing to be family. How comforted she’d been wrapped up in his wings, though they were barely big enough to encircle her. 

“It was his mother’s passing, wasn’t it?” Dagr said softly. “That’s what Thorulf had been so sad about.”

“Yes,” she replied just as softly, remembering with vivid clarity finding him in the cave from her dream. His lair. He had been curled up in a little ball crying. “He didn’t like me finding him like that.” She couldn’t quite look at Thorulf yet, so she looked at Dagr instead. “He was embarrassed.”

“You were...very kind.” Thorulf obviously recalled the moment as well. “You’d lost your mother too and talked about it. Told me that everything I felt was perfectly natural and that you had cried too.”

“Yet it became too hard for you, Jade,” Maya surmised, chewing the meat Loki had cooked for them. “Watching him be that sad. Feeling it along with him.” She offered Jade an apologetic forgive-me look. “So, like you’ve always done for us over the years, you took it away.”

“I couldn’t help it.” Jade gestured that Maya not worry about it. All was forgiven. The truth was, Maya was right. Jade was playing a dangerous game not letting go of built-up negativity. “As an adult, I would know Thorulf needed to work through those emotions, but at that age, I just wanted him happy again.”

“And I appreciated it more than you know,” Thorulf provided. “My sadness came back, but between you and Dagr, things got better. Easier.”

“You seem better, Jade,” Vicar noted, swigging from a skin of ale. “Less angry than you were before witnessing that memory.”

“I guess I am,” she admitted, realizing with a start she did feel a tad better, however briefly, after every memory. The one before last was a little rocky, but that was because Thorulf followed it up by pressing her for answers she wasn’t ready to give. “I’m sure it’s just because the memories have been...” Endearing? Strangely heart-wrenching? Cherished? “Cute to watch.”

“Or they’re doing for you what you do for others,” Loki theorized. He looked between her and Thorulf in that how-can-this-benefit-me way of his. “Or, more specifically, Thorulf’s younger self is returning the favor without being the wiser. Which would only prove you really do balance each other out as well as Dagr and Maya do one another.” His eager gaze flickered back and forth between them. “I suspect every memory you witness puts you one step closer to your truth and the Forge.”

Jade was done arguing this one. At least for now. Let Loki think what he would. The bigger concern was how she got here in the first place. She wanted to understand her backstory. The missing pieces. 

“These memories definitely weren’t dreams.” She popped the last of her meat in her mouth and looked at Maya. “Just look at my size this past time. I was here and at home at the same age. Which meant I must’ve time-traveled much sooner.”

It blew her mind that she had no recollection of it. Any of this. She glanced around the cave, remembering it well enough now. How could she not when she and Thorulf had visited here several times...especially as they got older.

“Why is that?” Clearly following her thoughts, Thorulf frowned at her. “Why did we spend less and less time at my...our...lair together?”

Everyone startled a little at him saying ‘our’ and with good reason. Unless they were mated, it was no small thing for a dragon to share his lair, never mind call it another’s.

“If I were to hazard a guess,” Maya said, keeping the conversation going for Jade’s benefit rather than focusing on the lair thing too long, “I’d say it was getting too full of Jade’s memories.”

“Which brings us back to our current mission,” Loki said before anyone else could respond. “Going to Thorulf’s,” he winked at them, “I mean Jade and Thorulf’s lair tomorrow to see just why that is. How they got there. See what else turns up.” He gestured at their surroundings. “Which means it’s time for everyone to rest while I keep watch.” 

While she expected that meant they would all find a place to settle down, in Loki’s reality, that meant now and at his magical command. Because before she could utter another word, her eyes grew heavy, and no matter how much she tried to stop it, she rested her head against Thorulf’s fur-clad shoulder, and that was it. She was out like a light. 

Until she wasn’t. 

Not really.

Jade knew she was dreaming, but it felt so real when darkness fell away only to be replaced by bright light. By multiple swirling colors and an incredible amount of magic, all centered around a large flame.

She drifted closer, drawn to what was unfolding. Good versus evil. Good defeating evil. Yet for all that was happening between a variety of entities, some wearing kilts, others aglow in magic, she could only look at that glorious fire.

At the couple deep within its flames.

“Destiny,” she whispered. “Leviathan.”

This was the moment. 

They were Forging in Fire. 

They were creating Jade and her sisters.

Almost the moment she thought it, four tiny ethereal dragons whipped out of the flames. Three flew into the sunset, continuing on to whatever world they first emerged. The fourth, strangely colorless in this place and too curious for her own good, did no such thing.

“Oh, no,” she groaned when her tiny self skidded to a halt, distracted by God knows what, and shot off down Ireland's shoreline. “That’s not where I’m supposed to go.”

Yet off she went, bouncing from rock to rock like a ping-pong ball before her goal became apparent, and she high-dived off a stone into a thick bed of green clovers. Jade headed that way, wondering if she could somehow help herself go in the right direction, but slowed when she sensed someone else coming. 

Somebody with great magic.

Tiny Jade, however, was clueless as she rolled around in glee, flapping her wings in delight at the buoyant clovers. She seemed to especially like the way they caught the dying sun and made her look green.  

“Oh wow,” she whispered when she didn’t just look green but became green. When her scales shimmered with magic and took on the hue of the clovers.

“Well, what are you up to, little one?” came a gentle, kind voice with a Scottish brogue before the magic she’d sensed manifested in an old man. Adorned in a cinched white robe, he had snow-white hair and a gnarly cane as he peered down at tiny Jade curiously.

In turn, she stared up at him with wide, guilty eyes, clearly contemplating bolting.

“No, no, my friend.” His merry light blue eyes gentled. “Dinnae be afraid. My name’s Adlin, and I’m here to see you home.” He crouched and held out his palm. “Come, hop on. For you have a very important role to play in life.”

She did? It seemed tiny Jade was just as curious because her eyes grew wide with renewed excitement and curiosity, and she hopped right up. Trusting him, she sat and cocked her head, waiting for him to go on. 

“Well, of course, you do,” he exclaimed, clearly having an internal conversation with her tiny dragon. “How could you not? Just look at you, covered in the land of ‘Eire, the color of Jade.” His smile grew all the more when sunlight splashed off the clovers and washed into her eyes like glittering emeralds. “Ah, beautiful,” he praised. “That color suits you all the way around.”

Tiny Jade blinked her brand new eye color as though adjusting to dragon-style contact lenses and preened, pleased with his compliment. More than that, it seemed she’d decided she was home when she became solid. 

Just like Maya had when she’d entered Helheim at the same age. 

“Oh, I’m afraid not, little Jade,” Adlin said when he realized her intentions. “It might seem like it, but Ireland isnae your home.” He looked east then west, as though seeing both her future and past in modern-day America and medieval Scandinavia. “Your home is with my ancestors.”

His ancestors? The Sigdirs?

When tiny Jade pouted, shook her head once, and stomped her foot, Adlin chuckled. “But it is, and you must go.”

This time Jade took action and tried to hide under Adlin’s sleeve, but he plopped her back in his palm and shook his head. “Now, you dinnae want to be hiding when he comes, do you? When you see the great magic and power that will show you the way?”

Tiny Jade tilted her head in question, no doubt intrigued that she would be meeting someone even more enchanting than Adlin. Big Jade agreed. It wasn’t every day a gal met a Scottish wizard the day they were born. She felt sort of honored by it. 

But then it seemed that was just the sort of day she was having. 

Moments later, thunder rumbled, and lightning didn’t crash into the clover patch but zigzagged down without touching the ground, leaving an all-too-familiar god behind.

“Thor!” She was just as thrilled to see him as tiny Jade, whose dragon eyes grew wide as saucers at the ageless, gloriously built god. The epitome of power and strength in a young dragon’s eyes. 

Adlin nodded hello to Thor and chuckled again. “It seems little Jade sees a future for herself elsewhere after all.” He kept chuckling when her baby dragon took action. Well on her way to who she would someday be, tiny Jade sauntered across Adlin’s palm, then sort of half delicately leapt, half flailed into Thor’s open palm. Quick, sure to act like she’d been anything less than graceful, she tucked her wings in neatly and batted her lashes at him.

“Hello, Jade,” Thor said with that deep, delicious toe-curling voice of his. “Or should I call you troublemaker?”

Tiny Jade cocked her head thinking about that before she nodded, preened, and batted her lashes even more. Meanwhile, Thor and Adlin exchanged words big Jade couldn’t hear. All she knew was they were watching out for each other. Adlin would see his Norse ancestors protected, and Thor would see Jade protected. 

“Are you ready to go home then?” Thor asked tiny Jade. “Are you ready to follow your sisters?”

Tiny Jade nodded before, a blink later, she faded along with everything else. The cool Irish coast vanished to be replaced by warm darkness and a spicy, scrumptious male scent. She cozied into it at first until she realized who she was cozying back against.

Hell. When had she and Thorulf cuddled up together? She remained still, barely breathed, and assessed her surroundings. The fire was down to embers, and Loki sat at the exit, eyeing the early dawn with anticipation. As far as Jade could tell, she and Thorulf slept on a fur with another fur covering them. His arms were wrapped so securely around her, she almost thought he was terrified to let go. 

Either that or afraid she’d get away before he’d had his fill.  

She squeezed her eyes shut against the admirable erection pressed against her backside and tried to figure a way out of this without waking him. More so, without...three, two, one, too late. Arousal slammed into her, and with it, a scent that would likely reach him from the four corners of the universe. 

Or, as it turned out, pretty darn close to that.
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Chapter Fourteen
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“I WAS THERE,” Thorulf murmured sleepily. He had been in Ireland witnessing the same thing as Jade when her aroused scent hit him. “I saw you with Adlin and Thor.”

“Did you then?” Loki asked. His godliness allowed him to hear what he shouldn’t from this distance. “How curious.” He grinned. “And tricky of Thor.”

It seemed Loki had kept everyone nearby because the others lay around the fire as well, stirring awake at their conversation. Though more than tempted to keep Jade close, to hold her until she finally held him back, Thorulf let go when she sat up and shifted away. Not surprisingly, his inner beast felt distress at her departure. Perhaps even a flash of confusion and anger. Not at her but at whatever took her from him. Something it seemed he was as clueless about as his human half. 

“Adlin!” Destiny and Leviathan said into their minds at the same time, having obviously caught the exchange between them and Loki despite the distance. 

“Ja, Adlin.” Thorulf sighed when Jade left him altogether. “He was older.” He described what happened. “I got the impression Thor’s been watching over Jade ever since.”

Jade said nothing to that, but he felt her conflicted emotions. How happy it made her but at the same time frustrated that she had forgotten. Irritated that Thor hadn’t reminded her. 

“Adlin wasn’t old when Leviathan and I Forged in Fire,” Destiny commented. “Not that old anyway.”

“It doesn’t matter.” Loki joined them and manifested meat over the fire to break their fast. “Adlin MacLomain has a way of popping up in various times and places at different ages.” Amusement lit his eyes. “It would make sense he was in Ireland one way or another as he was born into Scotland via Ireland. Born of the Irish onto Scottish soil.”

“So not all that unlike me,” Jade muttered. “Dual citizenship from the get-go.”  

She was still putting off a scent whether she liked it or not, and his brother was well aware of it based on the way he eyed her. Interestingly, however, Vicar's lust seemed halfhearted today. Forced at best. 

“Is dual citizenship, as you call it, such a bad thing, really?” Loki arched his brows at Jade. “Now we have confirmation. You are, in your own unique way, of the Celts. You have...access to them somehow.”

“Being born on Irish soil and having a connection to Celtic gods are two entirely different things.” Jade shrugged, yet again purposefully avoiding eye contact with Thorulf despite how much closer they were now. Because they were. He could feel it. Somehow what happened in Ireland tied them together.

“I agree being born in Ireland and having a connection to Celtic gods are two different things,” Loki conceded with a sly grin. “But being born of Destiny and Leviathan Forging in Fire then being doused with Celtic magic on top of Thor taking you under his rhetorical wing is far too much coincidence. Far too important.”

“On this, we agree.” Vicar sheathed the blades he’d set aside the night before, impatient to leave. “I look forward to learning more once we reach Thorulf and Jade’s lair.”

“Thorulf’s,” Jade corrected though her expression wasn’t quite as intense as it had been the day before. Rather, if he wasn’t mistaken, she almost struggled with saying, “Not mine.” 

“Not yet.” Loki tapped his temple. “Not in your mind.” He stood and stretched, magically handing out meat in the blink of an eye. “But soon.” When he strode for the exit, a fiery wake of fire crackled and popped, a clear sign of how eager he was. “Eat, then follow me. I look forward to seeing what nasty Celt we run into next.”

As it happened, the first half of the leg from the cave to his lair was relatively quiet save the godly storm in the distance. Thorulf remained as close to Jade as she would allow, which, thankfully, was closer than yesterday. 

“You know where you are, don’t you?” he asked eventually when she went so far as to let him walk beside her. He sensed her ease in this area. Her sense of direction. As if she’d walked this winding mountain path through the trees countless times before. “Everything looks familiar to you?”

“Yes.” 

He thought, at first, she would leave it at that, but she surprised him and went on.

“It feels as familiar to me as where I grew up.” She looked around, her gaze nostalgic. “I’ve definitely been here before. Many times. I know these woods and mountains like the back of my hand.” She frowned and glanced at him. “But not the Sigdir Fortress. Not where you grew up. If anything, I feel...distanced from it. Why do you think that is?”

Interesting that she didn't mention anything about the Stronghold. The kingdom his father ruled. It was called the Keep earlier. Though Thorulf had built his lair overlooking the Fortress, he had spent ample time at the Stronghold growing up too. Not as much because his cousins weren't there but some. He would have certainly wanted to bring her there to meet his people, yet it obviously hadn't played a big role in his and Jade's time together.

He shook his head in response to why Jade might feel distanced from the Fortress. “I wish I knew.” Grateful they were on talking terms now, he took advantage. “Perhaps you weren’t distanced from the Fortress. Perhaps, as it’s been all along, it’s only a matter of time before you remember it again.”

He wanted to take her hand and pull her close. Cup her soft cheek and finally kiss her.

“Yet you sense I won’t remember,” she murmured, following his thoughts clearly enough about the Fortress without making mention of his desire because she undoubtedly felt that too. “You feel the distance between the Fortress and me too, don’t you?”

“I feel...something,” he conceded. “And not just because none of my kin remember you visiting.” He shook his head. “It’s more. Something stood in the way of you going there.”

He was about to say more when the already cool air chilled even more, and the spirit of his cousin Estrid manifested nearby. 

“Sister,” Dagr said in greeting, making introductions. 

Jade nodded hello in turn, taking interacting with a ghost in as much stride as she did everything else here. She even gave the numerous spirits drifting after Estrid a little wave hello. People who had died since Maya and Dagr were Forged in Fire, and they created Midgard’s Rift. A place for souls to go until the war was over and Helheim was open to the dead again. Where some of the souls who had just arrived looked to be farmers, most had clearly been battling when they passed.

“You’ll want to pick up the pace, Dagr.” Estrid looked to the godly storm in the distance. “The fighting is much closer than you think. Much—”

Suddenly, the storm shifted closer in the blink of an eye, and a hush fell over the forest where before it had been alive with the sounds of animals drawn to Maya. 

“She’s coming,” Jade sneered. She unsheathed two relatively small daggers and eyed the sky with anticipation.

Thorulf pulled his handy axe out when he felt the purple dragon drawing closer too.

“Yes, it is she,” Loki said with equal relish, pulling free multiple blades as well. “It seems we will be fighting our way to your lair after all.”

“Looking forward to it,” Jade ground out.

Vicar eyed her blades dubiously. “Do you not want to fight with larger weapons, woman?”

“Trust me,” Jade winked at him, “this is one of the few times smaller really is better.”

Vicar chuckled and shrugged, clearly curious to see how well she used them. In the meantime, while equally curious, Thorulf again found himself on edge at the idea of her being in harm’s way. It was an unfamiliar sensation. Women in his life fought. His stepmother, aunts, even his grandmother knew how to fight, and he applauded it. He believed women should battle alongside their men if they wished. So he wasn’t sure what to make of his conflicting emotions.

“They’re normal,” Dagr assured telepathically. “All of us have felt it. Still do. But believe it or not, it gets easier the closer you become to them. The more you understand what they’re capable of.”

“Whatever happens,” Loki warned everyone before Thorulf could reply, “keep heading for Thorulf’s lair.”

“Why not stand and fight?” Vicar unsheathed his sword, grinning with anticipation when a slew of men melted out of the forest and raced in their direction. “We have Dagr and Maya’s power at our disposal, not to mention yours. So why not end Mórrígan now if she’s heading our way?”

“Because Thor does not wish it yet.” Loki downed the front line of enemy warriors possessed by Mórrígan with one godly thrust of his hand. “Jade and Thorulf need to get to his lair first. Find their truth.” 

When an incoming dragonly roar shook the ground, Loki glanced at Maya and Dagr. “Go! Get them there!”

Not needing to be told twice, they shifted into dragons moments before a godly storm raged directly overhead and a deluge of warriors came at them from every direction. Thorulf raced into battle with the rest of them, staying as close to Jade as possible. 

Something he soon realized was unnecessary.

It turned out Jade wasn’t just boasting when she said she could battle well, seen clearly when she used two small blades with astounding precision. He’d never seen anyone fight quite like she did. Remarkably agile, she used every part of her body as an effective weapon, evading warriors that rushed her only to nick them here and there in select areas. Locations that slowed them enough that once she was done with the one, she circled back and finished off the first.

Sometimes she kicked high and fast. Other times, she used her knees. While he got the sense she'd never ended someone's life before, she took it in stride, doing what she had to do. She'd committed to helping humanity as a whole, no matter what it took. This was one area she didn’t intend to let her emotions get the better of her, and he couldn't be more impressed. Yes, it probably helped knowing these souls had somewhere to go, but he suspected she would hold her ground regardless.

“It seems small can be beneficial,” Vicar applauded, roaring with laughter. He felled two warriors at once then slammed his fist into another. Meanwhile, Thorulf whipped his axe at an opponent rushing him, then kicked him back into two more. Before they could gather themselves, he snapped one’s neck and ran his blade across the neck of another. 

Loki kept throwing magic and eyeing the sky with anticipation. Dagr’s and Maya’s dragons roared Helheim magic at those unfortunate enough to already be discombobulated by Estrid’s ethereal warriors. Entities they couldn’t see but felt attacking them. 

When the purple female swooped over, trees bent, and wind gusted heavily, yet she didn’t attack or blow fire. Not yet. She was fighting on a different level, luring his inner dragon to the surface. Trying to goad him into shifting in one of these storms so he’d be weakened. 

“Don’t do it,” Loki warned not just him but Jade, and with good reason. Her dragon eyes were flaring, and a low but constant growl came from her as she fought. It seemed her dragon was even closer to the surface than his. “Don’t let your emotions get the better of you. They’re your weakness right now, and the enemy’s counting on that.”

“Maybe,” Jade spat. She ducked under the swing of her opponent’s blade, spun around, and kicked him hard in the lower back. There was no missing her rage. Her pure fury. “But I bet she wasn’t counting on Thor’s power over me.”

They might be fighting, but they were covering good ground and nearly to his lair.

“What power...” Loki began only to trail off and narrow his eyes before chuckling. “Ah, how clever of him.”

Dagr swept a group of incoming warriors away from them with his spiked tail, and Maya doused them with a solid stream of fire.  

“Thor’s repressing Jade’s dragon,” Thorulf realized, shocked when he felt it struggling to break free. Struggling to launch into the air and finally confront the purple dragon who toyed with them. When she flew over again, lower this time, it took almost more than he had not to shift and launch after her. To seek her out and understand their connection. What had she done to him? Why did he both loathe and crave her? 

“I thought gods didn’t have that kind of power over dragons?” Maya said to Loki. She blew another round of golden fire, its flames sizzling and smoking in the driving rain. “You told me that on my adventure when I couldn’t shift back to my human half.”

“Usually, we don’t.” Loki shrugged and took down another line of warriors with a Midgard-shaking godly roar. “But it sounds like the connection Jade shares with Thor is most unusual.”

“Because he was there at her birth in Ireland,” Vicar deduced, seeing it clearly enough. “That connected them in a way gods and dragons are not usually connected, did it not?”

“It did,” Loki confirmed, impressed with what he saw as cleverness on Thor’s part. “It seems my brother-in-arms has been playing his own unique role in this war since the beginning. One that coincided with my Forge.”

While it certainly seemed it, Thorulf got the distinct impression it might not have been that premeditated. At least not when it came to Jade being born in Ireland. That had been all her and her curious, adventuresome spirit. Adlin and Thor had simply come to her rescue then made sure she continued the journey Loki and his Forge had started.  

A journey, as it happened when they finally reached his lair, that was only going to get more interesting.
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Chapter Fifteen
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JADE WAS CAUGHT somewhere between being pissed off she couldn’t shift and kick the purple dragon’s butt and emotional over the deep connection she’d made with Thor. One she finally remembered as they made it to Thorulf’s lair, and Loki threw up a wall of magic, blocking the enemy. 

“I remember him now.” She sank onto a rock, suddenly caught in memories. “He was like a father or a big brother.” She flinched a little at hitting on him but hey, just look at the guy. “Always there to help and guide me.”

“I tried,” came a deep rumble before another magical wall of protection fell over the lair and Thor appeared. He gazed at her with a tenderness she saw clearly now as platonic affection and not flirtation. “I’ve missed you, little troublemaker.”

She set aside her blades, closed the distance, and embraced him. “How did I ever forget you?” she murmured against his shoulder before she met his gaze through tears. “You were there every step of the way. From getting me from Ireland to Helheim then steering me along to Midgard then...so much after.”

The details might still be fuzzy but not him. Not their endless conversations over the years. She still couldn’t remember her time with Thorulf, though, or what happened to make her forget everything, but she recalled other stuff. 

“You steered me in the direction of Thorulf’s mother that day.” She pulled away and frowned. “Why?” She glanced from Thorulf back to Thor. “Why not direct me back to Hel so I’d be born on Earth...or Midgard?” 

“I think we all know nobody can really direct you, Jade. I merely helped steer you where your heart was already leading you.” Thor shrugged and grinned at Thorulf. “That it just happened to lead you to my distant offspring was a perk.” He gestured at her blades. “Now, clean your weapons, and I’ll tell you what I can at this point.”

“Yeah, yeah, you know I’ll get to the blades,” she muttered before she recalled how much he’d added to her training as a warrior. How he had worked with her when she was here. “I’ll just,” magic away the blood, she almost said but knew he would counter her, so recited what he’d said time and time again. “Clean them now to keep them at their best. Learn the value of manual labor rather than always depending on magic.”

“Good girl,” he replied, finally taking note of his shocked audience. Even Loki seemed caught off guard, if not bemused by the long-time connection they shared. Well, long for her. A blip for Thor. 

“So Jade’s heart was leading her to Thorulf?” Maya prompted, having shifted back. Of course, she focused on the romantic side of things. No wonder seeing how she and Dagr were together. Her big sister had definitely blossomed in the lust department. 

“How do you know Jade’s heart was leading her?” Maya continued.

“I guess you could call it divine intuition.” Thor perked a brow at Jade when she thought to sheath her blades without cleaning them. “Not only is Thorulf of my blood, but his mother was a devout worshiper of mine, so I had a strong connection to her.”

“Ja, she was,” Thorulf confirmed, cleaning his axe for all to see when Jade suspected he usually just magically cleaned it. “She worshiped you second only to our All-Father, Odin.”

“You’re never short on worshipers,” Loki conceded on a mutter, his frustration fleeting yet noteworthy. 

“Only because I run more benevolent.” Thor winked at Loki. “Rather than chaotic.”

“Boring rather than fun, you mean.” Loki magically cleaned his blade and sheathed it. “Ah, but the joy in a little chaos.”

“So because Thorulf’s related and his mother worshiped you,” Maya went on, intercepting any possible tension before it went too far, “you could sense Jade and Thorulf’s draw to one another? Even though they weren’t fated mates reborn to find each other again?” She eyed him curiously, clearly brimming with questions. “So is it safe to say you've been around Thorulf a lot too? That yesterday wasn't the first time you met?”

“I've only ever watched over Thorulf from afar,” he revealed, both pride and affection in his eyes when he looked at Thorulf. “It was better that way until I knew what the future held. Gods must be careful how involved in mortal lives they get, for it can change destinies too easily.” He looked between Thorulf and Jade. “And while not fated mates, they were connected by the same magic.”

“You mean the same land,” Jade said. “Ireland?”

“No, I mean magic,” Thor reiterated. “Magic born of the Celtic gods. Thorulf inherited it from his distant ancestors Fionn Mac Cumhail and Goddess Brigit, and you, Jade, from Goddess Étaín. For her sun goddess magic wasn’t just a big part of the Forge but part of many things in the immediate vicinity, including the clover patch you were so fond of.”

“So I...soaked up Celtic magic before I was born?” Jade asked.

“In a way.” Thor nodded. “Hopping into that clover patch, or by all accounts being born into it, gave you as much Celtic godliness as Thorulf.”

Jade snorted, wondering if she understood him correctly. “It almost sounds like you’re saying I’m a demi-god like him.”  

“Because I am.” Thor smiled like he wasn’t dropping a bombshell on her sense of identity. “You might have inherited it in a most unusual way, but you do possess some of Goddess Étaín’s godliness via the clover patch. You are, by all accounts, as much a Celtic dragon as Thorulf.”

“That’s why I was so drawn to him,” she murmured, sensing it clearly now that Thor had put it out there. “He was...a beacon.” Her voice dropped to a whisper as she recalled zipping through the woodland away from Hel. Yes, Thor’s presence had set her in the right direction, but it had nothing to do with how her little dragon had felt. “Thorulf was...home. Safety and excitement all at once. That's why my dragon looked solid in the cave. My godliness was already connecting me to his location...a means to find my way back after I was born.”

