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  LUCIAN 


  I am a Dragon Prince of the House of Smoke… and I am dying. 


  



  Five hundred years is truly enough for a man like me. A monster. Yet a ten-thousand-year treaty will die with me, if I don’t spawn a dragonling to take my place. My two brothers are no use in this task. It falls to me, the eldest by a hair’s breadth, and yet, I cannot face the horror of another sealing. Another death. Another woman’s blood on my hands. 


  



  ARABELLA 


  I was saved from death in a dark Seattle alley by an impossibly beautiful man who swooped in on golden wings. Now he’s taken me to his lair, opened my eyes to a world of immortals I didn’t know existed, and given me an impossible task—find him a mate. Then, and only then, will he set me free. 


  



  He needs her more than he wants; she wants him more than she should; and the fate of both the mortal and immortal worlds depends on not just repairing their hearts, but finding a Love that’s True… 
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  They don’t know how bad it could be.


  That thought circled Lucian’s mind like a vulture awaiting the stink of death. His dark mood must have found a home on his face because the hulking bouncer at the door—shifter, by the smell of him—hastened to step back and clear a path. The club pulsed with blue neon light, floor-vibrating music, and the sway of bodies drenched in sweat and sex. The bar was pure glass, lit from within by electric tubes—very modern, but it cast an eerie light across the dance floor and threw plenty of shadows for the brief, anonymous couplings that perfumed the room. Each tendril of scent told the story of lovers hidden in the dark. Sexually inexperienced and old hands alike. Humans seeking shifters to bang. Shifters hungering for a quick release. Their need had been held back by months of strife, but the hate-filled threats and deadly bombings had finally come to an end. What better way to celebrate than the grand opening of Shift Right, the first licensed, openly-shifter bar in Seattle?


  The hot press of bodies said business was good.


  Which Lucian fully expected—after all, he funded the enterprise, hoping shifters and humans would learn to get along. Or just fuck each other. Whatever it took to settle peace on his city once again. The mortal world had enough troubles without stirring up things that might spill over into the immortal realm. These happily grinding patrons had no clue about the unseen forces at play all around them—and it was Lucian’s job to keep it that way.


  The owner of the bar suddenly appeared at his elbow. The man was small compared to Lucian’s large frame, and his trim black silks shimmered with blue light. “I’m so delighted you could make it to the Grand Opening, Mr. Smoke!”


  “Please, call me Lucian.” He took the man’s offered hand, careful not to crush it. Humans were so delicate. “I’d say my investment is safe. Business is certainly… thriving.”


  “Yes! I couldn’t be more pleased,” the bar owner effused in a way that set Lucian’s teeth on edge, but he just nodded in return.


  Lucian wasn’t a dragon to waste treasure, but he would’ve funded the new bar regardless of its potential return. Seattle needed to get back on its feet. He and his brothers had watched the hatred convulse from afar, hoping the humans and his cousins-in-shifting, the wolves, could settle their differences without intervention. Or an excess of bloodshed. Interference created its own problems—keeping the mortal and immortal worlds separate was best accomplished when the humans were blissfully unaware. Or at least skeptically unbelieving. If they couldn’t handle knowing that a few wolves and witches existed in their midst—


  “…which I thought was impractical, but it turned out fantastic!” The bar owner was still speaking, droning on about something. “This is just the beginning, Mr. Smoke, I promise. Together, we could expand…”


  Together? Lucian arched an eyebrow but said nothing.


  “…and then open more clubs downtown, then the suburbs and the…”


  The man kept going—he was the kind of human who could make an immortal wish for an early grave—but Lucian just ignored him, sweeping his gaze over the dance floor. He appreciated a shiny investment as much as the next dragon, but he was only here to make an appearance. The rampant sexual energy of the place stirred his blood in a way that was painful—his own needs had gone unsatisfied for far too long. Spending time in a room like this, filled with warm pulsing bodies and a heady pheromone cocktail… it was mostly humans and wolves, but Lucian caught a whiff of dragon even before his brother, Leonidas, stepped out of a dark alcove and into a white-hot spot of light on the dance floor.