She only meant to glance Thorulf’s way, but their gazes snagged. Held. For a moment, it felt like she was looking into his dark chocolate eyes for the first time all over again. That their dragons were just meeting. It had been as profound then as it was now. Feeling the unique connection. There had been great comfort in finding him. Being with him.

Until all that changed, her inner voice reminded. Until he turned his back on you.

“No.” Thorulf narrowed his eyes, startling her when he closed the distance and crouched in front of her. He clasped her shoulders and searched her eyes as though searching for her very soul. “That wasn’t you, Jade. That voice wasn’t you.” 

“What are you talking about?” She frowned and meant to pull away but couldn’t quite find the willpower. “What voice?”

“The voice in your mind,” he replied. “It might have seemed like a thought to you, but I heard more.” His eyes narrowed. “I heard another female.”

“You did?” Maya sounded concerned. “I didn’t sense anything strange in her mind, and I’m her sister.”

“Her sister,” Thor conceded softly, his gaze on the raging storm outside. Bubbling black clouds sought him out. Dared him to come fight again. “But you’re not her other half, Maya. You weren’t the first dragon she connected with. One just like her. A dragon as suited to her as you are to Dagr.”

“I’m sorry, but I didn’t feel anyone else in my mind,” Jade managed. “Those were simply my justified thoughts.”

She had just managed to tear her gaze away from Thorulf when his warm weapon-roughened hand cupped her cheek and forced her gaze back to his face.

“No,” he ground out. His dragon eyes flared brown initially before they sparked green. The same emerald green as the clovers tiny Jade dove into. “I might not remember all of our time together yet, Jade, but my dragon knows yours.” A vein ticked in his temple. “My dragon knows yours almost better than it knows itself, and that was not your own thought.” She could tell he didn’t want to say it but said it anyway. Needed her to know how serious this was. “It was her. The purple dragon.”

She could tell by the cautious pained look in his eyes that he feared her anger would come screaming back, and he was right. It did. Or it almost did before they were interrupted by another memory happening right beside them. One where anger clearly almost got the better of little Jade. Slightly larger now, she plunked down on the rock beside big Jade, notched her chin, and refused to look at little Thorulf, who was also slightly larger. 

“I just don’t understand,” she complained. “Why can’t I go to the Fortress? Go to your home? Why don’t you want me to meet your dad and stepmom?” Her wobbly voice gave away her hurt feelings. “Is it because I don’t have parents anymore and don’t deserve more?”

“No, of course not.” Little Thorulf’s worried, sad eyes never left her. “I don’t know why I can’t bring you home. I just can’t. You know that. Every time we try, it doesn’t work.”

“But have we tried hard enough?” Jade followed her little dragon when she leapt down, tromped over to the edge of the cave, and looked down over the cliff. “Maybe if we try a new path? Or fly straight down once we get directly overhead.”

Jade froze when she reached the edge—nearly the same spot the purple dragon had pushed her over—and looked down at the sprawling Viking village far below. While fear and anger blew through her, mimicking the emotions she’d felt in the nightmare, looking down at something she’d gazed at so often and longingly almost affected her more. 

“There are no paths left we haven’t tried.” Little Thorulf joined little Jade as big Thorulf joined her at the edge. As he clearly felt what his younger self had at that moment based on his troubled expression. 

“We’ve tried everything,” little Thorulf went on. “From the tops and sides and front gate.” He sighed, sitting when she sat then standing when she stood again, restless. “For some reason, I can’t bring you there.” 

When little Jade finally sat and hung her head, he sat beside her, shoulder to shoulder.

“I’d never felt so sad,” Thorulf murmured, eyeing his younger self. “And mad because I couldn’t fix this. I couldn’t bring you home.” A small smile suddenly hovered on his mouth. “Until it occurred to me, I could...in a way.”

Seconds later, little Thorulf perked up and looked back at the cave. “How about here then, Jade?”

“What do you mean, here?” she whispered on a choppy sigh.

When she tried to hide a fiery tear, he wiped it away with the tip of his wing and gestured behind them. “I can’t bring you home there but maybe here.”

“Ja.” Thorulf grinned and slipped his hand into hers when little Thorulf perked right up and nudged little Jade away from the edge.

“What do we need with a Fortress?” Little Thorulf made a sweeping gesture with his wing encompassing the spacious cave. “When we have this?” He scurried behind little Jade and kept nudging her along. “Just look how big it is! All the memories it has waiting for us.”

Memories? Startled by the odd turn of phrase, she and Thorulf glanced at each other. Was little Thorulf somehow talking about Jade’s future memories? Those Maya and Dagr saw running around this very lair?

Moments later, they found out.
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“WHAT DO YOU mean memories?” little Jade asked. She cocked her head and looked at little Thorulf. “I don’t understand.”

“I mean, we will make memories here.” He jumped around in excitement and nudged her further into the cave. “Forget trying to get you to the Fortress. This will be your new home. Our home.” He puffed up his little chest and sauntered forward, quite pleased with his plan. His idea to make her feel less sad and more welcome. “This will be our lair!” 

“Ohh,” Maya whispered, hand to her heart. “You created your lair for Jade.”

“Lair?” little Jade replied before Thorulf could respond. Her teary eyes grew wide with wonder. “I thought only adult dragons had lairs, and even then, you have to pay big money for one.”

He tilted his head in curiosity. “What’s big money?”

“You know,” she eyed the cave curiously, “when you give lots of pieces of paper to someone or promise great magical boons in return for caves on islands out on the big water.”

“Big water?”

Little Jade gestured loosely with the tip of her spiked tail at the ocean beyond the village. “That.” 

She said more, but they never heard it because the memory faded.

How could Thorulf have forgotten this? As it had been with every memory, he remembered it as soon as he witnessed it and said as much.

“Me too.” Jade frowned at where Thor and Loki had been moments before. “And it looks like getting more of our questions answered isn't going to happen anytime soon.” She scowled at the lightning flashing across the sky. “Where’d they go? Off to fight another battle without us?”

“It looks that way.” Dagr clearly sensed the godly magic left behind. “Their protection still stands, though.” He looked at Thorulf and Jade. “Everyone should be safe here for now.”

“Which gives us time to discover our truth, I guess,” Jade muttered, eyeing the edge with frustration before she pulled her hand from Thorulf’s and sat on a rock again. “Wish I could say I was looking forward to that.”

“I’m sure it won’t be too bad, sis.” Maya sat beside her, lending moral support. “So far, it’s been pretty endearing and eye-opening.” She nudged Jade’s shoulder with hers. “Just look at how much you’ve learned about yourself so far. You’re a goddess!”

“Well, I always knew that,” Jade managed, working at a grin, clearly referring to her fit form. Some might be put off by her cockiness, but he liked it. Enjoyed her self-confidence. And truly, she had an admirable form. One he did his best not to focus on at the moment, so he didn’t get aroused again. 

“I noticed you never mentioned my father's Stronghold, Jade,” Thorulf said. “And as we just saw, you didn't seem to have any drive to go visit it, only the Fortress.” He cocked his head, curious. “Do you have any memory of it? Or remember me talking about it?”

Jade shook her head. “No, none...” She hesitated and narrowed her eyes as if catching a glimpse of something. “I think you might have mentioned it in passing, but I'm pretty sure you gave me the impression the Fortress was the main place you grew up. Where the bulk of your kin was. Where your parents visited often.”

“It was but not to such a degree,” he replied. “I was at the Stronghold as well and can't imagine why I wouldn't have wanted to bring you there too. I have a lodge at both places.”

Jade shrugged and shook her head. “I’m sure we'll find out why soon enough.” She sighed. “Until then, I wish I understood the rest of it.” She looked at her sister. “How could I be here and in the future at the same time without you knowing?” She glanced at Thorulf. “And why have you and I forgotten so much? Especially sharing a lair.” She rounded her eyes at Maya. “I didn’t even have one back home.”

“It sounds like you didn’t need one,” Vicar kicked in. “Not if you had one here.”

“Which would have meant I was here often.”

“Yet you were never gone away for any extended period of time that I know of,” Maya said. “Even then, if you’d been over a thousand years in our past, I would have sensed it. Aunt Elsie and our sisters would have too.”

“Unless,” Thorulf theorized, “her godliness disguised her somehow.”

Jade looked at him curiously. “How would it do that when I didn’t even know I possessed it, never mind how to use it?”

“It’s hard to know.” He eyed where their little dragons had just been. “Maybe at one time you did know how to use it and, like all of this, simply forgot.”

“That makes sense,” Vicar agreed. “Which leads us back to why you forgot.”

“Which undoubtedly leads to who made them forget.” Dagr looked at Jade with sympathy. “It seems, at least at the moment, we have two likely candidates.”

“The purple dragon for sure,” Maya continued. “And now I think Thor likely had a hand in this too. Wish we’d found out how much before he vanished.”

“You and me both.” Jade eyed the area with what looked to be nostalgic curiosity. “So what happened to my memories of you, Maya? Of Trinity and Raven?” She looked Thorulf’s way. “And I can’t help but wonder, based on what we’ve seen so far, did we ever shift into this form? Were we ever human together?”

He had been wondering the same things. “It seems strange that we wouldn’t have shifted.”

“I agree.” 

“It is curious we don’t see your memories anymore, Jade.” Maya glanced at Dagr. “Maybe it was just because of all the godly energy around when we closed the gateway?”

“Enemy godly energy right at our doorstep.” Vicar cocked a brow at Thorulf, clearly more his Múspellsheimr self at the moment. “At your doorstep, brother.”

“Which means nothing,” Dagr defended, glancing from Thorulf to Jade. “Especially considering Thor protected the lair. Still stands by us. By Jade and Thorulf.” He scowled at Vicar. “You just witnessed how fond of Thorulf and Jade, Thor is. Do you think he’d want Jade seeking her truth with Thorulf if he thought your brother was allied with the enemy? More than that, do you think he wouldn't be taking more immediate action if he thought his own flesh and blood was truly involved with the Celts?”

“That’s one way of looking at it,” Vicar conceded. “The other is that Thor and Loki use a traitor in our midst to smoke out the bigger enemy.”

“You think our truth will lead us straight to Mórrígan.” Jade seemed to consider Vicar’s theory with a bit more thought than Thorulf appreciated. “That they’re using Thorulf and me as bait?”

“Is it such a far-fetched idea?” Vicar clasped his hands behind his back and eyed the horizon like an overlord in his kingdom. “If I were a god, I’d use anything at my disposal to conquer the enemy. To win this war.” He shook his head. “Something as trivial as sentiment would not get in my way.”

“Ah, I see we’ve returned to the dark side.” Jade joined him at the edge. She might seem at ease, but Thorulf felt her deep-rooted dislike of the spot. “So Thorulf’s at the heart of all evil, and he and I are the suckers getting played.” She narrowed her eyes, surprising Thorulf when she defended him. “Though you would think if your brother was at the root of all evil, a Múspellsheimr dragon such as yourself would know it.” She tilted her head. “Because when all’s said and done, having been the ultimate good guy in your former life, an enigma among your kind, you’re that intuitive.” She shrugged. “Yet I get the feeling your dragon hasn’t sensed a thing about Thorulf's possible betrayal.”

A slow smile curled Vicar’s mouth that didn’t quite meet his eyes. “I see you’ve decided to listen to your sister, after all.” When she arched a brow in question, he leaned a little closer and winked. “You’ve decided not to wait to see if I want Trinity first but welcome he who betrayed you into your heart again.”

“Or,” she countered, “I’m playing the same game as the gods.”

“But you’re not,” he murmured.

“Impossible to know.”

Jade might say that, but Thorulf felt the shift in her dragon. She still felt betrayed and hurt but witnessing their memories was helping. Shifting some of her anger away so she could see more clearly. Understand whatever it was they had forgotten. And he couldn’t be more grateful.

Jade was, however hesitant, giving him a chance.

“I can only wish you the best then,” Vicar murmured, evidently coming to the same conclusion. He nodded at Thorulf in acquiescence, his tone somewhat dry as he tossed his brother Loki’s Dagger. “Of course, I’m here for you both every step of the way.” Naturally, he contradicted himself in a flash when he manifested a bow and arrows and strode for the exit. “I’m going hunting.”

“Is that really so wise?” Maya asked when Vicar strode into the storm and vanished. She looked at Dagr in concern. “He’s unprotected out there.”

“Yet he always manages somehow,” Dagr muttered.

“So he goes out into godly storms often?”

“More than any of us would like.” Thorulf scowled. Despite himself, he was hurt his brother would think him capable of being aligned with Mórrígan. “Yet he does not turn a doubtful, suspicious eye on himself.”

“He’s just struggling,” Jade murmured, surprising all of them with her comment.

Thorulf frowned. “Struggling how?”

“She doesn’t know,” Maya said softly when Jade looked equally confused. “Because that wasn’t her comment.”

“No.” Jade pinched her nose, shook her head then looked at Maya. “We need to seriously figure out this Trinity-possessing-us bullshit because it sucks.”

Maya nodded. “I know.”

“So Trinity took over you that quickly?” Thorulf asked. “Again?”

“Yes.” Jade frowned. “It seems if she’s not mysteriously talking to me like she’s right here, she’s highjacking my mind to scope out Vicar.” She flinched. “Or is it to hunt or keep him?”

“It’s something,” Maya muttered, as stumped as the rest of them by what was going on between Trinity and Vicar. All but Thorulf, that is. He was much more interested in getting to the bottom of his own mystery. Interested in seeking out more memories and remembering everything he had forgotten.

“Me too,” Jade said, responding to his internal thought. She peered deeper into the cave. “So how big is this lair anyway?”

“Sizeable with several sub-caves.” Though tempted to take her hand again, he gestured that she follow him. “Come. I’ll show you around.”

“No need,” she murmured, looking this way and that as she fell in beside him. “Now that I’m here, I know this place...I remember it as clearly as I did the forests and mountains.” 

When she walked a little faster, taken by something, he kept up, surprised when she ducked behind a boulder and shimmied sideways down a narrow tunnel few knew was there. It led to an area he called home in human form when not at the Fortress or Stronghold. A place only Dagr and his parents knew about. 

“What is it?” he asked when she slowed, and her heartbeat increased. “What’s the matter? Are you all right or...”

He trailed off when what she sensed blew through him. 

“Do you feel that?” she whispered hoarsely. “Do you feel...”

Despite his sudden untimely arousal at what he sensed, he managed to pull free Loki’s Dagger and put her behind him. Whatever lay ahead wasn’t supposed to be here...or was it? One part of him said yes, absolutely, it was always meant to be here, may it never leave. Another part feared because it made no sense.

“But it must somehow,” Jade said so softly he barely caught it. “Because, hell if I can’t feel it like it happened yesterday.”

He agreed yet kept his blade at the ready as they inched forward until they saw what they felt.

Until they saw just how much they had truly forgotten.
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THERE WAS ABSOLUTELY no helping the scent of her arousal when they made it to a cozy cave Thorulf obviously housed in when not in dragon form. Wall torches flanked a large fur-covered bed in the corner. A trickling stream fed by a small waterfall cut along the opposite side of the chamber until it vanished outside. A fire crackled in a gothic-looking hole carved in the wall, and long, dark gossamer fabric covered the walls, blowing in an unseen wind.

“I asked you to hang them,” she managed softly, determined to say something, anything, when confronted with another one of their memories. 

One far different than those they had witnessed so far. 

“I know,” he said just as softly. His eyes were glued to what unfolded on the bed, and she couldn’t blame him. How could either of them look elsewhere when they were watching their younger selves be intimate? This time they were in human form. He had just cupped her cheeks and kissed her. Had just told her how much he loved her.

“It...I...” She shook her head, not understanding the sensations coursing through her other self as younger Thorulf laid her back then slowly, inch by inch, undressed her. “I’m getting ready to...”

She couldn’t say it because, yet again, it made no sense. 

“Me too.” Thorulf slipped his hand into hers, pulled her against his side, and kept his blade at the ready. He clearly didn’t trust his eyes but felt what his other self felt as readily as she did. “This was not where I lay with a woman for the first time. You were not...her.”

Yet somehow, she was her, and he was him because they were getting ready to lose their virginity to each other. She knew it like she knew she hated small-town jail cells. Moments later, true to form when it came to these memories, she followed her other self’s thoughts. Remembered the moment. 

And what a memory.

“I was so nervous,” she whispered. Not to mention incredibly aroused. Far more turned on than she’d been with the guy she thought she slept with. No big surprise there. Thorulf was as hot with his clothes off as he was with them on. Though slightly broader in the shoulders now with more facial hair, his muscles were still intact.

“I was nervous too,” he admitted. His gaze rarely left her other form. “Afraid I would hurt you.”

God, what a strange thing to suddenly remember something like this with a man she’d thought was a perfect stranger days before. To feel the deep, intimate connection. His heat against her soft curves. The sweet anticipation of finally doing something they had wanted to do for far too long.

“Why did we wait?” she murmured, so turned on she could barely think straight. He had been so damn loving, kissing and touching her. Building her pleasure when most virginal guys were clueless. The one she’d thought she had slept with first certainly was. “Why did we put this off for so long?”

“Because we wanted to take our time,” he realized, remembering moments before her. “Make it special.”

“Because we figured we had our whole lives ahead of us,” she managed, emotional. How the hell had she forgotten this? Forgotten him? Because this, how he'd made her feel, should have been unforgettable.

Thorulf clenched her hand a little, giving away just how pent-up this was making him. So said the thick ridge straining against his pants. A ridge she now saw in all its glory on his younger self. Naturally, the sight of it only added to her own arousal. All of it did. From how sexy they looked together to how intensely they made one another feel.

One thing was certain. She had never felt this with other men. 

He consumed her thoughts in a way no one else had. She was aware of him and only him, not just mentally but clearly the whole nine yards. From the way he stroked and touched her to the way he looked at her.

“I loved you,” she murmured, finally nailing down the sensation. Not just loved but in love. He had been the first and last because she’d never felt that way about another. Didn’t want to. But then, she'd had no idea it could be so profound. “No wonder I was so hurt...”

The memory faded when that same old hurt spiked through her again. Only this time, she felt it in its entirety, wrapped up firmly with the deep love she’d felt for him. Which made it all that much worse. 

“There’s no way I would have cheated on you first,” she managed, trying to remain focused on what he believed made him an easy target for the purple dragon. She shook her head, certain of it. “I would have never hurt you like that.”

Though hard to see past her own hurt and anger, she had to. They deserved it. Not just their dragons but their human halves.

“Any more than I would have hurt you.” Thorulf cupped her cheek and searched her eyes. “I think it’s important we remember that as time goes on. That we keep what we just witnessed and how we felt at the forefront of our minds.”

Though a part of her wanted to shift away from him in anger, a larger part, the one tempered by their memories, made her close her eyes and lean her cheek into his touch. How could she have ever forgotten the feel of this? Because he had done it often. Touched her cheek then...

Either because he followed her thoughts or needed the same, his lips touched hers, and everything shifted in an instant. While she by no means remembered everything, she recalled this vividly. The rush of excitement as he pulled her against him and closed his mouth more firmly over hers. The walking-on-air sensation followed by so much physical need it almost hurt. Hungry for more, their tongues twisted, tangled, did a dance they knew well. That was second nature to them.

She met his groan when he walked her backward until her knees met the bed and buckled. When his fiery gaze met hers, she knew he was as desperate as her to lose himself in this. To rediscover what they’d lost, no matter how volatile. And it was turbulent. All of it. Whatever had happened to them had torn away their intense bond. Had raped their minds and hearts of all they felt right now.

So they were desperate and angry and aroused. 

There would be no turning from him now. No pushing him away for what he’d done. Not when she needed him close. On her, in her, driving away the hurt. Tearing away the shadows shrouding their forgotten past. 

Some might argue this was too soon, too fast, but there really was no such thing as too fast in her world. Not only that, but in ways she had yet to understand, she knew Thorulf better than she knew herself. Had known him from the very beginning of her existence. 

“I can’t...” he said hoarsely between kisses as she lay back fully on the bed. “I can’t do it like I just did it. Not right now...”

She knew what he was trying to say and fully agreed. This wouldn’t be slow and loving like their first time because it wasn’t their first time. Not just that, but it felt long overdue. As though they hadn’t touched in years. As if their inner beasts had longed for it every second of every minute since. 

“It’s okay,” she gasped when he yanked her hair out of its ponytail and dug his fingers in hard. When he came between her thighs, ground his clothed erection against her sensitive center and nipped the side of her neck. “Do whatever you need...”

That’s all she got out before she groaned at him grinding against her. She loved that he was so aroused he couldn’t think straight to use magic. A problem she realized she was having too when she tried to chant away their clothing. Frustrated yet thrilled by the force of their need, she began tearing at his clothes as desperately as he did hers. 

He was ruthless, tearing her shirt down the middle before she pulled his tunic over his head. She licked her lips and struggled to breathe at the sight of him whipping aside her boots and yanking her pants down. If anything, he was more chiseled than his younger self with more tats. She’d seen plenty of gorgeous men in her time, but he seemed designed especially for her, from the scruff on his strong jaw to the welcome but quick sight of his rock-hard cock. 

She barely had a chance to admire it before, not bothering to pull his pants all the way off, he was over her again. This time he was more aggressive, his kisses hot and hungry. Angry and relieved. His emotions mixed with her emotions, his physical sensations with hers as he ground against her hot, throbbing center.

Unbelievably enough, she felt so much, so quickly her whole body let go right then and there, and she froze up. No guy had ever accomplished this so fast without doing much of anything, but there was no stopping it. She arched into the thrilling peak of orgasm and moaned long and hard.  

Cursing in pleasure at her response, Thorulf didn’t wait for her to float down but seized the opportunity and thrust deep into her bliss, spiking it to a whole new level. She released a strangled whimper of pleasure at his ragged groan. 

Waves of release didn’t just wash over her now but crested high and intense.

She knew he wanted to take her hard, to lose himself in her tight, pulsing heat, but showed tremendous willpower and creativity instead. He didn’t remain still but dug his hand into her hair rough enough that it stung just right, and made small, calculated movements with his hips.

“Fuck,” she gasped, losing herself in the fresh waves of pleasure spanning out from her core. 

He was keeping her orgasm going with well-practiced moves designed just for her. Because they were, she realized. Moves she had taught him at some point as they grew together sexually. As they learned what made the other tick. What rung out every last little bit of pleasure. No wonder she enjoyed sex so much. 

She had started with him. 

Since then, she'd chased the sensation with every other man she’d been with but never found it. Not until now, as he worked her body to perfection and looked at her in that way he did. A way she didn’t remember until now. Like nothing gave him more pleasure than her receiving pleasure. Like he had never seen anything more tempting. More desirable.

“Because I haven’t,” he rumbled, his gaze half-mast as he watched her. As he seemed to visually drink in the sight of her coming undone for him. She knew he would stay that way too. He would keep her cresting over and over in an endless stream of mini-climaxes if she let him. He might be desperate to fill her the way he truly wanted to, but he’d put her needs first.

Needs, as it turned out, she understood every bit as well as he did hers. 

He might have her near-paralyzed with pleasure, but she wasn’t about to let this moment be all hers. That wasn’t how she worked. So she took matters out of his hands and rolled him onto his back without losing intimate contact. Rather, she kept him buried deep inside until he was beneath her and at her mercy. 

Though tempted to kiss and lick every hard contour of his glistening body, she forced him to find his pleasure the way she knew he liked it. Rough and wild and fast. She braced her hands on his chest, dug her nails in, and moved her hips just like he’d shown her at some juncture she couldn’t quite recall. 

She did recall how his eyes rolled back in his head when she moved up and down on him, though. When she rocked her hips and slid along his granite shaft. Over and over, faster and faster, feeding her own fire as well. A fire that roared up fast and made her see red. She thrilled at the low rumble in his chest as she took them higher and higher until he grabbed her ass roughly, pressed deep, and let go hard right along with her.  

So hard that they nearly missed the danger in their midst.
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THERE WERE NO more conflicting sensations than the euphoric bliss of losing himself in Jade and seeing the purple dragon pass the exit to their chamber. Because this place was his and Jade’s. Always had been, and it horrified him that he had forgotten that. More so, that he’d ever lain with another female after, never mind that it was possibly the enemy. 

“What is it?” Jade murmured before her dreamy expression cleared, and her gaze shot to the doorway. “She was just here, wasn’t she?” She was off him in a flash and striding that way, be damned clothing. “I’ll kill her here and now.”

He barely had a moment to admire her stunning backside before he caught up and stopped her. “Wait.” Though he hated to do it, he chanted them back into clothing, took her shoulders, and made sure she looked at him. “It’s just a memory, Jade. She was transparent, so she’s not really here.” He tilted her chin, so she looked at him when she tried to glare after the enemy. “Nevertheless, you need to rein in your anger before we follow.” He shook his head. “She’s a goddess, so there’s no way to know what kind of power she has even in a memory. What I do know is it’s a bad idea to let your anger get the better of you because there’s weakness in it.”

“Is there?” Jade ground out. “Because I feel pretty focused and strong right now.” Her dragon eyes flared. “And mad as hell at what she must have done to us.” Her gaze flashed with emotion. With genuine hurt as she gestured at the bed. “Somehow, she took all that from us. She took what we shared and...”

When she trailed off, too emotional to continue, he understood. The purple dragon had undoubtedly taken everything from them. Not just a lifetime of memories but those that would have followed. The time they might have grown even closer and mated. Instead, she turned them on each other. Forced them down a path where they took other lovers when he knew for certain neither would have. Since then, they had been chasing the sensation. Trying to find in another’s arms what they had already found in each other’s. 

“She took nothing from us we cannot rediscover.” He cupped the side of Jade’s neck, trying to calm her inner beast. Trying to push a levelness into her that he barely felt himself. “But the only way to do that is to not let our emotions rule us. Track her as she tracked us. Ruin her as she tried to ruin us.” He glanced in the direction the purple dragon had gone, then back at Jade. “To do that, we must understand her tricks. What led us to this moment. Can you do that? Can you set your hatred aside as I will mine?”

He knew she wanted to ask him how he could do that. Wanted to point out that perhaps it was easier for him because he was closer to the purple dragon than he realized. She didn’t, though. Rather, she breathed deeply for a moment before her dragon eyes retreated, and she nodded. Without a doubt, his inner beast had calmed hers, and he couldn’t be more grateful as he took her hand and they pursued the memory. 

As it happened, the purple dragon had headed for the main exit, the memory surprising Maya and Dagr when it manifested around them.

“The purple dragon’s the same size she was in my nightmare at the beginning,” Jade said. “We’re all the same sizes.” She frowned when the enemy spied on their dragons before melting out of the darkness and greeting them. “And this is not how things went.” 

Both young Thorulf and Jade seemed startled to see a dragon their age appear out of nowhere. 

“Hi there,” the enemy said in a chipper voice, her dragon eyes bright and peppy. Downright friendly as she looked back and forth between them. “I’m Mórrígan. Who are you?”

“She gave you her name,” Maya exclaimed, joining them. “Unreal.”

“At least now we have proof it was the enemy at work all along.” Thorulf gave Jade a reassuring look. “That should help us both with our anger.”

Jade didn’t reply, but he hadn’t really expected her to. She was still conflicted, especially by what they witnessed. By how the memory they watched was somehow the nightmare she’d had, however different the circumstances. 

While Jade’s little dragon was quite friendly to the newcomer, his younger self was clearly wary. 

“Who are you?” Thorulf pulled Jade back before she pranced over to Mórrígan. “How did you get here?”

“I’m from a neighboring tribe and lost my way.” Mórrígan smiled back at Jade. “You seem very friendly. What’s your name?”

Before Jade could answer, Thorulf nudged her behind him. “Our names don’t matter.” He narrowed his eyes at Mórrígan. “And I don’t know of any dragons that look like you.”

“I did, though,” Thorulf murmured. “There are several purple dragons about, but I saw something different in her.”

“You didn’t like her aura,” Jade said softly, remembering. She glanced at him. “You said it had an unnatural darkness about it. Evil magic if you didn’t know better.”

“Evil magic?” Dagr and Maya said at the same time.

“Evil magic would be Carman, not Mórrígan.” Dagr narrowed his eyes at the purple dragon, then frowned at Thorulf. “Are you sure this dragon is who she claims to be?”

“A very good question, all things considered,” Vicar said, joining them with several hares tossed over his shoulder. He perked a brow at Dagr and Maya. “Was it not Carman’s rather than Mórrígan’s gateway found at the mouth of this very lair?”

“I have been told I have especially pretty purple scales,” the enemy said, drawing them back to the memory. She admired herself then offered Jade another winning smile. “Almost as pretty as yours.”

“She was targeting me first,” Jade murmured, echoing Vicar’s theory.

“The question is why,” Maya said moments before it seemed they might have gotten their answer. 

“I imagine your green scales look stunning in the sunlight,” Mórrígan praised, eyeing Jade with wonder. “I would just love to see them in the sun.” Her eyes lit up. “Do you like to fly a lot? Go on adventures? Because we could—”

“No,” Thorulf cut her off, frowning. “She does not.”

“Yes, I do!” Little Jade jumped from foot to foot in restless excitement. “You know I do, mate!” 

“Oh, then we really must go for a fly,” the purple dragon gushed, trying to get past Thorulf to Jade. “Wouldn’t that be fun?” 

“No!” Thorulf said as Jade said, “Yes!”

When Thorulf tried to block her again, Jade dodged his grasp, plunked down next to Mórrígan, and notched her chin at him. “I want to go, and that’s that.” She gave him a hopeful, pleading looked. “Please come with us. We’ll have so much fun!”

Just as stubborn, he plunked down, notched his chin as well, and shook his head. “No. We stay here.”

“Yeah, I didn’t much like that,” Jade murmured. “Being ordered around isn’t my strong point.”

“No.” Thorulf sighed. “But it was worth a try.”

Little Jade tried to convince Thorulf a few more times but had no luck. He was as determined to stay as she was to go. Or so it seemed until she did as she pleased and flew off with the purple dragon. 

“You followed.” Jade looked at him with surprise when his little dragon watched with defiance as her dragon grew smaller and smaller on the horizon. “I didn’t know you followed.”

“No.” His dragon eventually hung his head in defeat before he sighed, gave in, and flapped wildly after her. “Because I never caught up...”

“And that makes no sense,” Maya surmised as the memory faded. She took in their confused expressions. “Why do you think that is?”

“I don’t know.” Thorulf frowned, still feeling the overwhelming worry and fear he’d felt when Jade vanished. “I had her in my line of sight, then she was just...gone.” He glanced at Jade, surprised by his sudden revelation. “You were never gone like that. Even when you traveled to the future, your mind was connected to mine.”

“I know,” she replied, just as surprised. Her eyes widened a little on him. “I remember...” She blinked, clearly as caught off guard by the extent of what had been done to them. By how much she’d forgotten and only now remembered. Not about the purple dragon but bits and pieces of their lives in general. “I thought of you often. Wished I were here but had to be there for my sisters to help filter their negativity.” She shook her head at Maya and sank onto a rock, baffled. “And somehow, I kept Thorulf from you. All of this. Until eventually, the Forge happened, and...I didn’t.”

“Because you had forgotten,” came an unexpected voice. “Just like I forgot until now.”
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Chapter Nineteen
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“REVNA.” JADE STOOD when a familiar woman appeared. Her sense of familiarity wasn’t just from seeing her through Maya’s mind either but because she knew her. Had called her friend. Where some might be put off by the head seer’s haunting beauty and fiery skin, not Jade. She closed the distance and smiled. “How did I ever forget you?”

“Now, that is one of the few things I can answer in all this.” Revna looked at her with affection then frustration. “Our minds have been tampered with a great deal. Mine to the point I thought you might have been allied with the enemy.” She shot Thorulf a mildly apologetic look. “Now, it seems I might have been mistaken.”

“Are mistaken,” Thorulf corrected. 

This explained a lot. Thorulf's mood shifts. Why Revna had thought he had an unknown dark side. 

“I agree.” Dagr blinked in surprise and looked at Jade in a whole new way. “Jade?” His eyes whipped to Thorulf in shock. “I remember her! Though I never met her, you talked about her all the time when we were younger.” He shook his head, baffled. “How could I have forgotten about that?” His gaze softened on her. “He loved you very much. Only ever you.”

Overwhelmed by emotions yet again and unsure how to respond, Jade merely nodded in return and focused on Revna. Tried to understand. “Who tampered with our minds?” She urged the seer to join them at the fire. “Mórrígan or Carman?”

“Definitely Carman. Using Mórrígan was just a means to throw you off her scent.” Revna glanced between Thorulf and Jade. “But not just Carman was involved.”

“No, not just her,” came a dark murmur before Loki appeared. “Another son.”

Carman’s sons were no joke. Where Darkness had been trapped by Maya and Dagr in Mt. Galdhøpiggen’s underbelly, her other sons, Violence, and Evil were still on the loose. Or, should she say, on the loose among the Celtic gods because they shouldn't be here on Norse territory.

“How did Carman bounce back so fast from the power Dagr and I threw at her?” Maya began before she seemed to figure it out. “There was no need to bounce back.” She looked between Thorulf and Jade as well. “This has been a long game.”

“According to what I finally got out of her son, Darkness, that’s exactly what she’s been doing,” Loki confirmed. “Toying with Thorulf and Jade since they were children.” He eyed Revna with blatant lust and nodded hello. “Seer.”

Though Revna merely nodded in return, there was no missing the uptick in fire curling over her skin. Jade might have loved watching these two flirt on Maya’s adventure, but right now, it was the last thing she was in the mood for. Not when she felt so much confusion and frustration. What had been done to her? Thorulf? How violated had they actually been? Because she could say with absolute certainty, nothing felt worse.

“I’m not sure which of you I want answers from first.” Jade looked from Loki to Revna. “I suppose we’ll start with the less threatening of what I sense coming. Why did you and I forget each other, Revna? Why did Dagr forget me?” She shook her head. “And why is everyone only just remembering now?” 

“I suspect because you’ve crossed a barrier with Thorulf and are closer to your truth.” Revna tossed Thorulf a womanly look of approval before gesturing at Dagr and Maya. “As your sister well knows, intimacy tends to open the eyes of dragons coming together.” She shrugged a shoulder. “Or, in your case, coming back together.”

“So having sex with Thorulf then?” Jade asked, not embarrassed in the least Revna knew what they'd been up to. In fact, she’d be willing to scream it from the highest mountaintop where the purple she-bitch was sure to hear it loud and clear. 

“Ja.” Revna sauntered to the edge of the cliff and eyed the sky as though she wanted the purple dragon to know as well. “When you made that connection with Thorulf, when you understood how close you had once been, not just of the soul but of the flesh, a veil was lifted.” She glared at the bubbling black clouds in the distance. “Not just over your mind but also mine and Dagr's.” She glanced back at Thorulf. “And I suspect your parents, Thorulf, for you told them as much about Jade as you told your biological mother and Dagr.”

“I wondered about that.” He sat beside Jade, squeezed her hand, and met her eyes. “That means I tried to get you to the Fortress. I’m sure of it.”

“You did,” Revna confirmed. She shook her head and turned her back to the horizon. “But it was as impossible to do as her meeting anyone you cared about.” She arched her brows at Loki. “And I suspect you now know why.”

“I have a better idea.” The look Loki gave Jade chilled her blood if for no other reason than it was genuinely sympathetic. “While I can’t be entirely sure until I talk to Thor, I believe your Celtic godliness wasn’t just exploited but also found a way to protect you in the end.”

“Exploited?” she said softly, shivering a little when another chill went through her. One that seemed to settle in her very soul. “By who exactly?”

“By someone or something that would be drawn to your constant contact with negativity.” He glanced from Thorulf back to her. “And also be able to come between love. To drive a wedge between dragon souls who were so close they would have become fated mates if they could.”

Revna’s eyes flamed with fire. With recognition. “Only true evil could do that.”

“Ja,” Loki confirmed. “Which explains why you were the only one who had contact with Jade when she was here. Why you could form a connection with her.”

“Because both dark and light run through my veins,” Revna murmured, clearly having an affiliation, possibly even a fondness for her darker side. Her steady gaze went to Jade. “My demon blood kept your connection with me hidden from the enemy.”

“The enemy being...pure evil?” Jade managed.

“Of the Celtic variety, yes,” Loki confirmed. “From what I was able to get out of Carman’s son, Darkness, she sent her other son, Evil, to insert himself into your lives long ago. So while she’s certainly been in your mind, her son has been a bigger player.”

Maya narrowed her eyes, thinking about that before she figured it out, and her gaze went wide with disbelief. “Are you telling us the purple dragon is somehow Carman’s son? That it was never a female dragon but a male dragon?”

Not a far-fetched idea when it came to the gods. As it were, Loki had recently been a female bear. 

“No wonder you didn’t want Jade’s little dragon going anywhere with the purple dragon, Thorulf,” Dagr said. “Your inner beast must have sensed it.”

“Yet off she went,” Thorulf said gruffly. His brows pinched. The corners of his mouth pulled down. “And then she vanished from my mind.”

“At least initially,” Jade said softly, wondering just how much Evil had manipulated them. “I obviously returned, though, because we grew older. Created more memories. Ones the purple dragon had to have been part of.”

“As a female,” Vicar remarked. His brows swept up as he looked between them. “Yet, was it not a male who ultimately came between you?” His curious gaze settled on Thorulf. “A male who made you turn from Jade in favor of the purple dragon in the first place?” 

“You think they’re one and the same?” Thorulf surmised. “That Evil portrayed himself as a purple dragon at the start then a male dragon as time went on.”

“I would say that’s precisely what happened.” Once again, Loki looked at Vicar with approval. “He played them against each other. Caused a great divide.”

“Then, somewhere during all that, my Celtic magic kicked in,” Jade guessed. “And, what, gave me and Thorulf amnesia?”

“Ja,” came a deep rumble before Thor, at last, returned. His skin smoked as though he’d just been battling inside a fire. “The magic you soaked up at birth protected you both when it finally realized how threatened you were.”

“You speak of my magic like it’s got a mind of its own,” Jade said dryly.

“Because it does on occasion. Most especially on occasions like this.” Thunder cracked inside the cave like storm fronts coming together. Lightning flashed in Thor's turbulent eyes when he looked at Jade. “I’m sorry I didn’t sense the threat sooner, Jade. That I didn’t know Evil had wormed his way into your life so early on. He must have taken notice of you when you were born into Ireland and pursued you.”

“You are not to be blamed.” Loki clasped Thor on the shoulder. “For we did not know the enemy could find its way into our world at that point.”

“But we expected it would happen eventually.” Thor crouched in front of Jade and looked at her much like a father might his daughter. “So I had no choice but to protect you and Thorulf's people as much as I could from the onset.”

His words, as he likely knew they would, had more of an impact on her than expected. 

“You kept me from going to the Fortress,” she managed, hurt. “You kept me from ever meeting Thorulf’s family.”

“I had to protect them every bit as much as I did you,” he confirmed. “You were never supposed to be here, Jade. Surely you see that.” Thunder rumbled softly from deep within the cave. Gentle and subliminal. His gaze flickered from Thorulf to her. “When Loki created the Forge, it wasn’t with the intention of one of his dragons remaining behind in Ireland. Of being born there.” He shook his head. “Then he certainly didn’t foresee your adventuresome spirit and draw to Thorulf.”

Though she knew she should wait until they were alone, she was too hurt to care. “Why didn’t you tell Loki about me?” She shook her head, certain she was right. “Because he didn’t know about Thorulf and me any more than we did when Leviathan and Destiny Forged and started all this.”

When he hesitated to answer, Loki filled in the blanks with a dry tone.

“Because my brother-in-arms trusts me no more than Thorulf’s brother does him.” Loki snorted and shrugged. “They have trouble believing we only ever have the best intentions.”

She agreed with Thor but wasn’t about to say it. Not when she was mad at him.

“You could and should have been honest with me from the get-go.” She frowned and shook her head, damn honest with him. “Just going off the memories I have so far, do you have any idea how much I wanted to go to that Fortress?” She swallowed hard when images flickered through her mind of the numerous attempts she’d made to get there. Endless conversations with Thorulf about it. “Honestly, I wouldn't be surprised if the hurt I felt from not being able to go made me even more vulnerable to Evil.”

“Without a doubt, it did.” Thor sighed, stood, and held out his hand. “Would you like to go now?”

A surge of hope blew through her. She glanced from Thorulf to the god. “Can I? Now?” She narrowed her eyes. “I thought we needed to find our truth here first?”

“Perhaps not necessarily first,” Thorulf murmured, clearly sensing something. “And perhaps not at all if you don’t visit the Fortress.”

“What do you mean?” She looked from Thor to Thorulf. “What does he mean?”

“He means your truth is as much there as it is here,” Maya murmured, catching on. “You need to go to the places you couldn’t go as much as the places you could.”

“Why, though? What difference will it make?”

“For starters, Evil likely has fewer memories with us there,” Thorulf suspected. “Yet we might have more than we recall. At least on the immediate outskirts.”

He was right. They did. Ones of trying to find ways in.

“So we seek out those memories first?” Jade gestured in the direction of the chamber she’d shared with Thorulf. “When we clearly had many profound ones here?”

“Ja.” Lightning shot from Thor’s shoulder out of the cave as though he fought the gods even as he talked to them. “Best there for now.”

“Best where Evil hasn't been too often,” Loki echoed. “Fight the enemy someplace he doesn’t have the upper hand. Someplace he’s not so intimately connected to.”

Thorulf’s gaze was as troubled as hers when he squeezed her hand again. Frustration at what had happened reflected in his eyes when he looked at her. “I’m just as angry as you are that we were so...” he struggled for the right words, “that we were so vulnerable. That so much of what we shared was used against us.” He glanced from the direction of the Fortress back to her. “But I think Thor’s right. We should go to the Fortress. See what comes to us there when we’re out of immediate danger.” He looked at Thor. “Unless, as you feared years ago, we will bring danger with us to my people?”

“It’s always a possibility.” Thor looked at Thorulf and Dagr, straight about what they could expect. “But it would be more difficult there.” He gestured at their lair. “Attacking you outside the Fortress or here where he seems stronger would be wiser.”

“Here where he first came into this world.” Loki gazed up at the sky where Carman’s gateway had been. “Where he first sought you two out so that he might have a leg in a war that had barely begun.”

“So you must decide.” Thor didn’t just look at Thorulf and Dagr this time but at Maya and Jade. “Will you bring your search for the truth to your home? To your people?”

“Will you take the risk if it means gaining what it might take to find another Forge?” Loki continued, taking everything one step further. Being more honest than they expected. He looked from Thor to the four of them. “If it means harnessing the power we believe will finally convince our fellow gods to bring the war to the people? To our dragons who are so fierce?”

The four of them looked at each other, not having long to think.

“Yes,” Thorulf answered for them. “But we have one condition.”
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Chapter Twenty
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“SHOW ME HOW to bring it back,” Jade stated again when Thor flinched. She looked from Dagr, Maya, and Thorulf to the god. “Because I know you can. I know you can resurrect the magic that hid Thorulf and me from the truth. You can bring my Celtic magic back to the surface.”

Thor frowned. “What makes you think that?”

“The fact that you were there when she was born,” Thorulf replied for her. “It was born.” He sensed it every bit as much as Jade. Knew it was within the god’s power. “You helped hide Jade, didn’t you? That was why we forgot each other. Why we were perfect strangers when we met?”

“In part, ja,” Thor replied vaguely, eyeing the sky as Vicar handed out cooked meat. “But by then, it was too late. The damage had already been done without me being the wiser.”

“Thorulf and I were already divided,” Jade murmured, feeling the pain of it every bit as much as Thorulf. The sheer force of heartbreak they still had no concrete memory of. 

“Yes, you were already divided.” Thor sighed and looked at Jade. “You never told me how it got so bad, only that it had. You were,” he clenched his fist as though with one mighty swipe of his godly hand he should have been able to wipe away her hurt, “despondent and heartbroken. Unfixable.”

“So when her Celtic magic ignited to protect her,” Maya said softly. “You assisted.”

“Ja.” He looked at Jade tenderly. “Thankfully, once Loki’s Forge began, I knew you’d make your way back to Thorulf...and to me.”

“Yet also back to the enemy.” Loki might be talking to Thor, but his lustful fiery gaze rarely left Revna. “For at the heart of so much loss came the evil before it. Evil that toyed with their minds in ways we’ve yet to understand. Played with their desires. Even went so far as to influence those they called friend. Those they called kin.”

It had too. Not just with Revna’s mind but with Dagr’s and Thorulf’s parents. 

The worst was what it had taken from Thorulf and Jade, though. Love that should have been untouchable. A foundation that should have given way to the life they had envisioned for themselves. Because they had. Slowly but surely, bits were coming back. This would have remained their lair. They would have become mates and had offspring here even if their families could have never been part of it. 

They still could, he realized. All wasn’t lost. Not yet. They could find their way back to each other. He knew it like he knew he loved Jade. Always had. It was little to go on at the moment, but he sensed it would mean everything in the end. Something confirmed after they ate and set out for the Fortress.

“So you truly believe that’s what it’ll take for me and Thorulf to fight our monsters...monster?” Jade tossed Thor a disbelieving look. “Love?”

“I can think of nothing better than love when it comes to fighting Evil.” Thor glanced from the threatening sky to Loki as they headed down a winding path away from Thorulf's, their, lair. “And the sooner, the better.”

Jade frowned. “Why?” 

“Because the way grows more perilous, and your combined strength will be needed sooner rather than later.” Loki gave the ominous clouds a pointed look, his revelation daunting. “Especially if you’ll be fighting amongst the gods for even a moment.” A twinkle lit his eyes when he looked Revna’s way. “Would you like to do such, seer? Do you think you would enjoy my realm as much as I do yours?” 

Revna offered no answer but looked at Thor sharply, concerned for Jade. “Yes, I’ll fight and enjoy it but are Jade and her mate ready?” She glanced from the thick angry plums of clouds being summoned by the God of Thunder back to Thor. “Can we not wait until they have harnessed the power of the Forge?”

Thorulf figured Jade would make an off-hand comment about Revna’s Forge assumption, but she didn’t. Instead, her thoughts remained conflicted over everything they’d just learned. Being thrust into a reality about herself that didn’t fit with who she thought she was. And he couldn’t blame her. It was jarring all the way around. But in some small way, it felt welcome. Cherished. Like a part of him that had been lacking was coming full circle. He was becoming whole again. 

“There is much between the Fortress and us,” Thor said in response to Revna not wanting Jade subjected to godly battles yet. “Much unrest.” He shook his head, obviously in agreement with the seer. “But we have no choice.” He gestured that they keep following. “We must move fast and get them to the Fortress.”

“Then go fight it,” Jade said, allowing Thorulf to help her down a steep incline. In fact, she remained close to him now rather than at a distance which suited both his human and dragon. Especially considering the danger he sensed all around them. Watching. Waiting. 

“We’ll fight here,” Jade went on, looking at Thor. “You fight there.”

“Not now.” Thor shook his head, remaining close. “Not until you’ve found your whole truth. Until your powers are in-hand once again.”

Jade went to respond but never got the chance before the clouds rippled and buckled once, twice, then a third time before warping high like a mega dome then snapping back down. Thorulf had wondered why Thor and Loki hadn’t just used godly magic to transport them. Now he understood. This would have sliced through their godly transport like a well-sharpened blade through freshly churned butter. 

More specifically, it would have killed anyone not full-god in an instant.

Thor and Loki flung up their arms, and the clouds warped back up violently, hovering like a great writhing beast struggling against their power. Icy wind gusted violently, and, for a split second, a great purple dragon writhed inside a cloudbank as if trapped. 

“Take them,” Thor roared at Maya and Dagr. “Fly them to the Fortress. We’ll protect you as you go.”

“What about Revna and Vicar? We can’t just abandon...” Jade started to say but trailed off when the seer burst into flames and roared at her to heed the gods. She was half-demon and could take care of herself and Vicar. She would see him safely to the Fortress.

“Go!” Thor roared again. His voice reverberated on a loud clap of thunder. Lightning bolts shot off his hammer when he swung it over his head. Jagged, furious electricity whipped around him, then snapped at the dome above like a venomous snake. 

“Come on, sis!” Maya shifted into her dragon and lowered her golden neck beside Jade. “Let’s go!”

“No.” If Thorulf knew nothing else, it was that he and Jade shouldn’t be separated. He nodded at Dagr when he shifted and lowered a much larger neck down beside them. “We stay together.” 

Before Jade could argue, he put her on Dagr then swung up behind her. 

Dagr looked at Maya. “Stay close to me, mate.”

She nodded, launched into the air, and flew directly over them, protecting them from anything that might attack from above, while Dagr did the same from anything coming from below.

“Go, big sis,” Jade exclaimed, impressed at the bright golden Helheim strength radiating off of Maya. A stunning display when combined with the dark Helheim magic pulsing off of Dagr. Between the two dragons, they were caught in a magical cove of gold and black Helheim power that few, if any, had ever experienced. 

“Things are going to get a little bumpy,” Dagr warned moments before the cloudbank Thor and Loki had been holding up snapped back down, and bumpy became an understatement. 

Thorulf wrapped his arm around Jade's waist and kept a firm grip on Loki’s Dagger as black, soupy clouds engulfed them. Frigid wind whipped wildly from every direction. Dagr struggled against the turbulence, his great body jolting sharply left and right as he gained altitude. Meanwhile, Maya kept with him, creating a wind tunnel that helped stabilize them. 

“Sonofa...wow!” Jade whooped. Thorulf sensed her anxiety over her sister’s safety mixed with the thrill of the adventure. The excitement of being thrust, however briefly, straight into the heart of a war he knew they weren’t ready for. Thor was right. They needed to get to the Fortress. And they needed to get there now. 

Sizzling balls of black energy shot at them from all angles, but Dagr and Maya blocked them. Pops sizzled off their scales as the orbs bounced off them and exploded. The air smelled of cloying smoke, and the wind grew icier still.

“The orbs aren’t hurting them,” he assured Jade, though he suspected she already knew via her connection with Maya. “Their Helheim magic makes a powerful shield.”

“No doubt,” she replied, surprising him again. “I hope we can harness that kind of power soon.”

Warmth blew through him at her words. What they meant. Because he sensed her thoughts. Her interest in finding that with him and no other. 

Jade leaned forward, and he leaned backward when an energy ball exploded close by, and sparks shot between them. The second they sizzled away, he gripped one of Dagr’s spikes in front of her and covered her the best he could when stray lightning splintered between Maya and Dagr. Thankfully, it must have been Thor’s because it didn’t harm him.  

“Hold on,” Dagr warned. “Something big is coming...from both sides.”

“You go down,” Maya said. “I’m going up.”

“No,” Dagr argued. 

“It’s the only way with so much weight coming at us,” she countered. “They’ll crush Thorulf and Jade between us. You roar, I’ll blow fire, then we’ll split.”

“But—”

“Now!”

Dagr didn’t like it, but he listened, releasing his godly roar as Maya’s golden fire lit up the sky ahead. Then, dropping altitude quickly, he shot down, and Maya shot up. Moments later, the purple dragon passed just above and a monstrous black dragon below. Both tried to roar fire, but it was blocked by the sheer volume of Helheim flames gusting back at them.

“Holy hell,” Jade gasped, looking back at the male that had passed. “I know that dragon.”

“Because both are Evil,” Thor revealed. “Both manifested from the same dark god.”

Not all that far from the Fortress, Dagr broke free of the godly black cloud, his fear for Maya’s safety at the forefront as they dropped quickly. “I’m going to drop you and head back up.”

“No,” Thor countered. “You’re going to stay with them until they reach the Fortress safely.”

“Screw that.” Jade shaded her eyes against the rain and tried to locate her sister beyond the godly storm. “I’m not running for safety and leaving my sister up there alone. Go back, Dagr, or I’ll shift and go myself.”