  “Please excuse me,” Lucian said to the bar owner. Then he turned his back on his brother and strode away from him, toward the entrance.


  “Right. Of course! Great to see you! Please stop by…” The drone of his voice was swallowed by the music.


  Lucian’s path to the door lay through a myriad of bodies clutching drink-filled glasses in sweaty hands. Even with half of them shifters, he towered over them. His glare had the intended effect—an unconscious shuffling out of the way of the predator in their midst—but it wasn’t fast enough. His brother caught him at the end of the bar.


  “You made it,” Leonidas said from behind him.


  Lucian debated ignoring him but turned to face the bar instead. He signaled the bartender, a pretty, petite blonde woman who was thoroughly human but had the scent of at least two shifters on her already. “Double scotch, neat,” he ordered.


  Leonidas leaned into the bar next to him, propping his elbow on the blue glass and grinning. “I hope you don’t mind, brother, but I started without you.”


  “Obviously.” The bartender had set a glass tumbler filled with amber fluid before him. Lucian downed the scotch in one swallow. Alcohol had minimal effect on him, even in his human form, but he hoped the alcohol burn would mask the smell of the club, his brother, and the scent of the willing females that hung on everything. They were so easily drunk on shifter pheromones, the most potent of which was dragon. It was clear Leonidas had already done more than taste his first human of the night. And she surely wouldn’t be his last.


  His brother grinned. “Go on, Lucian. Pick one. They’re ripe for the taking tonight.”


  Lucian signaled for another drink.


  Leonidas sighed, turned to face the bar, and ordered a drink of his own. “You really must break this streak you have going. It’s not like the crown can pass to the spawn of these loins.” He gestured to his cock, already well-used for the evening. Thankfully, he’d remembered to zip. “Just take someone for the night. Get back in the game. You’re worse than our brother with this.”


  “Where is Leksander?” Lucian asked. The three brothers had been born minutes apart, but they couldn’t be more different. Leonidas’s endless sexual appetite was, in fact, normal for a dragon. Lucian felt the same raging need, but his past drained any encounters with humans of the pleasure they should have. And Leksander… well, he had his own obsessions.


  Leonidas downed half his scotch before answering. “Leksander is where he usually is.”


  “Not again.” Lucian finally turned to read his brother’s face.


  His normal smirk was replaced by a grimace. “Oh yes, again. I really don’t think he’s going to give up.”


  Lucian shook his head and finished his drink. He would entertain thoughts of breaking Leksander of his bad habits, but Lucian was smart enough to know the foolishness of that. Besides, it would only end in bloodshed. Probably his own.


  “Come on, Luc,” his brother said, voice light again as he gestured to the undulating bodies on the dance floor. “Any of these beauties would fall in love with you in a single night.”


  “Fuck off.” His brother should know better. The last thing he wanted was to revisit the images and the screams, all the things that would be resurrected if he found himself in the arms of a woman again.


  “Suit yourself.” Leonidas rumbled a deep growl, drained his drink, and strode off into the crowd, no doubt seeking another release as soon as he was ready. Which for dragons was no time at all, not in this pheromone-infused environment. Several of Lucian’s top lieutenants were doing the same—the House of Smoke was well represented in the club tonight. There was no need for Lucian to follow suit—he had talked to the owner, paid his respects, made an appearance. Nothing more was required of him, and the scents were starting to crawl under his skin.


  He turned to leave, but caught sight of Cinaed, his best friend and steady right hand, hurrying toward him from the DJ station near the back. His reddish-toned hair betrayed his Gaelic origins, back when the House of Smoke resided on the European continent, but the washed-out blue light of the club had turned his face ghoulish.


  “What’s your trouble, Cin?” Lucian asked when he arrived.


  The flush on Cinaed’s face was either sex or anger. It was hard to tell in the odd light and drowning scents. “The House of Drakkon is here, my liege.”


  What? Lucian’s senses sharpened, as they always did for battle. It was an ancient reflex, but one that served him even now in the modern city of Seattle. There were far more predators than the city was aware of. Not least the House of Drakkon, an unsavory nest of black dragons that had been plaguing the city and battling with the House of Smoke for years.


  Lucian shifted his eyes to scan the club. The Drakkon scents must have been lost in the flood of other smells. His dragon vision would better pierce the blue darkness and tricky lighting than his human eyes. The runes on his skin—a gift from the fae part of his DNA—twitched as they sensed his need for heightened magical awareness. That was one advantage which made his House strong, even if the treaty hadn’t also set them above all other dragon Houses—his fae magic allowed him to perceive any beast, no matter what skin they wore. Shifters. Vampires. Fae and angel glamour alike were no obstacle to him.


  But easiest of all to find were his fellow dragons.


  Tytus and a few of his thugs lurked by the back door, no doubt lying in wait for some hapless woman. A human female. Their most favorite kind of prey.


  Lucian shoved away from the bar and strode toward the cluster of vipers. Cinaed signaled others from the House of Smoke. Several drifted closer, on guard. Leonidas was too wound up in a female wolf to notice.


  Tytus stood tall as they approached, the might of his dragon showing under the black silk shirt he had chosen to wear for this hunting ground. Their House was in the Sawtooth Forest of Idaho, but they favored raids on the city. Lucian’s city. The entirety of the realms fell under the protection of the House of Smoke—there was no single city that warranted more protection than another—but infringement on the one closest to Lucian’s lair was insulting. A simple insult from a dragon whose mind wasn’t troubled by complex thoughts.


  “I thought we had an agreement,” Lucian said just loudly enough to carry over the thumping of the music. “An agreement that involved not seeing your ugly face inside Seattle city limits.” He didn’t need to raise his voice to make his intent clear—he would eagerly back those words up with talons and more. His mind was already calculating how to move the fight away from the sea of delicate human bodies.


  Tytus and his lieutenants leaned forward, the unspoken threat bringing them in. “Our agreement lasted as long as the troubles were brewing between humans and shifters. I don’t have to be fae to know the limits of an agreement. The troubles are over.” He gestured to the bustle of humanity and shifters releasing their sexual urges on one another. “Your new club is a shining example of that.” Tytus’s dark eyes flashed a deeper black, a glimpse of his dragon hiding behind his irises. “And I’ve been without bedmate for far too long.”


  Bedmates. Tytus was dragon; he could easily lure humans to his bed. But he was known for having a taste for force—the hunt was his fetish, and one that made Lucian desire the feel of Tytus’s blood on his talons.


   “You may visit the bar. Have a drink. Take your pleasure in any corner you wish.” He leaned closer to Tytus, stretching his neck so the black dragon could see the runes there and the fae power they carried. Lucian felt them writhing, craving a release.


  Tytus didn’t pull back… but he blinked.


  Lucian dropped his voice low. “But if you take a female by force, my House will hunt you down like the wyvern you are.” Wyvern—the wild beasts that were the eventual fate of any dragon who failed to find a mate and successfully spawn. They were serpents with wings and no mind… no human mind, at least. Nothing to pass for reason or humanity.


  Not that the House of Drakkon had much humanity to begin with.


  Tytus sneered. “I don’t have to take them by force. They come to me of their own free will.” The man’s definition of free will was assuredly different from Lucian’s.


  Cinaed rumbled a heated growl. “Yes, just like kittens falling into a sewer.”


  Lucian let out a low breath. “Give me a reason, Tytus. I beg of you.” He was a prince of the House of Smoke and cursed with fae blood. It was no match at all. But then Lucian deliberately turned his back on the thug in dragon skin and strode toward the front door, leaving his threat to settle the matter. He’d had enough of the throbbing music, the pervasive pheromones, and the absolute knowledge that he would not be partaking of female flesh tonight—or any night—while even scum like Tytus would find some pleasure here. If Lucian stayed, he would only snuff out the incipient peace the club represented. And he couldn’t allow his frustrations to needlessly stoke a war between the Houses, not now.


  Cinaed caught up to him. “My liege?” He was clearly wondering Lucian’s intent, but Cinaed was also forgetting his human manners. He’d been at the keep for too long—just like Lucian.


  He smirked. “I’m no one’s lord here, Cin. I’m merely Lucian Smoke, elusive billionaire.”