“The best way to help her is to help yourself,” Thor warned. “If you go back, you will die. You’re not nearly strong enough yet to fight what’s coming for you.”

“Then I die,” she returned, patting Dagr with thanks when he swung around and started climbing again.

Or tried to.

“Damn it,” Jade cursed when Thor created a strong downward wind shear that made Dagr’s dragon seem like it was swimming upstream. When Maya’s golden fire exploded out of another black cloud, Jade screamed at Thor to let them go to her rescue. When he didn’t respond, her skin sheened. 

She was getting ready to shift.

“No,” Thorulf warned. “Don’t shift. It’s too dangerous.” For her anyway. Not necessarily for him. And he wanted Maya saved every bit as much as they did. She was his new sister, and he wouldn’t see her harmed. He pressed Loki’s Dagger into Jade’s hand. “I’ll get her. You stay with Dagr.”

“Absolutely not,” she started, but he tilted her head until their eyes were aligned and cut her off.

“Something’s changed in me since you traveled back in time,” he revealed. “I’ve grown stronger. Then stronger still when we lay together. You saw it at the Keep, and I’m sure you can feel it now. My godly Celtic magic is sharper. Sharp enough that I should be able to push past Thor’s defenses and hold my ground against the enemy.”

Not just worry but fear flashed in her eyes. “But—”

“I’m going.” He pressed the blade more firmly into her hand and made her see reason. “If I fail and something happens to Maya, you need to be alive, Jade. You need to see your sisters through the rest of this.”

Though tempted to brush his lips across hers before he left, there was no time. Maya needed help. So he leapt off and shifted. Then, because he wouldn’t take any chances, he did something he knew would make his future mate madder than ever.

Showed her what might be at stake if she was foolish enough to follow him.
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Chapter Twenty-One
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TERRIFIED FOR BOTH Maya and Thorulf, Jade was about to shift and follow Thorulf when he went after Maya but froze when he pushed images into her mind. Images born of conversations he remembered moments before her evidently. Images that drove home just how risky it would be for her to follow him into the godly storm.  

She had just gone into heat. 

Which meant there was a slight chance they’d been within the window of opportunity when she’d slept with him.

“Sonofa,” she cursed, suddenly recalling how they had talked about having children when they were younger. Offspring she had no idea she’d wanted until this moment. Kids definitely hadn't been a life goal. Yet it seemed they had been when she was still with him. So much so it brought tears to her eyes. She’d wanted them to be black like him. He had wanted them to be green like her. In the end, they had decided on a fetching mix of black and green. 

She put a hand to her womb, wondering. While she was almost certain she hadn’t conceived yet, there was always a chance. And Thorulf had just used it as an effective weapon against her.

She couldn’t follow him and risk their potential offspring’s safety.

Dagr roared with frustration and dropped altitude as Thorulf shot up after Maya.

“He’ll get her back,” Jade assured, sharing his frustration. His helplessness. Not entirely convinced but trying to put on a brave face. “They’ll be okay.”

She kept trying to convince herself all the way down until Dagr landed in the woodland beyond the Fortress and eyed the sky alongside her. It was hard to see much of anything except white-hot lightning flashes in black-bellied clouds. Thunder boomed, and the ground shook.

“Damn Thor,” Dagr cursed, and she couldn’t agree more. Her fear grew with every passing moment. Fear not just for her sister but an intense, near-crippling fear for Thorulf. An unfamiliar sort of terror that made her chest tighten and breathing impossible. She literally couldn’t pull oxygen into her lungs. 

What the hell was this? Was Evil attacking her from the inside out?

When Dagr realized the state she was in, he shifted, made her sit then crouched in front of her. “Don’t look at the sky, Jade.” He took her by the shoulders and made her look at him. “Just keep looking at me. Focus on drawing air into your lungs, and don’t look away. It’ll be all right.”

“What’s happening to me?” she gasped because her mind was too muddled to summon the magic to speak telepathically.  

“You’re having what my mother would call a panic attack,” he replied calmly, his tone remarkably soothing despite his own inner angst. “Specifically, you’re having a reaction to your mate being in danger.”

A panic attack? Please. She would have rolled her eyes if her vision wasn’t blurring and darkening around the edges. She’d never suffered anxiety and didn’t intend to start now. Yet her body thought differently. Her heart pounded wildly, and everything went numb. 

“Just breathe, and it will pass.” Dagr’s steady gaze never left her face, his words practical and welcome. “Know that your mate will be okay. Lend him strength, not fear.”

“Not my mate,” she tried to say, but the words wouldn’t come out. Not because she couldn’t say them but because her dragon disagreed wholeheartedly. It wanted Thorulf. Always had. So her human half had better get on board. 

Feeling not just the stubborn pushback from her inner beast but its clear-mindedness helped. It gave her a much-needed sense of peace and clarity when it came to Thorulf. Her tension began to fade. He would save Maya because he was too stubborn not to. Air rushed back into her lungs. He would be okay because he refused to leave Jade. Not now that they were just remembering each other. 

No sooner did she think it than Maya shot out of the clouds with Thorulf right behind her. He had done it. He had made it past Thor’s defenses and got her back safely...almost.

“Now you’re just being a show-off,” she cursed, standing when he put his great body between the godly fire roaring out of the clouds and Maya. Anxiety turned to anger. “Damn it, Thorulf!”

“Get to the Fortress,” Maya roared into their minds. “Get to safety!”

“Don’t even think about it,” she began when Dagr came at her, but it was too late. He tossed her over his shoulder, and she went on the same ride her sister had taken on her adventure. Unfortunately, that made keeping an eye on Thorulf next to impossible.  

“You do realize I’m the athletic sister, right, Dagr?” she muttered. “And that I can probably run faster than you?”

“Perhaps,” he conceded. “But Maya and Thorulf would never forgive me if you couldn’t.”

“Probably not,” she started only to trail off when he flew past the back gate and set her down. For a moment, it almost felt surreal being here. One of a hundred spots she’d stared at longingly. She blinked back tears at the overwhelming sensation. 

It didn’t last long, though.

Not when Maya landed and shifted, followed swiftly by Thorulf.

While relieved her sister was safe, she took one look at Thorulf’s singed hair, and the godly burns on the side of his neck and sentiment turned to rage. Anger born of fear that was so intense, she strode right up to him and shoved him. “Asshole!” Then shoved him again. “You could’ve killed yourself!”

“But I didn’t.” He stopped her before she could hit him again and pulled her against him. She tried to push him away, but he held fast, pressing her cheek against his chest. His voice was as soothing as Dagr’s had just been. “I’m okay, Jade. Everyone’s okay.”

She was mortified to discover she was crying because that so wasn’t her thing. Yet, she couldn’t seem to stop as emotion after emotion bubbled up. Emotions that her little dragon echoed when another memory manifested nearby. One that, again, seemed to mimic what they were currently going through. 

She and little Thorulf had sat just outside the gate.

“Don’t cry, Jade,” he said. “I’m okay.” He lifted his wings this way and that to show her. “See? I’m not hurt at all.”

Yet, it didn’t seem to matter. Her younger self was inconsolable. She hung her head and sobbed. He had just been zapped by scary magic when he tried to pull her into the Fortress. And just like now, he had singed himself.

“That was the final straw,” she murmured, remembering how defeated she had felt. “It all just came out at once. The years of wanting to be here. Of feeling like I was on the outside looking in.”

“But you’re not anymore,” came a familiar voice. “We knew about you through Thorulf, cared about you, then magically forgot you like everyone else.”

Her heart leapt into her throat when she spied the couple waiting patiently nearby. 

“King Soren,” she said softly to Thorulf’s father before she looked at his stepmother. “Queen Ava.”

How many times had she wished she could talk to them? That they could see her? Hear her? Too many times to count. 

“We’re so glad to finally meet you, Jade.” Ava closed the distance and embraced her when Thorulf stepped back. “More than that, we’re so glad you two remember each other.” She glanced from Jade to Thorulf and smiled. “Found each other.”

His father nodded and smiled hello. “Very glad to meet you, Jade.”

“You as well,” she managed, happy to finally be here but sad for her little dragon as she sighed and headed back up the mountain before the memory faded. 

“It looks like Thor and Loki have things under control at the moment.” Ava frowned at Thorulf. “Are you all right?” She eyed the burns on his neck with concern. “You need to see those healed.”

“I will,” he assured, glancing at the mountainside. “Have you heard from Vicar or Revna? They were coming down on foot.”

“Ja.” Yet another handsome-as-sin guy appeared. Clearly a Sigdir based on his build and chiseled looks, he struck her as extra-Viking with his thick dark hair and beard. His eyes were a magnetic light blue, and his tattoos more numerous than his kin. He nodded hello to Jade, introduced himself as Tor, Son of King Sven and Queen Emily, then looked to the mountainside as well, his anticipation obvious. “They draw close.”

She had heard about Tor. He’d been haunted by a girl before Leviathan and Destiny came together. One born of powerful fire from both the past and future. Fire that would rile the gods, who would then wreak havoc on their people. Because of her, he prophesized he and his fellow Sigdirs were destined for women from the future. 

He was also the only guy destined for one of her sisters who possessed no godliness. Rather, from what she’d heard, his strengths lay in his level nature and knack at leading as well as his abilities as a healer and medium. As to his weaknesses, that was most definitely Revna, who he claimed to be in love with. 

“Glad to hear they’re almost here.” Ava sighed with relief and took Jade’s hand. “Come inside out of the rain and meet everyone at last.”

It was hard to believe she was finally here. Finally walking past thatch-covered buildings she had only ever stared at from afar. Seeing people she’d wished she could meet. At last, standing beside Thorulf when far too many women checked him out. She tried not to focus on that too much. On how many of them he’d likely slept with because he had forgotten about her. 

“Not because I wanted to forget you,” he reminded telepathically, following thoughts he shouldn’t. “But because I was forced to.”

Even so. As much as she applauded people enjoying sex with whoever they wanted, the thought of these women touching Thorulf made her not just queasy, but worse yet, because she loathed the sensation, possessive. However illogical, her inner dragon felt betrayed by these women. They should have known Thorulf was hers even though they couldn’t possibly have. 

When she glanced to the left and saw Thorulf’s lodge, her throat thickened with emotion once again. How many times had she longed to go in there? To curl up on his bed when she was little, then spread her thighs for him on that same bed when she got older?

“I never lay with another woman in there,” Thorulf divulged. “For some reason, it never felt right, and now I know why. Some part of me had to have known you were still out there.”

“Yet you kissed my sister on that bed,” she returned dryly. “And I bet you would’ve slept with her if you could have.”

“I think we both know Evil had his hand in that,” he countered. “And I wouldn’t have slept with her because I felt nothing when I kissed her. Nothing at all.”

She knew. She had followed enough of it telepathically across time to know she had nothing to worry about. Nonetheless, she was on an emotional rollercoaster ride at the moment. Partly because all of this was intense and partly because she was in heat. Not the best time for it, considering it amped up an already healthy sex drive and tended to make her think with a one-track mind. Add in jealousy and forget it. Vicious mix. 

“What about our lair?” she asked more sharply than intended. Though she tried to hide her relief over his lodge, she knew he felt it. “How many women did you bring there?”

It didn't matter that she herself had flirted shamelessly with Loki and outright kissed Vicar. She was on a roll.

“None to our lair,” he replied a little too quickly.

“None but the purple dragon,” she surmised.

“I don’t know.” He sighed. “Maybe.”

She cringed at the thought then shivered with equal disgust that she might have done the same with that big black dragon. That both of them might have been seduced by Evil to that degree.

“But not anymore.” Thorulf glanced at her, his anger unmistakable. “They will never have us again, Jade.”

“No,” she agreed, stopping once she entered the main lodge. It was just as it had been in his mind’s eye. Large and spacious, with fire burning in bowls hung from the rafters. Sven and Emily greeted her then introduced everyone else. Where in the Realm, men had blatantly checked her out, they were more discreet here, respecting that she was with Thorulf. But then, like before, he made things perfectly clear to men and women alike when he repeated what he’d said at the Realm.

He intended to make her his mate.

While before she’d all but given him the finger, this time she gave the women eyeing Thorulf a that’s-right-and-don’t-forget-it look. She hated how possessive she felt. She really did. But at the same time, it felt perfectly natural and one hundred percent hers. So maybe she didn’t hate it all that much. 

Where Maya likely beamed pure sunshine at these people when she first met them, that wasn’t quite Jade’s style. She winked at the men, letting them know being friends wasn’t off the table. Then she narrowed her eyes just enough at the women. Not necessarily to be threatening but to let them know she could go that way faster than they could take their lustful gazes off of Thorulf. 

After they chanted themselves dry and Tor saw to Thorulf’s wounds, they were handed ale and sat at a trestle table beside one of many fires. Drums played a steady beat, and rain pounded on the ceiling as godly storms continued to rage overhead. 

“Tell us about what happened when you went back for Maya,” Sven urged Thorulf. “And while I’m pleased to know we have Loki and Thor protecting us now,” he went on, having been filled in on everything telepathically, “what are we to make of Evil getting through in the form of not one but two dragons?”

Though Maya had said little since returning, she’d given Jade a look of reassurance and told her all was well. She hadn’t been hurt. Her main concern, understandably, had been her unborn child. 

“As to Evil's two dragons getting in, I would imagine the enemy had a direct line in through his connection to Jade and me,” Thorulf replied. “As to retrieving Maya, that went more smoothly than anticipated, but then Loki and Thor likely helped with that.” He looked at Jade and surprised her. “But most specifically, you helped with that.”
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Chapter Twenty-Two
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“YOU THINK THOR hoped you would go to Maya’s rescue,” Jade murmured, figuring out why Thorulf felt she was the reason behind his successful and expedient retrieval of her sister. “He wanted you to realize just how far you’d come. How far we had come.”

“Yes.” Thorulf was grateful she didn’t push his hand away when he rested it on her leg beneath the table. They might be sitting shoulder to shoulder and thigh to thigh, but it wasn’t enough. He wanted to feel more of her. Have her as close as possible. “Because the Celtic magic I possessed with you in my mind, my very soul, was not only sharpened but powerful. Effective.” He shook his head. “Had it not been, I would have never been able to reach Maya. Never been able to become a barrier between her and the enemy.”

“And you have my thanks, brother,” Dagr praised, keeping Maya tucked against his side. He clenched his jaw. “I don’t know if I’ll ever forgive Thor for holding me back like that.”  

“While I understand how you feel, you know it went the only way it could,” Maya defended, looking out for Dagr’s safety as much as he had tried to look after hers. “Thorulf was the only one in a position to come after me, and Thor knew it.” She smiled at Thorulf and Jade. “He also knew, in his infinite godly wisdom, that you two needed to realize some things. Thorulf, that loving Jade is allowing your Celtic magic to flourish and Jade—”

“Jade, nothing,” Jade cut her off, frowning at Maya. It didn’t matter that Thorulf followed her thoughts, she was holding her ground and pretending otherwise...somewhat. “Yeah, I got a little emotional when you two got stupid-brave in the face of pure Evil, but who can blame me?” She gestured at her surroundings. “This has all been a lot.” She shot Dagr a you-better-keep-quiet-about-my-panic-attack look, like they all weren’t aware of it, and frowned at Thorulf even as her hand rested over his beneath the table. “If I realized anything thanks to Thor, it was that gods are meddlesome and cryptic when being straightforward would be a helluva lot easier.”

“Ah, but then you wouldn’t have the knowledge of the journey it took to get to said revelation,” elder Heidrek revealed as he and Cybil joined them. “And any fated mate who has made it to this point knows that.” He smiled at Jade and welcomed her. “Not to mention anyone who’s come across the infamous Adlin MacLomain.”

Heidrek and Cybil had been king and queen before Sven and Emily. 

Jade said hello in return and eyed Heidrek curiously. “So you knew Adlin?”

“I did,” he confirmed. “And it says much about you that he and Thor made sure you got here.” He looked from Thorulf back to Jade. “Much about the life he sees for you here and what you two can accomplish. Something Thor made sure you saw today, yes?” 

“So it seems,” Jade muttered, still unsettled.

“So it is,” Ava assured, looking at Jade kindly. Thorulf knew she liked Jade a great deal, and he was grateful for it. But then, despite her sometimes crass attitude, no one could mistake Jade’s protective and courageous spirit. 

“It’s never easy to see our destined mate put themselves in danger,” his mother went on, her gaze still on Jade. “But with your growing strength will come a sense of confidence in your other half. In the dragon you become so bonded with.”

Jade was about to respond with what he sensed might be a pointless denial but drank instead when Ava’s attention went to Vicar, Tor, and Revna. 

“We made it,” Vicar boomed, clearly more his Múspellsheimr half as they entered. His hair was frazzled, and his black cloak smoked. He grinned at everyone, snagged a horn of ale out of someone’s hand when servants feared going near him and held his drink up in a toast. “It has been too long, fellow Sigdirs!”

Most held their horns up in return out of respect to Vicar’s parents more than anything. While they had liked Vicar in his youth, his Múspellsheimr side had grown harder and harder to deal with over the years. He preferred spending his time in the Realm anyway, so it mattered little. Yet now, based on the way he downed his entire horn in one long swallow and swaggered toward the head table like he was king, he intended to stay on for a bit.

“Oh, boy,” Jade muttered under her breath. “Why do I get the feeling this isn’t going to go well?”

“It will,” Thorulf assured. Hoped. “Has to.” Curious, he spoke to Tor telepathically. “You had no luck bringing Vicar’s Sigdir side back to the surface, then?”

Usually, outside of Trinity and whatever power she had over Vicar, Tor was the only one who could even out his brother. Who could keep his Sigdir surfaced.  

“Yeah, right.” Jade snorted, responding when Tor didn’t. “I don’t think he’s capable of anything but lusting after Revna right now.”

She was right, and it was bad. Something Sven noted as well when Tor didn’t bother heading their way but pulled Revna against him, murmured in her ear, then kissed her soundly. 

“Great,” Maya muttered. “One’s firmly Múspellsheimr and the other’s blind with desire for someone who’s not one of our sisters.”

“No, she’s not,” Jade murmured absently, eyeing the sensual display. Her skin sheened with her inner dragon when Tor grabbed Revna’s backside and pulled her tighter against his arousal. “But at least he’s getting in some admirable practice in the meantime.”

Jade bit her lower lip and flinched at her own admission before she clenched Thorulf’s hand beneath the table and downed the rest of her ale as quickly as Vicar just had. He understood her frustration when the scent of her arousal hit him.

“Ahh.” Vicar inhaled deeply before he tossed his horn to a servant for a refill, rested his hands on Jade’s shoulders, and leaned close to her ear. “There’s nothing quite like a female in heat. Especially one as—”

That’s all he got out before Thorulf saw angry red, grabbed Vicar around the back of the neck with one hand, and slammed him down face-first on the table until his cheek was flush with the wood. He didn’t care how it looked to his people. All he cared about was making things perfectly clear to his brother. 

Múspellsheimr personality or not, he’d had enough of Vicar’s behavior. 

Somewhere in the back of his mind, he knew he overreacted, but he had no choice. Not when it came to Jade. She belonged to him and his dragon in ways he was still trying to understand. Belonged to his heart in a way that made Vicar’s actions wholly unacceptable.  

“If you say one more lustful word to Jade, I’ll kill you,” he ground out in Vicar’s ear while holding everyone else back with Celtic magic. “And if you touch her again, I’ll chase you right into the underworld and slice off your cock, may it never find its way into another life.”

Though Vicar’s dragon eyes were aflame and his body tense, a small, knowing smile curled his mouth. “An underworld you might be visiting sooner rather than later, brother, considering your actions.” He chuckled darkly when Thorulf brought Loki’s Dagger to his neck. “Actions that show everyone just how Celtic you really are.” He said the word Celtic with disgust. “How much of the enemy lives within you at this very moment.”

While he had meant to merely defend Jade, he realized his brother was right. Though tempted plenty over the years, he had never laid a finger on Vicar. Never let his Múspellsheimr side get to him because he knew his brother had no control over it. That it had caused more than enough havoc in his own life over time. 

“No, Thorulf’s not the enemy.” Jade’s gentle hand landed on Vicar. “And you know that.”

Thorulf knew by her tone and how different her thoughts were that it wasn’t really Jade talking. Wasn’t Jade who made Vicar’s eyes narrow and his body begin to relax despite Thorulf’s grip on him. 

“Trinity,” Vicar managed. “Is that you again, woman?”

“Yes.” Trinity’s voice was close, as though she were right here, before she was in Jade again. “I’m coming for you.” Her tone shifted. Became more demanding and sultrier all at once. “And I’ll be keeping you until I’m done with you. Until you’re halfway civilized again.”

Thorulf glanced at his kin in concern. Who was this woman?

Seconds after Trinity spoke, Vicar relaxed entirely, and his Múspellsheimr side fled. So said the way he closed his eyes, sighed heavily, then reopened them. “I see I’ve caused trouble again.”

“As have I,” Thorulf murmured, ashamed at how out of control he’d gotten. He released his brother, then spoke loud enough for everyone to hear. Spoke as the king he might someday be. Or should have been before this display. “I acted rashly, and for that, I apologize.” He hung his head for a moment before continuing, unsure what the right words were in this situation. Should he blame his actions on navigating his love for Jade? No. That was no kind of excuse. What was, then? He simply didn’t know. What he did know was many a wary eye looked back at him. People he called friends. Kin. “I am not your enemy...I’m not...”

When he trailed off, his father put a hand on his shoulder and shook his head. “We know you’re not.”

“Now isn’t the time for a speech,” his father said telepathically. “Take Jade and go. Give everybody time. Sven will explain what happened. All will be well.”

“But I can explain just as well if given half a—”

“No.” Jade took his hand. “You can’t. Not right now.” She tilted her head toward one of two exits, her hopeful expression endearing for the simple fact that she was trying to protect him. “The rain has stopped. How about you show me around?”

Thorulf shot his kin an apologetic look and nodded before leading her out the front, so it didn’t seem like he was skulking away. Some met his eyes in passing, but most looked away, only seeing the potential enemy lurking inside him. Where they could forgive him acting out against Vicar, utilizing what they saw as enemy magic to hold everybody back was harder to accept. 

“But they will because you’re not the enemy,” Jade said softly once they were outside. “And they know it, Thorulf. They saw it when you rescued Maya.” She gestured loosely over her shoulder. “What happened in there was just a momentary lapse where I suspect Vicar’s had many.”

“Yet he always finds a way to be forgiven quickly no matter his personality,” he returned, letting her lead the way through the village. Letting her go where her dragon wanted to take her. “He truly is the better leader.”

Thorulf would only inherit his father’s throne because he was firstborn.

“When it comes to Múspellsheimr dragons, I agree, Vicar is the better leader.” Jade shook her head when he tried to hand her his cloak. “Sorry, still way too hot.” She glanced from the people passing to Thorulf. “As to Vicar leading Vikings like this? Heck, no. They need someone steadier and more dependable. Someone who’s stood by their side over the years where Vicar’s preferred the Realm.” She perked her brows at him. “Because you have, haven’t you? You watched over not just this Fortress but your father’s kingdom as well? Divided your time, determined to be there for both places?”

“I have,” he conceded, not surprised she sensed all that. “But that doesn’t excuse my behavior back there. It wasn’t how a future king should act.”

“Hell yeah, it is if he’s defending his woman.” Jade winked at him and offered a crooked grin he had forgotten to love. “Because you were, right?” Though she offered a little eye roll, he knew she was genuine. That she’d actually liked his behavior. “You were just giving into your dragonly instincts and standing up for your future mate?” She arched her brows again and kept grinning. “I might be wrong, but that’s up to Viking standards, never mind valued among Midgard dragonkind, eh?”

“Ja.” He met her grin because he couldn’t help it. “It is appreciated.” If that were all there was to it. “But not the idea the enemy might be among them. Within one of their own.”

“Damn Vicar for pushing it that far to be sure.” She shrugged and kept grinning. “But you’ve gotta hand it to him for thinking on his feet even when his cheek was ground into a table.” When he frowned, she shook her head and did roll her eyes this time. “Sure, he exploited your actions to his advantage, but I guarantee it didn't win him any points. Give it time. We’ll show everyone you’re not the enemy. We just need to...”

Her voice faded as another memory manifested at the front gate.

One that had them both bolting forward so they didn’t miss what proved to be almost more ‘truth’ than they could handle.
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Chapter Twenty-Three
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JADE KNEW THE moment she saw her younger self’s age that this memory was going to be trouble. She felt it bone-deep as she and Thorulf stopped near the front gate where her lithe pre-teen dragon bumped her shoulder against an invisible wall trying to get in. Again and again, over and over, until she slumped against the wall and hung her head. 

“I’m obviously younger than I was when I lost my virginity to you,” she murmured to Thorulf. “Yet I get the feeling...”

The moment she thought it, someone appeared on the horizon.

“Oh God,” she whispered when a familiar chill went through her. “Where are you, Thorulf?” She glanced left and right beyond the gate, looking for pre-teen Thorulf. “Why am I here without you?”

“You know why,” he said softly, keeping her close, sad about the situation. “Because you wanted to try getting into the Fortress without me. Try while I was busy doing whatever at the time.”

“That’s right,” she whispered, remembering. “I’d finally...” She frowned and shook her head, realizing just how vulnerable she’d been. Not only had she just gotten her period for the first time weeks before, but she was in her first heat and ovulating. “I thought it would make a difference. I was only twelve, but I thought becoming a woman,” she blinked back more blasted tears, “would finally allow me entrance. That it would somehow miraculously make us mates and the Fortress my home too.”

Though his thoughts were more turbulent than ever, Thorulf kept her close as her younger self sobbed softly. As the young black male dragon that looked so much like him at that age approached. 

“Are you well?” he asked tentatively, deceptively, slowing in front of her.

For how else would Evil approach?

She wiped away her fiery tears and looked up at him with hope. “You can see me?”

“Of course I can see you,” he said kindly, sitting beside her. “Can’t everyone?”

“No.” She sighed. “Except for my mate, that is. He can see me.”

“I remember this...but I don’t.” Jade narrowed her eyes, trying to grasp the sensation. “It seems sort of dreamlike.” She frowned. “How is that possible? How do I remember this without being certain it actually happened?” She looked at Thorulf. “I lost my virginity to you well after this yet...” Guilt flared in her eyes. She pressed her lips together before continuing. “I stayed with you, but I get the sense...”

When she trailed off, he understood. “You get the sense you weren’t faithful?”

“I don’t know,” she whispered. In any other reality, she wouldn’t worry about it. So what if she had a fling at some point? She wasn’t tied down. Not really. Because she didn’t believe in monogamy, right? Yet something about this felt all wrong. “He looks so much like you, Thorulf. Too much like you...”

“Well, I can see you just like your mate can,” the young black dragon said, drawing them back to the memory. He looked young Jade over with just the right amount of appreciation to make her blush if she were in human form. “And you are quite lovely.” He nodded once, his pep-her-up mannerism so much like Thorulf’s, there could be no doubt Evil was trying to mimic him. Reel her in. “In fact, you are exceptional.”

“That’s what Thorulf says,” her pre-teen self responded, handing everything to the enemy on a platter with the tentative, innocent way she looked at him. A way that revealed just how naïve she truly was. “Do you really think I am?” She frowned at the Fortress. “I mean, if I were so exceptional, wouldn’t I be able to get inside? Wouldn’t I be allowed?”

“I could not say,” the young black dragon said, sympathetic and contriving as only Evil could be before he cocked his head in thought. Then, as if he’d come up with a truly splendid idea, he perked up and considered her. “I bet you could make it into my fortress just fine.”

Her eyes widened a little but not too much. As though the idea made her hopeful, but she didn’t want to show too much excitement. “You do?”

“I do.” Evil nodded. “It’s a very welcoming place.” He gave her a look that an adolescent female would just eat up. “And you are very beautiful and kind, so there will be no hesitation.” He glanced at the gates of the Fortress with exasperation before his gaze returned to her with reassurance. “You will walk in proudly by my side and realize you belong and are always welcome.” 

“I was never that naive,” Jade said bluntly. She shook her head and frowned. “Never.”

Yet even as she denied it, she remembered how she’d felt at that moment. How much she had started to feel like she was letting Thorulf down daily. After all, if she were truly good enough to be meant for him, going to his home wouldn’t be a problem. Whatever blocked her would open wide and welcome her as much as Thorulf had. 

“Whether you were that naïve or not,” Thorulf said softly, sighing as young Jade joined the young black dragon and headed down the shore, “Evil picked the perfect opportunity to lure you in.” 

“Lure me into what?” she exclaimed, still feeling guilty when she had no solid memory of what she’d done. “You don’t know that I was lured.” She strode back into the village, frustrated by her ignorance. Angry, yet again, at all that had been taken from her. From them. “As far as we know, I went for a walk with him, and that was it.”

“Was it, though?” Thorulf caught up with her, grabbed her wrist, and pulled her back until she had no choice but to look at him. To face this. “All this time, you’ve thought I betrayed you, yet you clearly betrayed me.”

“Did I?” She narrowed her eyes, as jealous of the purple female dragon as she’d ever been. Large, heavy raindrops hit them as another storm bubbled overhead. “Sure, I seemed to have walked off into the sunset with Thorulf wannabe, but that doesn’t prove anything.” Just like Maya feared, all her pent-up negativity was screaming to the surface. She jabbed a finger at his chest. “You, however, have lusted after that purple bitch since the beginning. Every time she’s around, you’re like a pup after a toy you can’t have!” Suddenly so mad she couldn’t see straight, she pointed at the sky. “Well, go get her! Best of luck to you!” She yanked her hand free, patted her chest, then stormed off, throwing over her shoulder, “Because you sure as hell aren’t having this again!”

“Hell if I’m not,” he growled before she found herself flung over a strong, broad shoulder yet again. 

Only this time, she wasn’t feeling quite so patient. 

Having soaked up everyone else’s negative crap for far too long, plus all she was dealing with here had pushed her to the limit. 

She was outraged and long overdue for release.

Jade didn’t care how many curious people came out of their cottages to see what was going on, she used every self-defense move she could think of on Thorulf. It didn’t matter that he’d just saved her sister and suffered the wrath of pure Evil. All she saw was red. All she saw was him with that blasted purple dragon again.

So she did whatever inflicted the most pain.

“Damn woman,” he roared when she kneed him in the chest and punched him in the back.

“Damn man,” she roared right back when he fell to a knee and slammed her to the ground while protecting her fall with magic. 

“Stop,” he ground out, pinning her arms beside her head. Rain fell harder. Their audience grew. His eyes sparked with furious green Celtic magic as he came nearly nose to nose with her. “Stop and be reasonable. Think, Jade. Think clearly. Evil’s obviously trying to manipulate—”

That’s all he got out before she kept his goods intact, pushed past his magic with her own, and kneed him in an especially sensitive area on his upper thigh. Admirably enough, though he winced in pain, he held his ground, so she came up hard with the other knee and got him on the other side.

“We’re not talking about Evil right now,” she bit out when, this time, he roared in pain. “We’re talking about betrayal!”

She wasn’t sure what she was angrier about when she squirmed out from beneath him and bolted. Him betraying her or the other way around. The thought she might have done it first because she was that stupid sickened her. 

Unfortunately, she didn’t slow him down long because seconds later, she had to throw magic over her shoulder at him. Magic, as it turned out, that was Celtic. Either Thor had helped resurrect it, or she’d done it on her own, but her godliness was finally kicking in, and it felt outstanding. Like diving into a clover patch. 

It didn't slow Thorulf down much, though.

If anything, rather than deter him, it drove him on.

So much so, to hell with trying to keep their inner Celt at bay for the sake of the villagers. They threw their blossoming godliness at each other the whole damn way. That being straight out the back gate if she had her way. Regrettably, Thorulf, dodging a healthy amount of green clover-colored energy balls that felt fantastic whipping off her hand, managed to catch her first.

“Brute,” she screeched when he grabbed hold of her. He miraculously protected himself from flailing limbs and magical outbursts until she somehow landed face-first in a fur-covered bed inside his lodge. “Enemy!”

Naturally, her last-ditch appeal to villagers to help her fell on deaf ears. Some chuckled. Others feared. All decided to steer clear of the drama. 

Thorulf came over the back of her, pinned her hands on either side of her head, and seethed in her ear. “You’ll see my people turn on me then? You’ll have them think me the enemy even though you know I’m not?”

“Do I?” she growled, caught somewhere between knowing she had gone overboard and still being furious. At her. Him. How thoroughly they had been fooled. “For all I know, this is all some kind of show.” 

It hurt to say it, but what if? What if she had lost him years ago? What if he was in league with the enemy? Worse yet, Evil or not, that she had lost his heart to the darkness that had divided them? Because what said he hadn’t? She ran pretty dark herself, so she understood the allure. 

“You know me, Jade,” he growled back, his mouth so close to her ear, she felt the warmth of his breath. For that matter, she felt his searing heat from head to toe. His heavy weight covering her. The solid, protective strength of his body.

The heavy, eager ridge of his arousal. 

His growl turned to a desperate whisper. “You know me, Jade.”

She had never felt more unsure or turned on. Never felt so caught between anger and love. Because that’s exactly what this was. What she was trying to make her way back to. Yet something was getting in the way. Making it far harder than it should be. 

“Only because you’re letting it.” He pressed his arousal against her backside and peppered kisses along her jawline until his mouth hovered beside hers. “Don’t let it.” He ran his hand up her outer thigh, fanning her flames of arousal. Flames that, to be honest, had already exploded the second he tossed her on the bed. “Don’t let Evil come between us, mate.”

The moment he said mate, her hands were tied. She had little say in the matter. Her dragon—in heat and so hot for him it hurt—took over, and their clothes were gone with a magical chant that never left her lips. In her mind was all it took.

“I don’t trust you,” she ground out hoarsely, not sure if she meant it but had to say it. Had to keep releasing her anger even as the feel of his hot hard skin against hers made her whimper with need. Even as the way he moved his body against hers drove her wild. He’d pinned her hands again, but somehow that made it all that much better. 

All that much more sinful. 

Which made her wonder. Was she herself? What if she was not herself any more than he wasn't? Yes, she'd always had a natural inclination toward sin but not to the degree Evil did.

“It might be in me now,” she managed when Thorulf shifted enough that his cock rubbed against her center, hitting her clit just right. “Evil might be influencing my thoughts...”

“No.” He nipped her earlobe and thrust his hips just enough to tease her. To keep her on the edge and not let her over. “This is all you, mate. From the second we came together to this very moment.” He clenched his fists around hers when she groaned and moved with him, seeking her pleasure. His breathing grew heavier, his own pleasure building with hers. “Take what you need, Jade. Take—”

“No,” she ground out and stilled. “I don’t want it like this.” Her core ached for him. Her whole damned body. “I need you to—”

Before she could finish her sentence, her very thought, he gripped her hands tighter and slipped inside her. She cried out at the much-welcomed intrusion but at the same time fought it. Wanted him to fight back. To drive into her physically that he never wanted to be with another. That it had never been intentional. 

And he did.

So well that she lost all sense. He ground into her, hitting her g-spot so many times, she knew there would be no coming back from this. From the way he made her feel. Never had been. Never would be. 

This was where her love for sex had originated.

He was where her heart had started.

She bit her lower lip when he moved slower, keeping her on the brink before he sat back, pulled her hips back, and moved faster. Harder. She thrilled at him digging his fingers into her vulnerable hips. At his enjoyment seeing her like this. Prone and vulnerable. Gripping the furs. Trying to hold on as he took her harder still. Arching her back. Wanting him so deep inside her, she owned him. 

So hard and so deep that when he slammed into her again, she came undone.

She released a strangled roar, and her body locked up. Simply froze in pleasure. Kept her in a delicious limbo as he used her tight sheath to his liking. As he thrust hard once, twice, thrust so deep it bordered on pain and let go. He locked up tight against her, released an equally mighty roar, and exploded inside her.

Then he said poignant words on a long, low groan.

Words half of her reveled in and the other half dreaded.
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Chapter Twenty-Four


[image: image]


THOUGH THORULF QUIVERED with the exquisite sensation of taking Jade, filling her with his seed, knowing she was in heat, he wanted more the minute he let go. He wanted to thrust again and again until her belly swelled with his offspring, then keep thrusting. Keep taking. Drive into her that only he could make her feel this way. 

Only he could love her like she should be loved.

“I love you,” he groaned, never meaning it so much. He flipped her, came over her, and cupped her cheek. Made sure she saw it in his eyes. Saw it in his soul. “I’ve loved you since the minute I saw you before I was even born.”

There was no missing the conflict in her startled gaze or in the thoughts swirling through her mind. Happiness that he didn’t just say it but truly meant it. Fear that it could be ripped away all over again. 

“You shouldn’t,” she whispered. “History’s proven emotions like that make us vulnerable.”

“Who we are made us vulnerable.” He dropped a soft kiss on her lips. “Our Celtic magic.” He dropped another. “The negativity you’ve filtered.” He shook his head. “Not the love we shared.”

He might be unsure about a lot but not that. Thor was right. Love was their strength, and they needed to find it again. Remember it. Because it had always been theirs. Was undoubtedly still in her every bit as much as it was in him.

Jade didn’t respond, but he knew she followed his thoughts. Felt her hope that he was right. And that was a good beginning. A perfect beginning because that meant it was only a matter of time. 

Rather than try to convince her, he showed her and kissed her again. This time long and passionately. Kissed her with all the emotions a kiss was supposed to invoke when a dragon was with their mate. Kissed her like he had hundreds of times before they forgot about each other. 

When he was done doing that, he slowly made his way down her body, reintroducing himself to curves he couldn’t believe he’d forgotten. He remembered now, though, and it was like coming home mixed with such raging desire, he vaguely wondered if he’d last long enough to take her again.

Her eyes slid shut. She arched into the way he stroked and fondled her while suckling then nipping her nipples. She’d always liked a dash of pain with the pleasure. Not a lot. Just enough. And he knew exactly where. All the little tender places on her magnificent body. The smooth plane of her stomach. The flare of her hips. The firm softness of her inner thighs.

By the time he made it to her sweet, moist center, his arousal downright hurt. That didn’t stop him from enjoying every minute of sampling then devouring her, though. Tasting everything she had to offer. Working her flesh precisely how she liked it, he kept her peaking again and again until she groaned that he stop. That she wanted her turn too before she passed out.

He’d been with an unfortunate amount of women, and none had been like her when it came to wanting to please a man as much as he pleased her. More if she had her way, which, as he soon found out when Jade made him lie back and had her turn, was a distinct possibility. Not only did she know every spot he found pleasure, but she enjoyed giving it to him every bit as much as he had her. So said the little noises of approval she released as she made her way down.

Regrettably, as he feared would be the case, he didn’t give her long to enjoy herself once she got to his cock. He’d become too aroused servicing her, and the feel of her warm mouth was just too much. She’d only pulled him in a few times before he grabbed her head and did what he knew she liked. Gripped her hair just tight enough, thrust deep, and let go. 

After that, everything became a mix of desperation to have more of what had been gone from them for so long and the challenge of seeing who could outdo the other. Jade was exceptionally creative, her energy unmatched, but he knew little ways to cripple her defenses and bring her back under his spell. 

Sometimes they enjoyed each other in bed. Other times on the floor. On a chair. Against the wall. Upside down, right side up, backward, frontward, and sideways. Sometimes she screamed in pleasure. Other times whimpered and purred. 

They lost track of time as the night wore on. At some point, they settled for a few minutes and basked in the afterglow. Or he supposed that’s what some might call it. He’d never been so well-satisfied and continually aroused at the same time. Never wanted to stay in his lodge forever if it meant he could enjoy her flesh until the day he died. 

“This is...was...” Jade whispered hoarsely as they caught their breath and enjoyed coming down from their last bout of lovemaking. Her cheek rested on his upper ab just beneath his heart. “I’m...scared.”

He knew she meant to say she’d enjoyed lying together but ended up responding to what he’d said earlier when he told her he loved her. He stroked her hair, understanding. The amount of terror that came with rediscovering the love they’d shared, truly embracing it again, left them open to losing it again.

“But as much as I wish it would,” she whispered, following his thoughts, “the terror of losing love hasn’t stopped me from loving you again...because I do love you, Thorulf...since the moment we met before you were born.”

Reveling in her words, never so happy, he kept stroking her hair when he felt her tears touch his skin. When he felt her heart open up to him the way it once had. The way it always should have remained. And his heart responded, warming, welcoming, needing her close. Never away from him again. Part of him until the end of time if he had his way.

“I feel it,” she whispered, sitting up. “Your heart.”

But it wasn’t his heart. Not exactly. Rather it was her just beneath it, holding it up.

“My God,” she said softly, touching the new tattoo that her tears had left behind. A roaring female dragon who glowed a bright Celtic green before the color faded. “It’s...me.” Her eyes widened a little before her gaze shot to his face. “Is this what I think it is?”

“Ja.” He put his hand over hers on the tattoo. “We’re finally mated.”

A tattoo had appeared on Leviathan and Dagr, too, when they’d mated with their women. Though it typically only happened to Ancient dragons, it was happening to those destined to Forge in Fire as well.  

When Jade wiped away more tears, cursing how many were falling lately, he scooped her up, wrapped her in a fur, and sat with her on his lap in front of the fire. He manifested food and drink on a small table by their side, rested her head against his shoulder, and gave her time to work through her emotions.

“This is getting old,” she managed between tears. “I’ve never cried, not once, now it’s never-ending.” She sniffled. “Well, never cried in the twenty-first century, that is.”

“You’re mourning what you lost,” he said. “Your human and dragon halves feel it just as much as my two halves do. Evil stole a lot from us, Jade. Not just our love and the memories we might have had, the life we might be leading now, but our fidelity. Our faithfulness to each other. Something we can never get back.”

And it made him furious. So angry he longed for the moment he could have his revenge.

“It really is a shitty feeling.” Jade drew in a ragged breath and looked at him. “Yet you’re not nearly the mess I am.”

“No, and I think I have you to thank for that.” He brushed her hair back from her wet cheek. “I think you’ve been filtering some of my negativity.” Seeing it clearly enough, he frowned. “Otherwise, I think,” he shook his head, “no, I know, I wouldn’t be sitting here right now. I wouldn’t be finding my way back to you the way I should but out there, embracing my dragon, foolishly chasing Evil until I undoubtedly met my end.”

A small, wobbly smile curled her lips. “I seem to remember you doing something along those lines anyway.”

“Your sister needed to be saved,” he defended, pouring her some ale. “And Thor wanted us to realize we were growing stronger.”

“Then he should’ve let me go in the first place.” She thanked him for the ale and sipped it. “But I get what you’re saying. We’ve grown as a couple rather than individually. And you more than me, at least at that moment.”

“Without doubt,” he agreed. “Especially if you’re filtering my negativity as well as dealing with your own right now. That would have made you an easier target for Evil.”

“You’re probably right.” She fed him a piece of meat. “I’m going to need to work on that.”

“Which part?” he asked around the meat, amused. “Your need to be at the heart of the action, putting yourself in danger or filtering my negativity?”

“I don’t think I’ll ever be able to steer clear of action,” she said before he popped meat in her mouth as well. She chewed, wiped away the last of her tears, and met his grin. “But I think the filtering-negativity thing is improving.”

When he perked his brows in question, she shrugged. 

“I don’t know. Something’s shifting...or already shifted.” She trailed her fingers over his new tattoo. “And I think it has something to do with this. Us. I feel less vulnerable when I feared it would be the opposite. Not just that, but I feel more level somehow. As if filtering negative energy won’t be as taxing anymore.”

“Good.” Great, actually. “You’ll be more protected when we confront Evil again. Less open to him.”

The idea of her going anywhere near that monster didn’t sit well, but he knew better than to say it. More so, that stopping her would be next to impossible. 

“Here’s hoping he’ll never get the better of me again.” She poured some ale. “Speaking of getting the better of things, we might want to do some damage control tomorrow.” The corner of her mouth shot up. “Maybe show your people our Celtic magic isn’t best used for attacking our siblings and lobbing fiery clover-balls at each other.”

“Ah, yes.” He chuckled and drank. “I ended up making a mess of things all the way around, didn’t I?”

“Pretty sure I helped.” She snorted. “And here your parents sent me off with you after you went all alpha on Vicar, thinking I’d calm you down, and I did the opposite.”

“You did do the opposite.” He cupped the side of her neck and trailed the pad of his thumb downward ever-so-lightly. “And you did it very, very well.” His gaze dropped to her cleavage. “Almost too well.”

“Almost?” She looked skyward and shook her head. “Who are you kidding? You’ve never had it so good.”

“Yes, I have.” Though he wanted to take her again, she needed to eat. Gain her strength. Besides, he wanted to talk. Get to know her. Learn about her life in the future. He popped more meat in her mouth. “Don’t forget, I had you...before you.”

“Very true.” She fed him a slice of cheese and smirked. “Which, thanks to me teaching you what a girl wants in bed, definitely makes you the best any other woman has had since.” Her amusement faded, but her anger seemed better managed. Not just that, but her sentiments somewhat matched his. “I think we need to talk, Thorulf. Get to know each other beyond what we see in each other’s thoughts.” She pressed her lips together and hesitated a moment, struggling with it, before she continued. “I think we need to talk about all the others we’ve been with. Help not just our human halves but our dragons understand the interactions beyond what they see. Beyond their own emotions.”

He knew she was right. This was the only way. That didn’t make it any easier, though.

“There have been many, Jade,” he said softly, wishing there hadn’t been. Wishing he didn’t have to see the hurt in her eyes.

“I know.” She sighed and set her drink aside, choosing sobriety for this conversation. “There have been for me too.” Grim, her eyes met his. “And I want you to understand them all. From the ones I shouldn’t have slept with to the better ones you might have liked. I think if I do that, if you do that, it’ll help us push past the anger and jealousy. The emotions still simmering inside us, just waiting to create havoc again. Havoc that keeps us in Evil’s grip.”

While some might say what they did that night, settling in and sharing every sordid corner of their past, was unwise, for dragon mates, there was no such thing as ignorance being bliss. They were firmly inside each other’s minds now, their hearts and souls laid bare, and the connection would only grow stronger if they became fated mates. If they opened themselves up that completely to each other lifetime after lifetime. So best they came clean on all fronts. 

In the end, as the hours wore on, he discovered it wasn’t as bad as he thought it would be. Some parts were hard, bringing tears to both of their eyes, but Jade had a sense of humor that went a long way. So there was laughter too. Then some teasing and, of course, moments of anger. But at the end of it, once all was said and done, one thing mattered above all.

One thing that made everything else tolerable and, in time, accepted. 
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Chapter Twenty-Five
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“NO, I NEVER fell in love with anyone else.” Jade shook her head, glad that she and Thorulf had shared everything about their pasts. That they were able to share what they’d felt about previous lovers rather than just seeing the actions in each other’s mind. “I only ever loved you.”

“I never loved another either.” He shook his head. “Only ever you.”

So, in the end, Evil had taken a great deal from them, but it hadn’t taken the most important thing. Their hearts. Their timeless connection. A bond they continued to express physically the remainder of the night, only stirring well after dawn when a rap came at the door. 

“Tell Vicar to go away,” she mumbled. They had fallen asleep on a fur in front of a now-dead fire. “Trinity, you’ll get your turn soon enough.”

“What is that, dear?” Aunt Elsie said telepathically. “Were you looking for Trinity?”

She inhaled the scent of Thorulf’s skin, squinted against the dim light coming through the window, and yawned. “Huh?”

The rap came at the door again.

“How did you know that was Vicar?” Thorulf grumbled at the intrusion, calling out for his brother to wait a moment. “And is that your aunt in your mind or Trinity?”

She sat up when he got up, grumbling about untimely intrusions as well. Morning wasn’t her thing. Especially when she’d been up all night having sex. No, she preferred to ease into her day past noon with more sex. Then again, despite being in great shape, she was sore all over, so maybe a breather wouldn’t hurt.

“I don’t think I’ve ever seen someone get into so many difficult positions.” Thorulf chuckled, made sure the fur was wrapped firmly around her and grinned at the swing she’d concocted. “And the maneuvers you did in that were the milder ones.”

She met his grin. “Just wait until you see what I can do with five strips of leather and a switchblade.”

When his brows shot up in curiosity, she laughed. “For all the bad that came out of what Evil did to us, there was a dash or two of good.”

Clearly ready to find out sooner rather than later, he wrapped a fur around his waist instead of dressing and frowned at Vicar when he opened the door. “What is it, brother?”

“I heard Trinity in here.” Fortunately, Vicar's Sigdir was still at the surface when he let himself in. A side with a surprising sense of humor as he eyed the swing and grinned. “I did something like that in dragon form with a rope off the top of the Keep. Hell of a thing when that spire let go.” He winked at Jade. “Damn hard fall, if you know what I mean. Wings don’t work right when you’re in the heat of the moment.”

Where Vicar’s Múspellsheimr side saying that might have irritated her given what happened last night, she appreciated his Sigdir humor and flinched, imagining a dragon breaking his erect cock. It’s a wonder it didn’t kill him. “I’m sure the females were far more concerned about the damage to the second spire.”

Vicar met her chuckle, and Thorulf shook his head. 

His brother grinned at Thorulf. “I like her.”

“You’ve made that more than clear,” he replied dryly, manifesting water for him and Jade.

“Ja, about that.” Vicar’s humor faded, and he clasped Thorulf’s shoulder. “You have my apologies, brother.” He looked at Jade. “Both of you.” He sighed and shook his head. “My Múspellsheimr side is getting harder and harder to control. The only thing it seems to respond to lately is Trinity.” He looked around expectantly, hopeful. “Where is she? I was looking forward to meeting her in person.”

“Not here.” Jade frowned and spoke to her aunt, awake enough now to be glad to hear from her. “Why did you reach out to me, Auntie? Is everything okay?”

“I didn’t reach out to you,” Aunt Elsie replied, confused. “I think you must have been looking for Trinity because you said her name. Something about Vicar and that she had to wait her turn.”

Meaning her turn to come together with her mate, she imagined. Assuming, of course, she was destined for Vicar.

“I did say that, didn’t I?” She filled Thorulf and Vicar in on her conversation with her aunt, then frowned at Thorulf’s brother. “Strange considering I knew it was you at the door, and you thought you heard Trinity.” She focused on her aunt again. “Is Trinity there?” She tried to connect with her sister but had no luck. “Was she reaching out to me?”

“Yes, she and Raven are here, but no, she wasn’t reaching out to you.”

“Can she reach out to me now?” she asked. “Or can she reach out to anyone else for that matter? Maya? Vicar?” She narrowed her eyes. “Better yet, has she already time-traveled here? And for the love of God, what's up with her possessing Maya and me? Tell her to stop it.”

“She says she’s tried reaching out to both you and your sister, but you're not responding,” her aunt replied. “As to having already time-traveled there or possessing you, she has no idea what you're talking about.” She paused as though talking to Trinity. “She wants to know why you thought she'd reach out to Vicar. Who is he again?”

Rather than respond, she filled the guys in and met Vicar’s frown. “You’re sure you heard her in here? It wasn’t just wishful thinking?”

“I heard her.” He grinned and shrugged a shoulder. “And even though she sounded sweet, I came anyway.”

Jade didn’t have to ask what he meant. Despite his rumblings about it before, he obviously enjoyed the more demanding side of Trinity. One Jade had no idea she possessed. “Right, you prefer Trinity 2.0, dominatrix style. And here I thought you liked to be the alpha.”

“Dominatrix,” Aunt Elsie exclaimed. “You can’t be talking about Trinity. You should see her face right now!”