  His friend gave him a wrinkled look, like he wasn’t quite sure if Lucian were right in the head. “Playing at human now, are we?”


  “Angel investor,” he deadpanned as he reached the door.


  Cinaed momentarily worked to keep a straight face, then lost the battle to a snort. But he was still close on Lucian’s heels.


  Lucian held up a finger to stop his lieutenant from following him. “I’m going out on patrol.”


  Cinaed’s humor evaporated like a fae disappearing into mist. “Do you wish me to accompany you?”


  “No. Stay and watch over Tytus. Alert my brother, once he’s finished, to the House of Drakkon’s presence.” He scanned the bar once again, but only the three black dragons were in attendance. “I have a feeling Tytus is showing his face as a ruse; the rest of his House may be scouting elsewhere in the city for trouble. I’m going to see what I can find. Call me if the black dragons need me to back up my threat.”


  Cinaed gave him a sharp nod and turned to wade back into the club.


  As soon as Lucian was out the door and around the corner from the bar, he cloaked and leaped into the air. He shifted as he went, unfurling his wings to grab the light breeze and loft himself up through the concrete chimney of the buildings of downtown. The cool night air washed away the scent of the club, and the churning agitation inside him stepped down a notch. His talons tucked tight, and his wings spread broad. He stretched his neck, easing the last of the tension. What he really needed was a good hard fly, over the distant mountains back to the keep where he belonged.


  But his duty was here.


  He and his brothers, princes of the House of Smoke, existed for literally one purpose—to keep the mortal and immortal worlds apart, as they should be. For ten thousand years, a treaty between fae and dragonkind had protected the soft, delicate humans which dragons relied upon to perpetuate their species. For every dragon was born male—with very few exceptions, including his mother, the queen. Female dragons were so rare that no one was surprised when she mated with his father, the king. It was only right that she should mate with the most powerful dragon on the planet, descended from the original fae-and-dragon pairing that resulted in the treaty. And no one was shocked that out of such strong magic was born triplet princes, something so rare that it hadn’t happened in all of recorded memory. Normally, a dragon mated with a human female and produced a single, male dragonling. More often than not, the mother would be consumed in the process. Either with the sealing ceremony or the birth of the dragonling itself.


  It was a horror that brought unwelcome memories.


  Lucian swooped over the high-rises of downtown Seattle and circled out over the water, leaving those thoughts behind. In their place, he stretched his senses out to the city and all the living species it held, searching for rogue members of the House of Drakkon, but instead finding only the normal inhabitants. Humans and shifters, mostly wolves. Witches in their covens—he could smell and taste the blue spark of their magic. Witches and wolves may quarrel, but they were really cousins. He was only five hundred years old, but even he could remember the time when they were more like brothers and sisters than enemies. And not so different in their powers, as they were now. The witches used their spells to conjure longer lives, but they were still essentially mortal. Dragons had a foot in both worlds, mortal and immortal, and their lifetimes could stretch a thousand years or more, under the right circumstances.


  A vapor of scent crossed his mind, bringing the taste of smoke and sulfur—the whiff of something immortal.


  Lucian instinctively banked toward the scent, tracking it like the hunter he was. He dipped toward the concrete maze of the city, but his enhanced eyesight found the source before his fae senses. Nearly a mile away, down in an alleyway, a woman was fighting with a man twice her size. Lucian tucked his wings tighter, picking up speed. His senses flared, and if he were merely human, he wouldn’t have seen the flash of green eyes or the swish of reddish-brown hair or the press of rose-colored lips. His mind filled with her scents—soap-scrubbed skin and floral shampoo and the musty linen shirt clinging to her chest. His magic tasted all of her.


  And she was kicking the shit out of her attacker.


  Lucian checked his rocketing speed, confused. He scanned them both again—the smell of demon was on the man for certain. Was the woman a slayer? But he couldn’t taste angel on her, just a delicious human scent that wrenched his heart almost as much as the right hook she landed on the demon’s face. He reeled back into a dumpster, sending it askew.


  Then she pulled a gun.