“I’d really like to, actually.” Jade narrowed an eye as if peering forward in time a thousand years. “Is her expression surprised because I know she’s got a naughty side? Or, however hard to fathom, maybe a that’s-right-she’s-the-bitch expression?” She cocked her head and thought about it. “Or, I know!” She sat up a little straighter certain she was right. “I’ll bet she looks genuinely shocked and just a tad properly offended, yet she’s fiddling with her bracelet like she does when I might be on to her?”

“Door number three,” her aunt exclaimed, just as shocked before her voice snapped away along with any more oh-no-she-didn’t Trinity truths were revealed. 

“So much for the sweet sister.” Jade chuckled and grinned at the guys. “I can’t tell you how happy this makes me. I’m gonna have so much fun with her when she travels back.”

“Oh, she still has sweet in her,” Vicar murmured, giving it some thought, contradicting his earlier statement. “Or so I hope.”

“Ah, so you’re half alpha, half,” she smirked at him, “what would you call it? Omega? Beta? Lowest man on the totem pole?” She winked. “Or is that a spire?”

“I accept your apology, Vicar.” Clearly ready for the conversation to be over, Thorulf gestured at the door. “Now, we’d like to get back to what we were doing.” He glanced her way with a look that told her sore or not, he wasn’t done with her. “Or what we were about to do.”

“I’m sure.” Vicar noted Thorulf’s new tattoo and congratulated them before he shot Jade a crooked grin. “As to being the lowest man on the spire, I’m willing to try anything Trinity’s willing to—”

“Maybe your Sigdir side but never your inner Múspellsheimr.” Thorulf held the door open for him. “Now go.”

“Don’t be too long, brother.” Vicar clasped him on the shoulder again in passing. “We still need to figure out why Trinity’s haunting me.” He glanced back at Jade and chuckled. “And it would do you no harm to show our people the softer side of your Celtic fireballs.”

“Something tells me we’re not going to live that one down for a while.” She sighed. “But I suppose he’s right. We should go show them our inner Celt isn’t so bad.”

“We should.” Thorulf tossed aside his fur, giving away his real agenda. “Soon.” She fell back when he yanked her fur away, nudged her thighs apart, and came down over her. “But first, we need to wake up properly.”

“I like the way you think,” she murmured before his mouth closed over hers, and any ability to think further vanished for a few more hours. 

She loved how insatiable he was. How he never tired. How he looked at her with more desire, the more he had her. She could safely say she understood the monogamy thing now. Maybe because they were officially mated or because she realized just how much she loved him. The idea of being with anyone else suddenly seemed preposterous. How would they ever measure up to him in bed? How would they ever love her as much as he did?

That was the oddest part of all this, and she said as much when they finally put themselves together and headed outside. “It’s like I can feel your love from the inside out.” She glanced at him. “Almost like it’s my love even though it’s not. No idea if that makes sense, but it’s intense. Impossible to describe.”

Feeling the same, he nodded in agreement and kept her close as they walked. Close like he never wanted her away from him again. They had crossed a divide last night. Pushed past a lot of inner angst. While she expected them to occasionally have mini-moments of anger and jealousy, talking had helped tremendously. Accepting they couldn’t change what had happened. That it had existed. It would always be part of them. Choosing to embrace their time apart rather than fight it had proven a good thing. 

Now the problem, the shaded areas, lie in the details. How Evil manipulated them. How much influence it might still have over them. They didn’t kid themselves that it had gotten inside them both. Impacted them. Rather than looking at it as their weakness, though, they had decided to look at it as a strength. A means, hopefully, to better understand the enemy so they’d be better armed when the time came to face him.

“Come.” Tor waved them over from the door of the main lodge when thunder cracked and lightning flashed. “Join us for food before the rain comes.”

“I’m still trying to figure this one out,” she said into Thorulf’s mind, referring to Tor. “He’s the only one who doesn’t make sense.”

“Make sense?” he asked as they headed Tor’s way. 

“Yeah,” she replied. “He’s clearly a nice, level guy. Almost too level with no noticeable issues like the rest of you. Dagr was battling his inner Helheim. You, your Celt. Vicar, his multiple personalities. Then there’s Tor. No godliness. No inner struggles. Just a mad crush on a girl who’s not his type any more than he is hers. Sure, Tor’s hot, but that’s not all Revna looks for in a guy. She likes her boys bad. And Tor? I could see him hooking up with Trinity but definitely not Raven.” She chuckled. “Or at least Trinity until she went all whips and chains on me.”

He shot her a devilish grin. “Whips?”

“You bet.” He had no idea what he had coming. She could play just as dirty as her goldilocks-turned-fifty-shades sister any day of the week. “And chains.”

“That sounds interesting.”

“I’m sure it does.” She blew him a little kiss. “Now back on track, Casanova.” She nodded hello to Tor when they stepped inside. “Tor and Revna just don’t add up. They make no sense...unless.” She glanced at Tor and smiled when he joined them. “There’s more than meets the eye when it comes to his boy-next-door façade.”

Though Tor smiled politely back at her, she got the fleeting impression he might have overheard their private conversation. Which made her wonder if she were on to something. 

“You forget that for a long time, nearly up to Leviathan and Destiny’s Forge, Tor did face his own troubles,” Thorulf reminded. “He was haunted by a prophecy. By a girl born of powerful fire from both the past and future.”

“A girl he never actually saw, I take it?”

“No,” he confirmed.

Her gaze drifted to Revna. Was she connected to it somehow? Because it almost seemed like she should be. Outside of the ‘future’ part of it, she fit the description perfectly with her fiery ways. But then so did Trinity and Raven born of fire such as they were. Yet Jade’s gut kept bringing her back to Revna. There was just something about her she couldn’t quite put her finger on. Some unseen connection to all this.

The seer sat with a small group in a darkened corner giving some sort of physic reading as she tossed a handful of runes on the ground. Yet, for all her attention to those around her, Jade knew her discreet gaze rarely left Tor.

“She thinks of him as a possession,” she murmured, certain of it. Understanding the darkness in the way Revna thought. The way her fiery yet slippery gaze made any woman daring to check Tor out think twice. “It’s like she owns him...when she feels like it. When it suits her.”

Like Thorulf, she was sure to smile hello to many in passing. Anything to try to make up for their behavior yesterday. To show everyone they weren’t as crazy as they seemed. 

“Revna has always behaved that way with Tor,” Thorulf returned, clearly not pleased with it. “She’s always desired him when she feels like it then shuns him if she’s not in the mood. It hasn’t been easy on my cousin.”

“I imagine not.” What to make of it, though? Because she had an overwhelming sense there was a method to Revna’s madness. An ulterior motive.

“Just on time,” Ava said, drawing their attention to Thorulf’s parents, who smiled as they sat. “We weren’t sure you’d be joining us.”

Jade noticed Maya and Dagr weren’t there. No doubt they were doing what she wished her and Thorulf still were despite her sore muscles. She’d have given anything to stay in his arms for as long as possible. However, as pleasantries were shared and food served, she could admit to being hungry. 

“I really am sorry,” she said when the conversation inevitably ended up on what most villagers were talking about today. She looked at Ava specifically because she’d had faith in Jade to calm Thorulf down. “I never meant for things to get so out of control.” She rubbed her fingers together, still amazed by what they were capable of now. “I had no idea I could throw Celtic fireballs.”

“You have nothing to apologize for.” Ava smiled so broadly at them, she realized his mother was just happy they had found love. That they’d mated. And her next statement confirmed it. “I imagine without the fireballs, you wouldn’t have had the fireworks to finally bond as you should.”

Remembering the crazy hot sex those fireballs led to, she couldn’t help a small grin. Ava had nailed it. “Probably not.”

“We’re very happy for you both. You’re a much welcome addition to the family, Jade.” Thorulf’s father held his horn of ale up in a toast and grinned. “Here’s to one more Sigdir finding his mate. May the Forge and forever find you both soon!”

“To the Forge and forever,” everyone echoed, holding their mugs up as well.

Where she might have cringed at this even yesterday, everything had changed now. Forever with Thorulf sounded just fine. Perfect, actually. So she raised her horn as well and toasted only to discover moments later that finding forever might not be as cut-in-stone as she’d hoped.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter Twenty-Six
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“WHAT DO YOU mean Evil’s growing in strength?” Thorulf asked after Thor and Loki manifested out of the fire closest to Revna and joined them. Thor, anyway. Loki settled in with Revna’s followers, his lustful, steady gaze on the seer much to Tor’s dismay. So said the way his sunny disposition shifted, and he stared broodingly from afar.

“I mean as I say,” Thor repeated, thrilling everyone with his presence. Though he had urged everybody to rise, some villagers still knelt, peeking up at him in awe. “I sensed it in the battle yesterday. It is strength born of anger and desperation. Of knowing his hold over you two is slipping.”

“Good because it has.” Jade notched her chin. “We’re mated and stronger already.” She nodded at Thorulf. “It’s only a matter of time before we’ll remember everything and come into our fullest power.”

“Was it not love that was supposed to save the day, though, Thor?” Loki called out. He blew a small fiery heart Revna’s way. A flaming display Thorulf was surprised Tor didn’t douse considering how dark his cousin’s mood had grown.  

“Yet Thorulf and Jade have found love,” Loki went on. “And what comes of it? Nothing but an angrier Celtic god pursuing them rather than a shunned god no longer allowed in our world.”

Revna flicked the fiery heart off her shoulder and speared it through with a dart of her own brand of fire, leaving it in ashes. She didn’t look at Loki or Tor but tossed her stones, her eyes different. Her voice was haunted and echoing when her inner seer spoke. “All must be faced before Evil can be dissuaded.” Her eerie gaze rose to Thorulf and Jade. “All must be seen. All remembered.”

Thorulf saw the truth of it in her dark gaze. What they’d always known had to happen. Had to be faced. “We need to remember what took place in the end.” He put his hand over Jade’s on the table. “We need to see what ultimately divided us. What came between such a strong love to begin with.” He shook his head. “We know your magic, and Thor made you forget, but what made me and my kin forget?”

“I’d say Evil,” Jade said but agreed. “We need to see how. See it all.” She shook her head as well. “How do we do that before he gets stronger, though? How do we get stronger first?” She looked at Thor. “Is there a way to speed up these memories? And what about those left behind at our lair? All the negative childhood memories I got rid of for my sisters?”

“I cannot say about your childhood memories,” he replied. “But I can say for certainty, sitting in here will not show you what you need to see. You must be outside on the outskirts of the village.”

“Because that’s the only place our memories could have happened,” Jade murmured. “The only place...”

She trailed off, suddenly sensing what he did. Almost as if what Thor said lifted a veil. 

“They’re happening all around us, aren’t they?” Jade stood. “They have been all along. We just haven’t been there to witness them.”

“They have,” Thor conceded, looking between her and Thorulf. “But you couldn’t see them all. Not until you were—”

“Mated,” Jade cut him off, wary yet understandably excited. Eager to recall everything. She grabbed Thorulf’s hand and pulled him after her. “C’mon. We have a history to remember.”

For a split second, as she pulled him along, he remembered her young dragon doing the same. Nudging and yanking him toward a future she thought was going to be exciting, only it wasn’t. Something horrible happened. Something unnatural. The polar opposite of all their hopes and dreams. 

Rain didn’t fall, but the air had chilled considerably as they made their way not toward the front of the village this time but the back. 

“Back to our lodge,” Jade exclaimed, sounding certain. “There’s something going on behind it. I’m trying to tell you...” She slowed and stopped. A tear rolled down her cheek. “I’m so incredibly hurt. Sad.” Her brows pinched, and she frowned. “And super angry.”

“As am I,” he murmured, sensing the same. He cupped her cheek and made her look at him. “But that doesn’t mean we don’t face this. It means we follow our memories back to the beginning. Follow them until they show us what it takes to shun Evil once and for all.”

“I know,” she whispered, her voice hoarse, her gaze uncharacteristically fearful. “But what if—”

He put a finger to her lips and brought her hand to their newly formed tattoo. The one that reminded her there was nothing to be frightened of as long as they remembered what they had together. The love they’d shared before the enemy came between them. 

“No what if’s, Jade,” he said softly. “Only this. Only our love.” He shook his head. “As long as we remember that, everything that doesn’t belong will grow weaker and fall away.”

Her worried gaze stayed with his for a long moment before it strengthened, and she nodded. “Everything else will grow weaker and fall away.”

“Ja?” he whispered.

“Ja.” She notched her chin and nodded once. “I’m ready.”

She was too. He could see it in her eyes. Feel it in her inner dragon. So they kept going, drawn back to their lodge where a telling memory was unfolding. One they knew was coming but was hard to watch. 

They were in dragon form and older than when they’d first lain together. 

“What did you do, Thorulf?” Jade’s young dragon stood by a tree she often visited when she wanted to be close to his lodge. She looked as terrified as her older self just had. “Why did you go off with her and not come back the whole night?” Her eyes brimmed with fiery tears. “I waited at the lair, then came here thinking maybe I’d find you.” She took a step back when he took a step forward. “But you weren’t here.” She shook her head. “For the first time ever, you were gone all night.”

“Hell, this hurts.” Feeling her other self’s emotions, Jade pressed a hand to her heart. “I hurt.”

“Me too.” He wrapped an arm around her shoulders and kept her close. “Like I’ve never hurt before...but I was angry too. So angry I wanted you to hurt as much as me.”

“I was...” young Thorulf said, clearly struggling with how to phrase things. In the end, he chose to be blunt. “I was with her, and can you blame me?”

Her being the purple dragon. He could feel it right down to his tail spikes. 

“Blame you?” Fresh fire flared in young Jade’s eyes, putting her flaming tears to shame. “Of course, I can blame you when we were supposed to be in love! Be mated!”

“Ja, we were,” he roared, just as mad. Just as hurt. “But you took him first. You lay with another when you swore you would never. You swore it would only ever be me.” He narrowed his eyes and stood up fully, towering over her. “But you lied, so yes, I laid with her, and she was—”

Before he could get the words out, she revved up and rammed him again and again, clearly not concerned with their size differences. He, in turn, didn’t lash back but blocked her charges with his wings. 

“I see some things never change,” Jade managed with a wobbly smile before she sighed. “I didn’t sleep with the black dragon.” He felt her certainty. Her stark relief. “I don’t know why you think I did, but I didn’t.”

“And I didn’t lie with the purple dragon,” he confessed. “At least not this time.”

“So you think you might have another time?”

“I don’t know.” He shook his head. “It’s hard to sift through the emotions. What’s real and what’s not.”

Another memory drew their attention further down. Their dragons were pre-teens and still bickering. This time not out of passion but a lesson, it seemed. 

“I’ve told you time and time again, Jade, you must learn to use your wings as a shield,” young Thorulf counseled, mimicking what he’d done in the memory before. He closed his wings around himself, then poked his head up and cocked it at her. “Do you see what I mean?”

“I suppose,” Jade said slowly, mulling it over. “But is that really the best way?”

Her emphasis on the word ‘really’ highlighted her doubt. 

“Of course, it’s the best way.” He lowered his wings and frowned at her. “Our wings can protect us every bit as much as our scales. You should use them if—”

His eyes grew wide, and he trailed off when she flung herself against him and wrapped her wings around his body the best she could. Clearly unsure what to do, he lifted and lowered his wings a few times awkwardly.

“I remember that,” Jade whispered, biting her lower lip, emotional. “I remember how much I’d wanted to do it, and this was the perfect opportunity.”

“Yes, it was,” he murmured, remembering it just as clearly. How caught off guard his young dragon had been. How nervous yet pleased. This wasn’t like curling up together in their lair when they were little. This was something different. Something even better. 

“I don’t know,” young Jade murmured against his chest, drawing them back to the tender scene. “I think doing this is a far more effective way to disarm the enemy, don’t you?”

“Ja,” his flustered young dragon said, tentative for a moment longer before he folded his wings around her and rested his cheek on her head. “Much more effective.”

In turn, present-day Jade rested her cheek against him and released a choppy sigh. “I think outside of meeting you for the first time, that was the best moment of my life.”

In full agreement, he kissed the top of her head. It had been the moment their friendship became something more. When they felt the first stirrings of how mates were supposed to feel.

“And it made us more vulnerable than ever.” Like him, Jade sensed another memory coming before it unfolded near where the first one had manifested. “But it all started with me, didn’t it?” She took his hand and drifted closer to the newest memory. “Because I didn’t listen to you. Because I followed her.” She sneered. “Followed it.”

She was little again and had just landed beside her new best friend, the purple dragon. 

“See what I mean?” Little Jade rushed at Thorulf’s lodge only to be repelled. “It won’t let me in.” She shook her head. “It just won’t no matter how hard I try.”

“Well, that’s very strange.” The purple dragon tilted her deceptively pretty head in question. “Why do you think that is?”

“I don’t know.” Jade gazed up longingly at his lodge then hung her head. “Probably because I’m bad, and it doesn’t want me.”

“Oh, that can’t be true.” The purple dragon rested a supportive wing on her shoulder. “Why do you think you’re bad?”

“Bitch,” Jade ground out, not jealous in the least this time but seeing the monster for what she was. “She’s working me. I didn’t know it then, but I can feel it now.”

Thorulf frowned. “Working you how?”

“Wait for it,” she murmured, feeling it coming. “You’ll see.”

Sure as heck, he did see moments later.
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Chapter Twenty-Seven
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“I’M BAD BECAUSE that’s what I do,” little Jade’s dragon whimpered, innocently taking comfort in the purple she-devil beside her. “I make bad things go away for my sisters, so they feel better.”

Never so angry, Jade scowled at the memory she and Thorulf watched unfold.

“My goodness, but that isn’t bad at all,” the purple dragon said compassionately. “You’re simply doing a good thing for your siblings, yes?”

“Yes,” little Jade agreed on a sigh. “But what if Thorulf’s Fortress can see all the negativity I filter? What if,” she inhaled choppily, devastated by what she thought might be happening, “what if it’s somehow ending up here?”

“I’m sure it hasn't.” Their nemesis’ eyes were speculative and cunning when little Jade wasn’t looking. “Though...”

“Though what?” Jade asked when the purple dragon hesitated.

“Well, what if you made sure your sisters’ memories didn’t end up here?” the enemy pondered. “What if you knew for sure they stayed away from here?” She met little Jade’s eyes, so sweet it was sickening. “Do you think that would make a difference? Do you think it might make it easier to get into Thorulf’s Fortress?”

“Unbelievable,” Jade cursed. “I really was that stupid.”

“Not stupid,” Thorulf corrected. “Sad and desperate, maybe. Naïve and innocent, most definitely.” He shook his head. “But you’re not to be blamed for this. I should have helped you through your worries better. Made you feel more secure.”

“I think if my negativity was gone, I’d most certainly be allowed into his Fortress,” little Jade said, so hopeful when she looked at Evil, big Jade wanted to reach back in time and bat her upside the head.

The purple dragon perked up like she was the kindest little Evil tidbit in the world. “Then why not redirect it?” 

Jade perked up as well like the swindled, duped fool she was. “I can do that?”

“Of course you can,” Evil said in a co-conspirator voice. She looked up the mountain at their lair. “And I know just where you can redirect them, so they never come here again.”

Jade pinched the bridge of her nose and shook her head as the memory faded. “How was I ever so naïve?” She was embarrassed to admit how easily she had been taken advantage of. “She convinced me to redirect my sisters’ negative energy to our lair, Thorulf. Something I didn’t even know how to do until she taught me.”

Something she now realized had given Evil a direct line into their lives. A connection like no other. A means to manipulate them from the inside out over the years. To dig her slimy, corrupt talons in deep.

“And I was all right with it,” he murmured, remembering. “If doing that meant you might be able to enter the Fortress. I agreed to it for your sake and your sake alone. Everything was for your sake, not hers...” He shook his head. “At least at first...”

Jade squeezed her eyes shut at his admission, at the veils yet clouding their memory. The truths that were bound to get harder before they got easier. When she opened her eyes again, she frowned in confusion. “Where are we?”

“This is my father’s kingdom, the Stronghold,” he replied, equally startled to be standing on its outskirts in the blink of an eye. “How did we get here? How did we...” He trailed off and looked at her in understanding, touching the corner of her eye so gently, so tenderly, it almost made her tear up again. “I see now...”

“See what?” she began only to understand when she looked through his eyes. Saw what he saw. “Oh, wow...”

Her eyes were shining bright emerald green just like his had shone at the Keep. “My Celtic magic transported us.” She looked from the village back to him. “Just like that.”

“Just like that,” he echoed. “Just like it shifted you through time effortlessly.”

“I didn’t know I could do that,” she marveled. “That we could do that.”

Because they could. She was sure of it. 

“I didn’t either.” His gaze returned to the village. “But I’m sure it will be a boon in this war. One just as, if not more valued, than being able to travel through Níðhöggr’s Ash again.”

“I would imagine,” she murmured, narrowing her eyes at the village nestled in the mountains. Though about three-quarters the size of the Sigdir Fortress, it was a thriving community with well-trained warriors. A strong ally to the Sigdirs and the Realm both. “Why don’t I have any memories of this place, Thorulf? Why didn’t you bring me here?”

“I’m not sure,” he began when his little dragon manifested nearby, and he began remembering. 

The truth was, he had very much wanted to take her here.

“I wanted to bring you here from the beginning,” he continued, only to trail off again as the damning memory filled in the blanks. Showed them events that took place after they met for the first time once they were born. 

Back before Evil ever came on scene as a purple dragon. 

“What an impressive place,” came a familiar Evil voice. It wasn’t a purple dragon that approached little Thorulf as he contemplated his village but, interestingly, a green one. “Is this where you live?”

His eyes perked up, yet he seemed confused. “Is that you?”

“Yes, it’s me.” The little green dragon that looked alarmingly like Jade scurried right up to him, confrontational and curious before she pouted. “Why wouldn’t I be?”

“Because,” he stuttered, clearly flustered by seeing her again. “I just didn’t know when you would come back or how you would find me when you did.”

“It seems I was just as naïve as you,” Thorulf muttered darkly. 

“Or just as taken with me as I was with you.” She took his hand, wanting to comfort him even as she knew the gavel was about to fall. “Evil looks as much like me at that age as it did you when we were older.” She squeezed his hand. “And that’s what our enemy was shooting for first. What came before we understood we loved each other. How much we liked each other.”

“How could I not find you?” Evil masking as Jade asked, pulling their attention back to the memory. “We are friends, right? We share a connection?”

“We do,” little Thorulf acknowledged, edging closer, hope in his eyes. “It’s really you then?”

“It’s really me,” the little green dragon assured. “And I will prove it.”

Before he knew what hit him, Evil rubbed her neck affectionately against Thorulf’s neck.

“I knew something was wrong the moment she touched me,” Thorulf growled. “Somehow, she didn’t feel like you.”

Startled by the contact, little Thorulf’s head whipped back before he took a few steps backward and visibly shivered. “You’re not my friend.” He shook his head. “Who are you?”

“I didn’t fear her, though,” Thorulf said softly. “Not for the reasons it might seem.”

Jade understood right away, and it warmed her heart as much as it saddened her. He was so young. So innocent. Yet, at the same time, already so connected to Jade. Already so taken with her.

“You thought you’d betrayed me when she rubbed her neck against yours.” She saw it clear as day in his thoughts. “You’d seen your parents, aunts, and uncles do it often enough and knew how intimate a gesture it was for dragons.”

“Very intimate,” he agreed, as saddened as her. “How could I ever bring you here knowing what I’d done? That I had betrayed you?”

“So it was only ever the Fortress rather than the kingdom you’d someday rule,” she murmured, unsure if that was a good or bad thing. Bad because she would have liked to come here. Good because it seemed to have kept Evil away.

“I am your friend,” little Evil tried to assure Thorulf, drawing them back to the memory. She stepped closer as Thorulf’s little dragon took another step back. “Don’t you remember me?” When he kept shaking his head, she frowned and thought about that before she twitched her tail in understanding. “I think I know why.”

Thorulf cocked his head and managed a weak, “Why?”

“It’s quite simple, really.” Little evil stood up as tall as her tiny stature allowed and notched her chin exactly like Jade might have. “I wasn’t fetching enough.” She eyed herself with dismay and released a gusty sigh. “You realize I can be much more beautiful, right?” She scrunched her nose, peering at Thorulf’s reaction slyly out of the corner of her eye. “That I’m not really the color of rotting moss with eyes like dead grass but truly stunning like a violet blossoming in sunlight.”

“And there you go,” Jade muttered. She'd give anything to reach into the memory and wring Evil’s neck when she, it, transformed into a little purple dragon they knew all-too-well. 

“I wasn’t fooled, though.” Thorulf shook his head. “Not at all...not at first.”

There he went with that at-first thing again. Yet, she felt the warmth of his tattoo. A tat that was glowing green when he lifted his tunic. Their mated Celtic magic was igniting in a whole new way. Getting ready to show them something important.

Moments later, little Thorulf stumbled back and shook his head at the purple dragon. “No, you’re not her.” He growled and stopped short, finally standing his ground, seeing things clearly enough, despite his tender age. “And she’s not the color of rotting moss but grass in spring when the rivers run high.” He bared his teeth. “And her eyes aren’t dead grass but extra bright grass blades caught in sun puddles.” He glared and blew a puff of smoke out of his nostrils, attempting to look sinister. “Really warm, friendly sun puddles that make me happy.”

“Sun puddles?” Jade murmured out of the corner of her mouth, so grateful for the levity she nearly cried. Again.

“They were always splashing around because of the clouds overhead,” he muttered, “and never stayed still.” He gave her a look. “Much like you, mate.”

“Yeah, I suppose,” she conceded. Though he’d lowered his shirt, she kept her hand over his tat, wondering what it was about to show them. Because it was about to show them something. Sooner rather than later.

“I’m going,” little Thorulf declared, glaring at Evil one last time. “And if you follow me, I promise you will regret it.”

Interestingly, this time only part of the memory faded. Or perhaps they caught a glimpse at what they were never supposed to see thanks to their inner Celt. Their absolute love.

“No,” Evil said darkly, cunningly, watching little Thorulf tromp off. “I will follow you and not regret it. Follow you over and over until you are mine. Over and over until she is mine.”

“And we wouldn’t remember a thing,” Jade whispered as the memory faded altogether. She shook her head, baffled by the enormity of what they’d just witnessed. By what they had just felt off Carman’s son, Evil, thanks to Celtic magic that was so much better than his. So good when his was so dark. 

“Evil came back time and time again,” Thorulf said, welcoming her into his arms when she wrapped her arms around his waist and pressed her cheek against his chest. “Over and over, she, he, it, needled away at us. Because that purple dragon approached me again...and again...and again...”

Never here at the Stronghold, though, because it had proven a worthless location to get its way. Their lair and the Fortress had been far luckier target zones. Yet what they’d just witnessed had left its taint on Thorulf because his dragon never brought Jade here. On some instinctual level, despite Evil tampering with their memories, his inner beast must have sensed it was best to keep her away.  

“The purple dragon tracked you,” Jade cursed, “just like the black dragon sought me out. Again and again.” She shook her head. “But he never accomplished his goal. Not when I left the Fortress with him and not when I flew off with the purple dragon.”

When Evil didn’t win them over to its side, it reset their memory then tried again. Over and over. That’s why Thorulf couldn’t sense her little dragon when she first flew off with the purple dragon. Evil was already manipulating her mind. And it did the same to him every time it approached. 

“Forever seeking out weakness,” Jade said softly. “Looking for a chink in our armor.”

Yet there had to have been chinks in its own armor, too, seeing how Thorulf never brought her here. His inner dragon might not have remembered his reasons, but he stayed away. And that had kept this place safe.

He struggled with the truth of it. The enormity of what he and Jade had faced over the years.  “But did Evil ever find our weakness? Truly find it?” He cupped her cheeks and searched her eyes. “No, and we both know it. Feel it. Found it again last night.”

He was right. They had. 

“So what now?” she asked. “What do we do? Head back to the Fortress and let them know what we learned? Or go back to our lair? See if we can learn more there?”

“The lair and soon.” He glanced at his village. “But not quite yet.” His gaze returned to her. “I think it’s past time you meet my father’s people. My people.” He looked at her with a super-tender look that brought tears to her eyes again if that were possible. “Your people, Jade.” He looked at the sky before smiling at her. “There are no godly storms here. It’s as if...”

“We have a moment of peace,” she realized, already thinking like the queen she would someday be. “But that doesn’t mean we should linger here long and draw danger this way.”

“No,” he agreed. Anticipation lit his eyes. “Would you like to meet our people, mate? Would you like to finally come home?”

Because it would be their home. A fresh start where Evil hadn’t touched their lives.

“I would,” she managed, choked up as usual. “A lot.”

Thorulf was about to respond but stopped. His brows pulled together sharply, and he frowned. “Did you feel that?”

“Feel what?”

“Something shifted,” he murmured, narrowing his eyes. “I think Evil is seeking us out. Trying to find us.” 

“You’re sensing its thoughts.” Jade wondered what it meant that he was and she wasn’t. “I bet Evil didn’t anticipate that when it infiltrated our lives so much.”

“No,” he replied. “And it’s happening because our magic’s igniting more by the moment.” He narrowed his eyes, clearly trying to get a read on what he sensed. “I’m able to feel Evil right now because its female manifestation is the one trying to seek us out. That means you should sense the male.”

Jade nodded and frowned at the village. “So we should probably leave.”

“Yes.” He grew more alarmed by the moment. 

So alarmed that they learned just how similar his and Jade’s Celtic magic really was.
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Chapter Twenty-Eight
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“YOU CAN TRANSPORT us with your magic as well,” Jade exclaimed when Thorulf shifted them from his village back to their lair in an instant. “Nice.”

He couldn’t agree more. Evil was getting a little too close for comfort, sensing their location. 

“I think it was more than just my Celtic godliness that shifted us.” He tried to pinpoint the difference in him. “There was an inherent sense of direction in it. Where we needed to go next. Almost as if...”

When he trailed off, thunder rumbled, and Thor appeared, finishing his sentence. Approval lit his eyes when he looked at Thorulf. “Almost as if it’s godliness of another variety, ja?”

It didn’t take Thorulf long to figure out what he meant. He perked his brows in pleasant surprise. “Norse, then? Yours?”

“So it seems.” Thor grinned and clasped his shoulder, pleased. “You are a late bloomer, but this is good.” He nodded. “Very good, grandson thrice removed.”

“It’s not as prevalent as your Celtic godliness, though,” Jade murmured, feeling it out. She smiled as well. “But it’s there. I sense it.” She glanced at Thor. “What will this mean going forward? More importantly, how will it help us kick Evil’s ass?”

“It’s impossible to know.” Thor shook his head. “If nothing else, and no surprise really, considering it’s my magic manifesting in my offspring, it’s protective. I cannot say what else it will be capable of. Perhaps much. Perhaps very little.”

“Either way, it’s already proven helpful.” Jade looked at Thorulf with concern. “Hopefully, it was helpful soon enough. Did we get away from your village in time? Before Evil locked onto us?”

“Our village,” he corrected. “And yes, I think so.” He tried to connect with his father but had no luck. There were too many godly storms about. Battles growing closer by the day. He looked at Thor. “Can you let my father know we were there? That he and Ava should return just in case.”

Thor nodded. “I’ll see he gets the message.” He pulled his hammer free and eyed the sky. “I must go. Loki’s drawing the enemy closer. It won’t be long before battles take place on the ground rather than in the sky.”

Jade considered him. “Yet I get the impression it won’t be one big war.”

“Because it won’t.” Thor shook his head. “Not at first. Not until you’re fully armed down here.”

Before she had a chance to ask what that meant, lightning whipped off Thor’s hammer like a hissing snake. Half a breath later, he was gone in a crack of thunder that might have burst their eardrums if they possessed no godliness.

“It will be much like it’s been so far,” Thorulf revealed, evidently understanding Thor’s intentions. “There will be pockets of godly battles on the ground we dragons can join. Clusters much like the storms overhead.” He shook his head. “But until Loki’s Forge is complete and all five couples come into their fullest power, Thor and Loki won’t allow a full war. It’s far too dangerous.”

“I suppose that makes sense.” Jade sighed. “To be honest, as much as I’m ready to fight big like that, I get it. The more power everyone rallies, the better.” She gestured deeper into his lair. “And it looks like we’re heading in the right direction if we can finally see those.”

Those being Jade’s memories of her sisters.

“A direction that likely means we’re very close to remembering everything.” He rested his hand on the hilt of Loki’s Dagger, more than ready for what came next. “Close to our final confrontation with Evil.”

“Here’s hoping.” Endearingly hopeful when that wasn’t really her style, Jade’s eyes met his. “So are you ready for it...ready for everything it might mean?”

“Might?” He reeled her close and tilted her chin, keeping her gaze on him. “No mights. Only absolute certainty. I said I wanted you as my mate, and you are. Now I can say without a shred of doubt, I want you as my mate time and time again. I want to know when I die, I’ll find you again in my next life. That you will always be with me.”

“Are you sure?” She grinned. “I can be a handful, and something tells me that won’t change life after life. That it’s just part of my energy.”

“A very entertaining energy that I enjoy.” He met her grin, focusing less on her craving for action and putting herself in harm’s way and more her energetic, creative bed sport. “I’d much prefer an interesting, exciting mate to one more subdued.”

“I’ll hold you to that, you know.” She chuckled before her gaze grew serious. “Are you truly sure, though, Thorulf? Fated mates is a big step. Huge step.”

“Never more sure of anything,” he replied without hesitation. “What about you? Are you willing to be with just one dragon for—”

That’s all he got out before she stood on her tip-toes, pulled his mouth down to hers, and showed him just how willing she was. Had been from the moment they first met. In turn, he showed her even more when their kiss deepened. In fact, he would have taken her then and there, had little Maya not toddled by wailing.

“Hard to believe she ever cried like that,” Jade muttered, frowning at her sister before her expression softened. “I can’t remember what happened to her, but I do remember hating seeing her sad. I guess that’s all it took.”

“No matter how difficult it’s been on you,” Thorulf said, proud of her, “it’s an amazing gift, Jade. A very kind thing you did for your sisters over the years.”

“They were worth it,” she said dismissively even though he sensed how glad she was she could do it. That she’d been able to help them that way. 

They drifted deeper into the lair, seeing more memories than he would have thought possible. Memories that, while gave glimpses of good, were mostly the negativity attached to all stages of growth. Pain, sadness, heartbreak. Trinity teething. Maya learning to walk and failing the first few go-rounds. Trinity trying to shift the first time with little luck. Maya going on her first date only to realize she could never get close to any male. That it was too risky for her positivity. Yet through it all, one little girl was there most often. Far more than Maya and Trinity and always sitting alone. 

“Poor Raven,” Jade murmured, sad for her black-haired sister. “Filtering her negativity was a full-time job, and that was with Trinity and Maya’s help.”

Thorulf could see why Jade thought Raven was a bad fit for Tor. Truth be told, he couldn’t think of anyone her youngest sister was suited for. He had never come across so much sadness as he sensed and saw in Raven. Sometimes she was curled up in a ball, other times hanging her head crying. Then there were chilling times that she simply stared ahead as though in a trance.

“Those were the worst times to try to filter her energy,” Jade revealed, following his thoughts. “Because it felt so...foreign. Different.”

When he looked at her curiously, she went on.

“It’s hard to explain.” She shook her head. “It’s almost like I was filtering someone else’s negativity. Like I was helping Raven more than usual in some unexplainable way, I guess.”

“Were those the times you were trying to keep others away from her?”

He’d heard what they’d had to do when they first arrived in Maine. How they had scoped out the area to get rid of extra negativity, so it didn’t affect Raven. They couldn’t risk it pulling her down too low and making her susceptible to evil.

“Susceptible to evil,” Jade whispered before her eyes widened on Thorulf. “You don’t think her negative energy coming here somehow made her accessible to the monster we’re fighting, do you?”

“No more susceptible than Maya or Trinity would have been.” He considered one of many Ravens they passed. “Though it’s safe to say her negativity would have made this lair a truly vulnerable place, seen clearly in Carman’s gateway.”

“Yes, it would have.” Jade flinched when teenage Raven stormed by, her eyes blazing. Literally afire. “I remember that bout of negativity. It attracted three storms it was so bad.”

The idea that Raven attracted bad weather was sobering. He frowned. “What happened?”

“It’s what didn’t happen,” she corrected. “Or should I say couldn’t.” In response to the memory and what she’d done during the actual event, Jade jerked a little as though getting ready to duck. Seconds later, Raven whipped a fiery spear at her. “She’d just found out dating was off the table because men dragged her down too much. Their moods were too changeable at that age. Not just that, but they couldn’t handle her. She was too intense. Even for male dragons.” Jade shifted a little to the right, instinctually avoiding another fiery arrow. “She threw the first arrow at me. The second at her boyfriend when he broke it off.”

“That had to have been hard on her.” He narrowed his eyes, surprised by what else that alluded to. “Does that mean she’s never...?”

She followed his meaning easily enough.

“No, she’s never slept with anyone.” Jade shook her head and looked at him in warning. “And trust me, you never want to mention that around her. Seriously sore subject. Riles up her negative energy enough to attract tornadoes. Damn scary.”

He could just imagine. 

Jade started to say more but trailed off when Raven’s memory faded, only to be replaced with another. 

A memory, as it happened, that was downright heartbreaking to watch.
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Chapter Twenty-Nine
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WHERE MOMENTS BEFORE they had watched a memory of Raven lobbing fiery arrows now it was young Jade throwing whatever she could find at Thorulf. They were the age they’d been when they fought over Thorulf spending the night with the purple dragon. 

“I hoped maybe I was wrong,” Jade roared. “That maybe you were just saying it to get back at me, but no.” Furious, she wiped away a tear and whipped a rock at him. “She confirmed it. She told me you two intended to mate.”

“So did the black dragon,” he roared right back, dodging the rock, equally furious. “He confirmed everything!”

“Oh, hell,” Jade whispered, feeling her other self’s fury. “I don’t think I’ve ever been so angry or hurt.”

“Me neither.” Sensing danger looming closer, Thorulf kept his hand on the hilt of Loki’s Dagger. “We were completely fooled.” He shook his head. “Because I never lay with the enemy and definitely didn’t want to mate with her.”

“Same here.” Sensing danger as well, she pulled a blade free. “Evil really did a number on us, didn’t it?” 

Point in fact, when her younger self declared she was leaving him. That she would never return. 

“Then go,” young Thorulf fumed, raking a hand through his hair. “Go be with him!”

“I will!”

“Good!”

“Good!”

“And never come back,” Thorulf shot. “You’re not welcome.”

“That stung,” Jade muttered. She narrowed her eyes as something occurred to her. Became clearer.

“And you’re not welcome where I’m going,” her younger self spat. “Never, do you understand? If you ever seek me out, I’ll shun you. Hate you. Make your life miserable.”

Which, as it happened, she did when he sought her out in the future. 

“My Celtic magic’s at work in this,” she murmured. “I can feel it.”

“I feel it as well,” he agreed.

“You have no idea how much I hoped you’d stop me,” she said softly. “That you wouldn’t let me go that easily.”

“Do you think it was easy?” He shook his head, pained. “Nothing was harder.” 

He narrowed his eyes at young Jade striding for the exit, cursing him. She threw back one last time that she was going. This was it. They were done. Finished. Over.

“I’m not going to let you go,” he murmured.

Young Jade had nearly reached the entrance when young Thorulf shook his head and started after her. Meanwhile, she called out words she had no idea would have so much impact.

“Do me a favor, Thorulf,” she shot without glancing back. “Forget you ever met me because I intend to forget you!”

“My God,” Jade whispered as young Thorulf hit an invisible wall made of Jade’s godliness, and his expression went blank. “My magic wasn’t just responsible for me forgetting everything, but you forgetting everything too.” She frowned at him. “My anger and hurt ignited it.” She shook her head. “And I had no idea.” 

The thought that she was single-handedly responsible for everything that had happened, them sleeping with countless others, sickened her. 

“You had no control over your magic at that age, Jade.” Thorulf pulled her closer, trying to offer comfort, clearly glad she was here rather than that young fool walking out on him. “It fed on your emotions.” He shook his head. “And you didn’t single-handedly do anything. This was all Evil’s work. It got us to that point. Nothing else.” He pressed her hand to his tat, reminding her. “And we got us back.”

She nodded, knowing he was right, but that didn’t make it any easier. Because one way or another, she went tooling after the purple dragon to begin with when she was little. She got the ball rolling. Then, in the end, she ensured she and Thorulf forgot everything.

“You’re wrong about one thing,” she said softly. “I did have some control over my magic. Otherwise, I wouldn’t have been able to keep you a secret from my sisters.”

“I get the sense that wasn’t so much control as your magic following your will,” he replied. “And most likely, Thor’s, who would have been able to direct things all the more.”

“True.” She frowned, thinking about it. “You never let it bother you like I did.” She looked at him. “You always wondered why I didn’t tell my family about you or why you couldn’t travel to the future with me, but you didn’t obsess about it like I did about going to the Fortress.”

“You said you’d take me to the future eventually,” he replied, remembering as well. “That you wanted to keep me to yourself for just a while longer. And you said it year after year.”

“You should have been just as eager and sad as me, but you weren’t,” she murmured. “You were accepting and patient.”

“Because, even then,” he realized, “you were filtering my negativity. Making it easier for me.”

“And Thor was doing what he had to do to keep my family as safe from the enemy as your family,” she said, understanding. “Trying his best to keep us together even as Evil wedged us apart.”

“And I was successful,” came a dark voice in their minds. A chill raced up her spine. “From the moment I locked onto you in Ireland, Jade, I have been successful.”

Ireland. Just as Thor had suspected.

There were things that still didn’t make sense in all this. Things she needed to remember. Focus on. And soon. Because Evil was heading their way. Closing in fast. Which meant she would finally get the chance to confront the purple dragon in this lair again. 

“In this lair,” she whispered, glancing around, seeing it as it had always been. Just as it was at the beginning in a cave back home in New Hampshire. A cave manifested from her memory. A memory that they had yet to witness and made no sense.

Or did it?

She stepped close to Thorulf, put her hand over his tat, and spoke telepathically, certain it gave them a direct line to each other that Evil couldn’t tap into. A direct line she instinctually knew would help her see more clearly. To understand the missing pieces.

“Because there are.” She saw the power of her godliness reflected in his eyes. The green of the clover patch that set her on the path to him. “We know my magic, and Thor kept Evil away from me in the twenty-first century, but what about you here in Norway?” She shook her head and looked deeper, hoped she was right. “Because I don’t think it was Thor...”

“No,” he murmured, following her thoughts. Seeing what she saw moments before they didn’t travel through time, but a memory of the future followed them here. How the cave really looked before she time-traveled to this one.

“That was where I traveled back and forth from,” she said, amazed she hadn’t figured it out sooner. “The cave from my nightmare, the one back home, was where I came and went when traveling to come see you. Somewhere out of the way, I knew my aunt and sisters didn’t know about. And I started traveling young. Really young based on my age when we first met after you were born.”

No sooner did she think it than her young self, having just broken it off with Thorulf, appeared there in tears. She sat on a rock, braced her head in her hands, and sobbed.

“I’d never felt so lost,” she said. “Broken.”

“My younger self’s expression might have been blank after he touched your magical barrier,” he murmured, “but you haven’t completely wiped away our memory of each other yet, have you? Our dragons are still connected.”

She felt his dragon reaching out to hers. Trying to lend comfort.

“No, not entirely,” Jade said softly. “Not yet.” She shook her head. “What we saw back there was my broken heart ruling my errant godliness.” She swallowed hard, sensing what was coming. “Godliness that went on to finish the job without me knowing.”

He frowned. “How so?”

“It created a memory that would remind me how mad I was at you and the purple dragon if I ever came across you again,” she said as her nightmare unfolded around them. “A memory that would divide us from the get-go while at the same time, remind me how much I hated her.” And she did. Churning hot blazing hate. “Hated her enough to want to destroy her not just because of your reaction to her but because she killed me.”

And so, the self-manifested memory unfolded.

Her young dragon ventured into the cave, only meeting Thorulf for the first time.

Gone was the clover patch and crazy trip through Helheim. Gone were their baby dragons meeting for the first time before Thorulf was born. Gone were all the numerous memories between then and now and all that would come. This memory became a seal, searing it all shut. Tucking it away until maybe, someday, the vault was opened again. 

The negative memories of her sisters would have been there regardless because they were as much a part of her as the memory she’d just created. In the same vein, wholly controlled by her, they would no longer be visible to Thorulf. He would have no idea they were there as time went on. 

“She never actually killed you,” Thorulf surmised, figuring it out when the purple dragon manifested. When she attacked young Jade, and she went over the edge of the cliff. 

“No.” Jade met his eyes. “Not yet.” Her gaze returned to the memory. To just how much she’d been capable of before she forgot everything. “While this memory was certainly hard to deal with at the beginning, it served its purpose in more ways than one.”

“It did, didn’t it?”

“Yes.” She looked at him again. “Because the moment I created it, it shut everything down. Not just ours, Revna’s and your kin’s memories but Carman’s and Evil’s memories.” She shook her head. “They had no idea how far they’d gotten until you and I reconnected again. Until the Forge began.”

“Which is why it stayed away from me here,” Thorulf realized as his lair returned to normal and young Jade faded.

“Which is why it stayed away,” she echoed, pulling her hand away from his tat. “But it’s not staying away anymore.”

“No,” it roared into their minds moments before a black male and a female purple dragon appeared on the horizon. 

Before they were thrust into one of the greatest battles of their lives. 

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter Thirty


[image: image]


“JADE,” THORULF ROARED, launching into the sky after his mate when, as usual, she didn’t listen but barreled headfirst into action. “You’re not strong enough without the Forge.”

The truth was he didn’t know if she was or wasn’t, but that made no difference. The thought of her going up against these dragons sickened him. 

“Dagr, Maya,” he roared into their minds. “We need your help. Thor’s and Loki’s help. Leviathan’s and Destiny’s.”

Because if they had any chance at all, it was with everyone at their back. Evil, in both forms, was a vicious enemy with nothing but sheer hatred fueling it. 

“We’re coming.” Leviathan’s internal voice crackled due to the godly storm manifesting overhead. One Jade sped toward without a thought to her own safety or any potential offspring. 

“Because it can't matter right now, and you know it,” she shot back. “The safety of those below have to come first. The Fortress. Your Stronghold. The Realm.”

She was right, but that didn’t make her imminent death any easier to swallow. He needed to distract the enemy dragons. Get their focus on him instead of her. So he drew them his way by holding Loki’s Dagger by the tip of his tail and taunting them like a dog with a bone. 

In the meantime, Jade looked like an emerald whipping across black silk, her scales brilliant against a cauldron of churning ebony clouds. Her eyes might be blazing green, but she was seeing red as she shot straight up when they thought to go over her to get to him. To get to the treasure above all treasures. 

Thorulf roared in denial when the purple dragon dropped altitude quickly. It would have smashed into Jade had Vicar’s crimson dragon not shot out of a cloud and crashed into the enemy first. 

“He shouldn’t be here,” Jade exclaimed. “Of all of us, Vicar’s way too vulnerable in this storm.”

While Thorulf agreed, he could only be grateful his brother had gotten here when he did. Otherwise, the purple dragon would have snapped Jade’s neck coming at her from that angle. 

“I’m no more vulnerable than you,” Vicar returned, clearly enjoying himself. He and the purple dragon were caught in a tailspin, racing toward the ground together. “You forget I have Celtic godliness as well.”

So he liked to assume despite having seen no sign of it.

Grateful he would, at last, have his revenge, Thorulf tucked Loki’s Dagger in his talon and raced toward the black dragon. Neither slowed despite lightning bolts hitting the enemy. Despite Loki’s fiery whips sizzling off his Evil scales. 

“Good,” Thorulf growled into Evil’s mind, out for blood. Better he wasn’t destroyed before he got ahold of him. “I’d much rather fight you myself.”

“Thorulf,” Jade roared into his mind, frightened for him. Yet again, fine with her doing it but not him. “Don’t do it. Not without backup. Not without...”

That’s all he heard before he and the black dragon crashed into each other, the impact so jarring it nearly knocked the fire out of him. But not his anger. Not his pure, untouchable rage at what this deity had taken from him and Jade. 

So much rage that their fighting was wicked and relentless.

Caught in a freefall, they bit and clawed at each other, using everything they had. Tail spikes, sharp teeth, wings, and sizzling fire. Evil Celtic magic against good Celtic magic. Around and around, they spun, tumbling and fighting for all they were worth. In fact, they fought so ferociously Thorulf lost Loki’s Dagger when Evil landed an especially hard blow to his chest. 

“I’ll get it.” Jade zipped after the blade when the wind shear caught it. Thor’s way of keeping it out of the purple dragon’s clutches when she broke free of Vicar and started gaining altitude again. 

“We’ll go after the purple one,” Dagr said when he and Maya appeared on the horizon in all their Helheim glory. Leviathan and Destiny were right behind them. 

Thorulf cursed when the black dragon split off from him, not all that far from the Stronghold. It had sensed this place earlier. Knew how important it really was. Roaring in fury and fear for his people, he whipped after the beast but feared the worst. Evil was damn fast, catapulting toward far too many villagers running for cover.

“The Stronghold’s protected like the Fortress and Realm, isn’t it?” Jade asked, just as worried. “It’s...”

She trailed off when she figured out what he just had. 

Evil was using their connection, what they had discovered within the Stronghold's walls, to bypass its protection. To infiltrate and raze the place to the ground, including every man, woman, and child. Leviathan and Destiny were heading that way, too, but they wouldn’t make it in time.

“We can save them,” Jade vowed. “I know we can.” She snatched Loki’s Dagger out of the air seconds before Maya and Dagr roared Helheim fire at the purple dragon. When the enemy veered off to avoid their debilitating magic, Jade zinged in the opposite direction. “There’s a way, Thorulf.”

He knew she didn’t dare say much lest Evil overhear. 

“Just remember I love you,” she said, then repeated, “love,” a few more times. “It can be distracting. Too distracting at a time like this. But it’s now or never.” 

What did she mean? Because she was trying to tell him something beyond her loving him. He focused on what else she’d said. Let his godliness home in on the words that stood out.

Distracting. 

Time. 

Now.

She was going to distract Evil. Buy time. Right now. 

As sure as he thought it, Jade struck a bargain with the enemy.

“Leave the villagers alone, and I’ll give you Loki’s Dagger,” she pleaded, nearly halting Thorulf midflight with her bold proposition. “And me.  Me and the Dagger. Everything you need to stop this war in its tracks.” Then she appealed to its pride. “Everything you need to show all gods on both sides how powerful you really are.”

“How can I trust you?” Evil hissed, defiant. Yet Thorulf sensed its hesitation. Its curiosity and realism. After all, it had two Norse gods and two couples who had already Forged in Fire, making its life very difficult. So said the battering the purple dragon was taking from Maya and Dagr, not to mention the one the black dragon was about to face with four dragons on its tail. 

“You can trust me because I know exactly what you’re capable of,” Jade said to Evil. “And I don’t want to see my family or Thorulf’s people suffer your wrath.” Then, to feed the ego. “Because they will. All of them. You’re too strong. Too much for any of us to ultimately defeat.”

Thorulf noticed the fighting had suddenly lessened all the way around. Maya and Dagr had eased up on the purple dragon, and Thor and Loki’s godly wrath seemed to have paused, waiting to see what happened next. 

“I am very strong,” the enemy conceded, clearly pleased to hear her acknowledge such. It wasn’t a fool, though. Evil knew its true strength lay in manipulation rather than brute warfare in the sky. Feeding people’s fears rather than attacking so openly. And that made all the difference. “I accept your offer.”

While relieved, Thorulf still wasn’t sure what Jade had planned when the black dragon swung back and gained altitude, and the purple dragon soared lower. Evil was leaving its larger, physically stronger counterpart to fight if need be, under the impression it could down them all if Jade betrayed it somehow. 