  Holy mother of magic. Lucian dove again, tucking his wings tight for maximum speed. The man was demon, but she couldn’t know that, not if she were truly human. Her bullet wouldn’t kill him… but it might well and truly piss him off.


  Lucian landed and uncloaked at the same time, conjuring clothes to cover his naked human form and stomping hard with black boots on the pavement between them. His golden wings shot out to break his fall, then tucked hard and fast to furl into his body and complete the transformation.


  The woman gaped at him, and the crack of her gunfire shocked his ears. His shoulder caught the bullet she meant for her attacker, but it pinged away. He was just as bulletproof in human form as he was in dragon, the strength of his golden scales infusing his skin with powers normally reserved for a true immortal.


  No, the bullet was not a concern. But the demon was.


  He grabbed the man by the throat and threw him to the ground. Then Lucian knelt to press his large hand over the man’s gaping mouth, the one that would soon be screaming. The runes that controlled demons—another gift from his dark fae ancestry—wiggled in black lines down his arm, settling on the back of his hand. They gained power as they neared their target, and he could feel the magic pulsing from his hand into the man’s body, seeking out the demon. The man was only half monster, a fact that sent a shock of anger through Lucian’s body as the magic did its work.


  A halfling? It was a violation of the treaty. This man shouldn’t exist, and he certainly shouldn’t be inside Seattle, attacking humans. Lucian’s magic sought out the man’s demon half and destroyed it.


  The screaming was mercifully short.


  The man slumped under his hand, the demon gone. What was left of his human half… only time would tell. At a minimum, his memories would be erased, and he would be left in a deep magical sleep. Whether he awoke or not remained to be seen.


  Lucian stood and turned to the woman. She was a fighter—that much was clear—and she still gaped at him, watching with a horror that befit what had just happened before her eyes. All his senses were tingling for her, all his runes reshuffling on his body, urging him toward her. Before he could move, she grabbed at her stomach and slowly crumpled to the dirty floor of the alleyway, banging hard against the dumpster on her way down.


  Oh no.


  He dashed to her side and knelt.


  With horror, he realized the bullet must’ve ricocheted and found its way through her body. He placed his hand on the growing stain of blood on her white linen shirt, which had an almost angelic glow in the moonlight. But she wasn’t angel—he was even more sure of that now that he was touching her. He couldn’t taste any metal in her body, either—the bullet must’ve gone through—but the hot stickiness against his palm echoed the sweet and salty taste of her blood in the back of his mind. He could taste many more things about her as well. That she’d been with very few men, but the ones she’d encountered had been dark. Monsters. There was an overwhelming pain reverberating through her that had nothing to do with the bullet wound. It was darkness… but she’d taken that darkness and worked it like a forge to craft something brighter. Made of light.


  She was nobility among humans—he could see it in her actions, even if he hadn’t just tasted it in her soul.


  But she was fading fast. Keeping one hand pressed to her wound, he shifted his other into a nightmare of talons. It was a testament to how far gone she was when the six-inch blades before her face didn’t make her flinch. He used the sharp tip to slice open his palm. The blood welled, red flecked with gold, glistening dark in the shadowed alleyway, and he pressed it to her wound. It should be enough to stave off the death that was circling her, waiting for a chance to land.


  She was a treasure—he could see that as plain as day in this midnight alley—just as sure as he knew he couldn’t leave her here.


  She might be the one. The whisper of it haunted him. She might be strong enough.


  He would have to seduce her. Convince her to love him. But he wouldn’t make the mistake of loving her in return, as he had with Cara. His heart. And if this woman survived, he wouldn’t have to carry the guilt of what he had done. She would have riches beyond imagining, including a long life and anything else she desired.


  It would be a fair trade.


  She roused a little with the infusion of his blood, but her eyes were still glazed. He scooped her into his arms and lifted her from the dirt. A phone in her pocket was quickly freed. He dialed 9-1-1 and tossed the device on the man’s inert body. They would come for him. But she would no longer be here. He shifted again, letting the gold expanse of his wings spread behind him as he gripped her in his talons and lifted into the air.


  He was taking this treasure back to his lair.
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  She was flying.