“Meet me on the mountain.” Jade headed for one of the taller peaks away from where people could be harmed. “Away from anyone that could get hurt.”

It said a lot about Evil’s take on Jade that it didn’t think she realized everyone would be hurt anyway by her doing this. That once Evil won, it would crush everything in its path. 

It followed her to the mountaintop, and the three of them landed on a flat area visible to all. 

“You do not need to be here,” the purple dragon sneered at him. Gone was the flirt. In its place, pure hatred. “You no longer have a part in this.”

“No,” Jade agreed. “And he needs to understand that.” She looked at Thorulf. “He needs to realize that this is for the best. I’m going and the war’s lost. But at least our people will be safe. Less lives will be lost.” 

She stepped close to Thorulf but not too close, her gaze hard. Or so that’s what she wanted Evil to think. That she was ending things when, in fact, Thorulf saw something else entirely in her eyes. Complete and utter love. So much of it, he knew she was about to make a great sacrifice. All for the sake of love. He thought about that. The word love. She’d said it over and over again. That’s when it hit him and hit him hard. 

He knew what she was going to do.

The only problem? He realized it one second too late.

A second that ended up changing everything. 
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Chapter Thirty-One
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JADE KNEW THERE was only one thing she could do and hoped Thorulf understood. Hoped he realized she was doing this for him. For all of them. Because whichever way you looked at it, she had let Evil into their lives. She had been the weak chink in their armor. So it was only right she fixed it. That she extinguished the enemy before it could hurt anyone else.

“Hand over the blade,” the purple dragon said. Ironically, the three of them were in a similar proximity to a cliff as they’d been in Jade’s self-made memory. “Hand over the blade, then follow me.”

Strangely, for a split second, Jade was back in that cave, back in that lair, as though reliving a memory that never existed. It was as if, in some strange way, it gave her strength. 

“Not strength, sister,” came Trinity’s unexpected voice, offering not just wisdom but balance. A shared clarity. “Insight and direction.”

Though she feared for a moment Evil had heard, it didn’t. Rather it stalked closer, eager for the dagger clutched in her talon. Eager to finally have its dark, sinister glory. To feed itself on what it cultivated best. Anger, fear, and hatred.

The very opposite of love.

Jade had said it over and over to Thorulf when she realized what she had to do. When not just her Celtic magic but her inner dragon gave her direction. Made her see past what had held her young dragon back before. The anger, fear, and sadness that had led her to create a fake memory. She needed to see past those negative emotions. See what she could take from it all. 

How she could do better this time. 

“Here you go.” She held out Loki’s Dagger, already knowing what the purple dragon would do. How Jade's self-created memory wasn't just a seal but, because of the connection she shared with Evil, miraculously prophetic. Inspired by the fake memory, Evil was summoning magic to disable Jade's wings. To ensure she plummeted to her death. So when her nemesis stepped forward to take the dagger, then push her off the side of the cliff, she acted.

Rather than feel jealousy and rage for all Evil had taken from her and Thorulf, for all the sadness it had inflicted, she attacked in a way she hoped would work. In a way that helped her truly let go and see past all the pain to forgiveness. And there was only one way to do that.

She did the worst possible thing she could to Evil. 

The moment its wings were spread enough, she didn’t try to stab it or let it push her over the cliff but rushed forward, wrapped her wings around its torso, and offered love rather than hate. 

Light instead of dark.  

She felt Thorulf’s horror at her actions, especially when the purple dragon wrapped her wings around Jade and squeezed. Not in any sense of returned affection but to suffocate her. To crush her bones until there was nothing left. 

For a split second, she felt fear, pure terror, at the pain, at her dwindling oxygen, but she tempered it. Let it go as readily as the severe amount of negativity Evil soaked into her. So much negativity that Jade knew it would kill her from the inside out. 

But it would weaken Evil greatly first.  

“No, mate,” Thorulf roared, but she only heard the whimpers of his little dragon when she first flew off after the purple dragon. She only felt his sadness, and worry, then, above all, his unequivocal love. His willingness to go to the ends of the Earth to get her back. To make sure she was safe.

As if Thorulf felt what he had back then, as if he remembered not just the determination but simple love it took to set aside his pride and chase her that first time, both the man and the dragon stilled. They released their anger and rage. Released any sense of betrayal they might have felt. Instead, they embraced what she did.

Love.  

Thorulf felt no fear or a need for revenge, only love when he closed his wings around the purple dragon killing Jade. Forgiveness for everything Evil had put them through. Thankfulness that they had at least experienced love in one life before she was taken from him. 

He pushed love into the enemy from the outside as Jade pushed it into Evil from the inside. For, as Thor had implied, what better weapon was there against this kind of darkness? 

In turn, the purple dragon released a low, echoing groan of agony. A groan born of a god becoming saturated in the very thing that weakened it most. Combine that with good Celtic and Norse magic and forget it. 

“Thank you,” Jade managed into Evil’s mind, remaining grateful rather than bitter. Focusing on the positive while she filtered the negative. “Thank you for being there when I found love. For showing me how strong it can really be.” 

Everything was going dark, but she didn’t fight it. She just kept taking Evil’s negativity and filtering it away. Letting love wash it clean. A process that, while gratifying, was taking her life force with it. She wasn’t afraid, though. Not when she felt Thorulf close. When she felt his love soaking through Evil and covering her. Easing her way into the afterlife.

“No,” he whispered into her mind, closer still despite Evil being between them. “I lost you once, mate. I won’t lose you again. If you go, I go.” Closer still, undoubtedly propelled by protective Norse magic. “We will fight this war from the other side together.” Closer still as he wrapped her and Evil up tighter. As the enemy became less and less. “I’ll never forget you again, mate. I’ll always find you. Always stay with you no matter how hard it might become.”

“Me too,” she croaked, feeling the burn of her fiery tears. “Always.” 

She tried to speak again, but she couldn’t draw in air anymore. It was all fading away, growing dark. Not him, though. Never him. 

“Thorulf,” she tried to whisper, willing him to step back from the edge as the purple dragon pushed her over. Not an actual cliff this time, but into the dark abyss of death. “Don’t follow me. Live.”

Then all went black. 

Silence fell. Stretched.

Until she swore, she heard sound from far away.

“Never,” closer, “not without you, mate,” closer still, “I’ll always follow you.”

Would he? Could he? 

Suddenly the darkness fell away, and just like that, she was elsewhere, zooming along the Irish shoreline. Nose-diving into clovers. Staring up at Adlin. Sauntering toward Thor. Then outrunning Hel. Zooming faster and faster until her little dragon stopped short.

A pregnant woman had stopped at the entrance to a cave. 

She seemed to be aware Jade was there because she met her eyes, smiled warmly, and nodded once. Almost as if she were giving her blessing. 

Drawn to her swollen belly, Jade stared when glorious green light started shining moments before a little black dragon popped out. She looked at him in amazement. He looked at her with just as much wonder.

She cocked her head, taken with all the green light around him. “Who are you?”

“Don’t you know?” he asked.

“I think maybe I do,” she murmured. It was on the tip of her tongue. Right there, waiting to be remembered. She looked a little closer, quite thrilled by the look in his eyes. “You want to stay with me forever, don’t you?”

“I do.” Little Thorulf shifted closer. “Do you want to stay with me too?”

She nodded, more excited by the moment, sensing many great adventures with him. Many happy memories. 

“Then stay with me, mate,” he urged. “Wrap your arms around me and stay with me.”

His voice wasn’t quite right, deeper than it had been seconds before, but she didn’t care. When he lifted his wings, she revved up and raced into his arms, not just thrilled to be starting life but loving him so much it hurt.

“Good,” he rumbled, and everything morphed. She wasn’t embracing little Thorulf anymore but present-day Thorulf. 

His wings were wrapped around her, and Evil was gone.  

“Thorulf,” she whispered. He was haloed by the same brilliant green light she’d seen before, only now it was fire. “Is this...are we...”

“We are.” He rubbed his neck against hers then met her eyes again. “We’re Forging in Fire.”

She’d never felt anything so profound. It was a thousand times stronger than the intense love she’d felt moments before.  

“What happened to Evil?” She didn’t dare move. Didn’t want to anyway. Forging felt too damn good. Not quite as good as sex with him, but close. “Did we defeat it?”

“I think so,” he replied, amused at her sexual thoughts at a time like this. He shifted when she did, cupped her cheeks, and kissed her, warning her now wasn’t the time for too much intimacy. 

“Yet here you are kissing me,” she chastised, amused. “Do you imagine that helps?”

“No.” Nevertheless, he kept kissing her, to hell with a possible enemy on the other side of this fire. If she wanted a quickie, she’d get one. “Maybe the Forge lasts longer for some than others?”

Regrettably, moments later, they learned Forging was pretty quick. Fortunately, there was an upside. A really big one, actually. 

“It’s gone,” Maya gushed, smiling widely the moment their fire dissipated. Sunny as could be, she embraced Jade tightly. “Welcome to Fated Mate-hood!” She hugged Thorulf as well, wiping away tears. “I’m so happy for you both.” She fanned herself, trying to get her preggie-hormones under control. “And dear God, you did it so beautifully.” She shook her head. “I’ve never seen anything like it.”

“True love most certainly saved the day,” Thor agreed. He beamed at them, and a rainbow cut through the storm clouds above. “Because what better way is there to defeat Evil than with love?”

“Not just that,” Dagr clasped Thorulf’s shoulder in congratulations, “but the beginning of a bright new future for you, brother.”

When Thorulf looked at him in question, Dagr explained, and it was more than they could have hoped for. A new beginning indeed. 
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Chapter Thirty-Two
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“SO WE DEFEATED Evil with love,” Jade said not for the first time. She lounged beside him in a lodge he hadn’t slept in for years, so enticing with a fur barely covering her, he wanted to eat her alive. Again. Because he’d sampled her plenty over the past few hours. She grinned at him and sipped the ale he’d given her before setting it aside. “Not many people can say that.” She chuckled. “Especially people who didn’t believe in love to begin with.”

“Speak for yourself.” He lounged next to her, his back against the headboard. “I always believed in love.”

“Yeah, yeah.” She swirled the tips of her finger over the various tattoos on his arm. “I still can’t get over how it all went down. How well it worked out for you.”

“Us,” he corrected, never so grateful for how everything unfolded.

As Dagr had revealed earlier, the mountain peak Jade had led Evil to was one of the few visible from both the Fortress and the Stronghold. A peak where everyone could witness what happened. Those at the Fortress saw not an arguing couple throwing Celtic fireballs at each other but a couple embracing what could be very peaceful magic and loving each other. Coming together to defeat what might harm them. The Stronghold, in turn, saw a couple willing to do anything to protect them. A future King and Queen that would put their safety before all else. 

“Do you really think it looked that magnificent?” Jade said softly. She trailed her distracting finger over his shoulder, then traced the blade on his upper chest. “That it looked like brilliant green fire driving away the darkness? Magic that worked alongside Thor’s to protect them always.”

“I think it was exactly like that,” he murmured, dropping a kiss on her temple, fighting to remain focused when he already imagined being inside her again. 

Though Thorulf remembered little save wanting Jade in his arms again, Thor and Loki claimed it was a struggle at first. The purple dragon fought back. The black dragon warred in the skies. 

Yet, in the end, Evil was no match for true love. 

The purple dragon imploded, leaving nothing but a black trail of oily smoke. Weakened by half of its manifestation being destroyed, the black dragon exploded in blackness before what was left of it was sucked upward into the sky and vanished.

“Good riddance to Carman’s second son,” Thor had said. 

Despite mumbling that Evil would have been a prize to trap in Mt. Galdhøpiggen’s underbelly alongside his brother, Darkness, Loki agreed. “Though it will never truly be gone, Evil will not cause us trouble again this war.” He shook his head. “It will never claim territory or worshipers on any Norse world.”

For that alone, all could sleep a tad better as the battles raged on. As they faced all that was coming next before this war ended altogether. Until then, though, Thorulf and Jade were taking a night to finally settle in. Confident their people were safe now, he had brought her to the kingdom they would someday rule. The kingdom he had wanted to bring her to since the very beginning.

Not surprisingly, Jade was an instant hero, adored not only for what she had done for everyone but for her personality. Her vivacious and adventuresome spirit. Naturally, the few baby dragons that called the Stronghold home flocked to her, having a grand time listening to all the fun she swore they would have together. His father and Ava had joined them and, with his new fated mate by his side, Thorulf enjoyed his home in a way he hadn’t in a very long time.

Yet sadly, they were minus one, however expected it might have been.

“And now Vicar’s in the wind,” Jade murmured, following his thoughts, referring to his brother’s disappearance after they Forged. She twirled her finger down his chest, making his renewed erection all the more painful with her teasing. “And Trinity has Loki’s Dagger.”

“So, as Vicar claimed before, like a lamb being led to slaughter, he flew off into the sunset,” Thorulf concurred. 

They had no idea how Trinity could have gotten it, but Vicar seemed convinced. He’d claimed Jade’s sister knew more than she was saying and foolishly thought she'd taken control of the situation between her and Vicar. That she was in charge until he was fixed.

“Right.” Jade flinched and chuckled at the idea of Vicar flying off into the sunset like it might be some sort of a happy ending for him. “More like flew off muttering about not being a kept dragon even though he seemed eager enough.”

“You’re sure everything’s well in the future?” Thorulf asked again, wanting to be sure despite Tor, Maya, and Dagr pursuing Vicar to keep an eye on things. “Trinity isn’t holding Loki’s Dagger hostage like Vicar claims?”

“According to Aunt Elsie, all’s well.” She shrugged. “Really well. Raven continues to improve and is able to spend time at the Chalet, and Trinity is sticking to her guns. She doesn’t have the dagger, and she has no idea who Vicar is.”

“But we don’t believe her, do we?” 

“Hell, no.” Jade shook her head, trailing her fingers along his pelvic bone now. “I mean, just look at how well I fooled everyone. My sweet two-rungs-from-the-top-of-pure-positivity sister is more than a few rungs down in the naughty department, and I can’t wait to figure out what her game is.”

“I’m sure Vicar agrees with you,” he managed. His cock leapt at the way she grazed it, teasing him so badly at this point, she would be paying for it. On her knees. Her belly. Her back. Any angle he could think of.

“Will I now?” she purred, kissing where she had just touched. “And how long do I have to wait for this threat to—”

That’s all she got out before she was on her knees grasping the headboard, and he was deep inside her. All she got out before he thrust deep and kept her satisfied well into the night. Over and over. Sometimes hard, sometimes soft, exploring their love in all sorts of addictive ways. 

Like those before them, they had discovered not just a deep passion but lasting love. The sort that bound them so tightly they would never lose each other again. Never forget one another. How could they when everything came rushing back once the Forge was complete? Every little memory that was stolen from them. All the laughing, tears, and battling because, true to form, they did plenty of that. 

A lot had been taken from them, but they were stronger for it. Whole again. The little black dragon and his adventuresome green dragon. Destined to be fated mates before they drew their first official breath. 

Destined to love each other until the end of time.

The war wasn’t won yet, but Thorulf and Jade had added great power to what was coming. They hadn’t just harnessed a touch of Norse godliness but plenty of Celtic. Enough that they understood the enemy like no other. Even better, having sent him back to whence he came in a greatly weakened state, they might still have access to Evil’s mind. They might be able to follow what happened from the other side, essentially doing to Evil what it had done to them.

They had all but defeated a great player and undoubtedly helped weaken their nemesis overall. More than that, though, they had found their way back to each other against the odds. Harnessed a timeless truth that many forget. A truth that can make all the difference.

Whether you believe it or not, love really, truly does conquer all.
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CONTINUE THE JOURNEY as Vicar chases down Trinity only to discover things aren’t going to go easily for him. Not when the truth about her is revealed. A truth bound to make their quest particularly rocky but incredibly passionate. Pre-order the next installment in Viking Ancestors: Forged in Fire here.
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Coming Soon
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Don’t want to miss a thing? 

Click HERE to pre-order the last two books in Viking Ancestors: Forged in Fire. 
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Exclusive Invitation
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If you enjoyed this story, I invite you to join my private Facebook group, where I’ll be sharing things I don’t normally share on my Facebook Page or Profile, including never-before-read excerpts, upcoming projects, exclusive giveaways, advanced review copies, and so much more. 

––––––––
[image: image]


ENJOY LEAVING REVIEWS? If so, consider joining my ‘early eyes’ ARC (Advanced Review Copies) team. Sign up here. 
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Deities & Dragons
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Author’s Note: The following gods are known for several things. The descriptions given below are for the purpose of this series.
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LOKI– Cunning Norse god known for creating chaos. Also known as god of fire. Goddess Hel’s father. Dagr’s grandfather. Though not blood-related, also considered father of Destiny, Queen of the Dragons.

Thor– Powerful Norse God of Thunder and Lightning. Thrice removed grandfather to Thorulf and Vicar.

Mórrígan– Celtic Goddess of War, Fate, and Sexuality. Sometimes seen as a crow.

Donn Fírinne– Celtic God of Death. Biological father of Destiny, Queen of the Dragons.  

Carman– Celtic Goddess of Evil Magic. Leaves destruction in her wake.

Dub, Dother, and Dain– Carman’s sons. Darkness, Evil, and Violence.

Dragons

Sigdir dragons– The MacLomain Clan’s Viking ancestors. Dragons born on Earth/Midgard.

Ancient dragons– First-generation Midgard dragons. Parents born on Múspellsheimr, dragonkind’s homeworld.

Múspellsheimr dragons– Dragons born on Múspellsheimr who now live on Midgard.
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Series Cast
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Author’s Note: Characters will vary from book to book. This provides a general overview of main couples, allies, and enemies within the series. Various parents/elders may make appearances based on the particular hero/story.

––––––––
[image: image]


LEVIATHAN– King of the Dragons and an Ancient. Mated to Destiny.

Destiny– Queen of the Dragons. A Sigdir. Biological Daughter of Celtic Death. Mated to Leviathan.

Elsie– Aunt of the modern-day sisters. Dragon psychic. Motherly, calming disposition.

Maya– Highest frequency sister dragon. Very kind. Super positive. Lifts her sisters emotionally. Mated to Dagr. Queen of the dead on Midgard. Co-creator of Midgard’s Rift. Roars powerful Helheim fire.

Trinity– Second to highest frequency sister dragon. Can tap into various vibrational levels. Ultimate peacekeeper.

Jade– Second to lowest frequency sister dragon. High-strung. Soaks up and helps sisters release negativity. Bit of a trouble maker. Celtic demi-god dragon.

Raven– Lowest frequency sister dragon. Needs to be in areas free of too much negativity, so she isn’t susceptible to death or evil.

Dagr– Sigdir demi-god Norse dragon. Son of Eirik, Kenzie, and Goddess Hel. Grandson to Loki. Mated to Maya. King of the dead on Midgard. Co-creator of Midgard’s Rift. Possesses powerful Helheim roar. 

Thorulf– Sigdir Celtic/Norse demi-god dragon. Son of Soren, Agatha, and Ava. Half-brother to Vicar. Grandson thrice removed from Thor. Heir to his own throne. 

Vicar– Sigdir dragon. Possesses some Celtic godliness. Son of Soren and Ava. Split personalities. Half Sigdir, half Múspellsheimr dragon from former life. Half-brother to Thorulf.

Tor– Sigdir dragon. No godliness. Even disposition. Medium and healer. Son of Sven and Emily.

Allies

Freya– Cupid dragon. Brings mates together. Daughter of Davyn and Shea.

Liv– Warrior dragon. Strong personality. Daughter of Rokar and Tess. Fated for Torc.

Torc– Leviathan’s brother. Adheres to Múspellsheimr’s more primal ways. Fated for Liv.

Ulrik– Sigdir dragon. Controls fiery gateway tunnel. Husband to Frida. Son of Håkon and Sage.

Frida– Wife of Ulrik. Helps protect Ulrik’s magic. 

Estrid– Dagr’s ethereal sister. Daughter to Eirik and Kenzie.

Revna– Head seer. Half seer, half fire demon. Daughter of Magnus and Vigdis.

Vigdis– Former head seer. 

Magnus– Leader of the fire demons.

Hel– Godess of Helheim. Dagr’s biological mother.

Loki– Cunning Norse god known for creating chaos. 

Thor– Norse God of Thunder and Lightning. 

Soren– Thorulf and Vicar’s father.

Ava– Thorulf’s stepmother. Vicar’s biological mother.

Eirik– Dagr’s father.

Kenzie– Dagr’s stepmother.

Sven– King of the Sigdirs. Tor’s father.

Emily– Queen of the Sigdirs. Tor’s mother.

Heidrek– Elder. Thorulf and Vicar’s grandfather.

Cybil– Elder. Thorulf and Vicar’s grandmother.

Enemies

Carman– Celtic Goddess of Evil Magic.

Dub, Dother, and Dain– Carman’s sons. Darkness, Evil, and Violence.

King Ødger– King of rival Viking tribe.

Mórrígan– Celtic Goddess of War, Fate, and Sexuality.

Donn Fírinne– Celtic God of Death.
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Midgard Locations & General Glossary
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Ancient’s Lair– Ancient dragon lair

Cave Catacombs– Network of interconnected caves across Scandinavia

Cave Harbor– Harbor in Ancient’s Lair

Cave of Memories– Cave born of Forest of Memories

Dragon Lair– Sigdir dragon lair

Forest of Memories– Powerful forest that captures traumatic events or memories and replays them

Hel’s Rift– A place between Helheim and Midgard for souls waiting to enter Helheim

Hvergelmir’s River– A river in Níðhöggr’s Realm that pours from the well that nourishes all life

Hvergelmir’s Spring– Spring that feeds Hvergelmir’s River

Maine Ash– Níðhöggr’s ash tree in modern-day Maine

Midgard’s Rift– A place on Midgard for souls waiting to enter Helheim

Mt. Galdhøpiggen’s Peak– Home of the seers

Níðhöggr’s Ash– Great serpent’s ash tree in Scandinavia

Níðhöggr’s Realm– (AKA the Realm) Home to Ancients and Múspellsheimr dragons

Place of Seers– Magical location only those with seer blood can go

Viking Fortress– Sigdir stronghold once ruled by King Heidrek, now ruled by King Sven

The Stronghold– A kingdom once ruled by King Bjorn, now ruled by King Soren

The Realm’s Keep (AKA Leviathan’s Keep)– Castle in Níðhöggr’s Realm

The Spot– Black spot beneath Mt. Galdhøpiggen where Celtic god Darkness is trapped

General Glossary

Loki’s Dagger– A dagger created by Loki to forge couples in fire. Creates fated mates.

Tor’s Prophesy– Prophecy made by a girl who’s haunted Tor his whole life. One born of powerful fire from both the past and future. Fire that would rile the gods, who would then wreak havoc on their people. This prophecy prepares Sigdirs for the possibility they’ll have to mate with women across time.
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Nine Worlds
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Please note that while these worlds do, in fact, reflect those from Norse Mythology, creative license was taken in the world-building of this particular series.

––––––––
[image: image]


Niflheim (Old Norse: “Niflheimr”) means “mist home” or “mist world.”—The first of the Nine Worlds in Norse mythology, Niflheim is made of fog, mist, and ice. The darkest and coldest of the worlds, it possesses the eldest of three wells called Hvergelmir, a bubbling boiling spring protected by a dragon called Níðhöggr. It is said that all cold rivers come from this well and that Hvergelmir is not only the origin of all living but where all living will return. When the world tree Yggdrasill started to grow, it stretched one of its large roots far into Niflheim and drew water from the spring Hvergelmir.
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Midgard (Old Norse: “Miðgarðr”) means “middle earth.”—The homeworld of humanity, Midgard is connected to Asgard by Bifrost the Rainbow Bridge. Odin and his two brothers Vili and Ve, created humans. From an ash log, man. From an elm log, woman. 
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Asgard (Old Norse: “Ásgarðr”) Home of Norse gods and goddesses—The male gods in Asgard are called Aesir, and female gods Asynjur. Odin (All-Father) rules over this world and is chief of the Aesir. His wife Frigg is Queen of the Aesir. Within Asgard is Valhalla, a great hall where half the brave souls of Vikings who have died in battle are received to feast alongside Odin. The other half who died courageously in combat go to Fólkvangr, a meadow ruled over by the goddess Freyja.
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Vanaheim (Old Norse: “Vanaheimr”) Homeworld of the Vanir (AKA–Seers)—An old branch of gods, the Vanir are masters of sorcery and magic. They’re also well known for their talent to predict the future. This world possesses healing rock. 
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Muspelheim (Old Norse: “Múspellsheimr”) Homeworld of dragons—Burning hot, filled with lava, flames, sparks, and soot, Muspelheim is home to not only massive dragons but fire giants and fire demons. Ruled by Surtr, those on Muspelheim are forever warring and often threaten those on other worlds. Surtr swears vengeance on many worlds, including Asgard, vowing he will turn it into a flaming inferno beneath his fiery sword. 
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Helheim (Old Norse: Hel) Home of the dead—The final destination of anyone who did not die in battle. Families reunite in Helheim.
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Jotunheim (Old Norse: “Jötunheimr”) Home of the giants (Jotuns)—Jotunheim consists mostly of rock, wilderness, and dense forests. Lies in the snowy regions on the outermost shores of the ocean. Because of this, for lack of fertile land, the Jotuns live off fish from the rivers and the animals from the forest.
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Alfheim (Old Norse: “Álfheimr”) Home of the light elves—Ruled by the god Freyr, Alfheim hosts beautiful creatures called light elves that are considered to be “guardian angels.” Known for delivering inspiration via art or music, light elves are minor gods of nature and fertility with the ability to help or hinder humans with their knowledge of magical powers. 
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Svartalfheim (Old Norse: “Niðavellir or Svartálfaheimr”) Home of the dwarves—Masters of craftsmanship and ruled by King Hreidmar, the dwarves of Svartalfheim live under the rocks, in caves and underground. The gods of Asgard have received many powerful gifts from the dwarves. 
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Click HERE to view Family Trees.
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