  Gripped in the arms of a golden-winged creature—an angel—and soaring over mountains that reflected the moonlight above.


  She was falling…


  Arabella awoke with a start. She sat up, gasping, dizziness flooding her brain. She was on a couch with fabric soft as butter in a vast light-filled room. The windows stretched two stories tall and covered an entire wall, giving a view of the mountains as though she were perched on top of them. The room was gorgeously decorated, like something out of a magazine. The couch formed a wide half circle twenty feet across. Natural wood floors sparkled beneath it. To her left was a white spiral staircase with a twisted metal railing. Near that, a rock sculpture carved from pure sandstone stood as tall as a man. The chairs, the couches, the spare adornments… all of it screamed money.


  “Good. You’re awake.” The deep rumbling male voice made her nearly jump out of her skin.


  A man appeared around the corner of the couch to her left, striding toward her.


  All she could think was, holy shit, I’ve been kidnapped. Her body reacted before her mind could fully grasp what was happening. She launched herself off the cushions and ran at him, hoping to take him off guard. His eyes widened and flashed gold—no that wasn’t possible—but her flying kick was aiming straight for his solar plexus in spite of him being a mountain of a man. But instead of knocking him back when her feet jammed into his body, he moved lightning fast and caught her by the calf, yanking her toward him. She ended up trapped, mashed against his massive chest. He pulled her leg over his hip with one hand and wrapped his other arm around her back, locking her against him.


  She struggled for only a split second before realizing the utter futility of that. His arms were bands of iron, pinning her to him. But he wasn’t hurting her… yet.


  “Don’t be afraid,” he whispered, peering down into her face. “I’m not going to harm you.”


  They always say that. But they lie.


  Her heart pounded, and her mind raced, searching for the right thing to say. The thing to keep her alive. But her brain was annoyingly overwhelmed by the extreme maleness of him—cut jaw, broad shoulders, hard-muscled chest. His light amber eyes were blazing down at her. He was easily the most gorgeous man she’d ever been pressed against, and her body betrayed her by responding to him, so close and so hot.


  That only welled up anger inside her. “Let me go.” Her words were half whisper, half shudder at his overwhelming sexual presence.


  He released her, but it was slow and lingering, fingers dragging across her skin and body before they lifted free. He smelled insanely good—musky and rich and smoky, like a woodland fire burning in the distance. His black hair was tousled like he had just gotten out of bed, and there were little flecks of gold in his blazing eyes—that must’ve been what she saw before by some trick of light.


  He stepped back, and the shine in his eyes dimmed. “I saved you. The alley? Do you remember?”


  A shuddering wave swept over her body, raising her small hairs in goosebumps. She remembered. But she had been dreaming, right? Surely a man had not landed in the alley on golden wings and knocked out her attacker. She had not actually flown over the mountains, carried by an angel. But the view out the windows drew her gaze like a sharp rebuke to her doubts. And her grip on reality. What kidnapper owns a penthouse apartment in the mountains? And where was she? Seattle was nowhere to be seen.


  “What is this place?” she asked. “I saw… I remember, from the alley…” Then she really remembered. She had been shot. A quick look down showed her shirt to be covered with blood. She lifted it, but there was no wound, no pain, just a small, white scar that hadn’t been there before.


  “You were attacked by a demon,” the man said. His arms had fallen to his sides, and he watched her, intensely, but didn’t move a muscle.


  “A what?”


  “I healed you. With my own blood.”


  She took a step back from him, eyes wide. Then another. She remembered him touching her… the pain fading… She swallowed. “What are you?”


  His shoulders dropped a fraction of an inch, but she felt the weight of the disappointment that dragged them down. “A monster,” he said.


  Her heart kicked up a notch again. “What are you saying?”


  Instead of answering he transformed. Into an enormous golden dragon. She stumbled backward, legs banging against the couch, then she grasped onto it and stared at the beast in horror. There was an honest-to-God dragon standing before her. He reached halfway to the two-story ceiling with golden wings that stretched the span of the great room. His scales glinted in the morning sun and cast a hazy glow around the room. He had four legs that were tipped in golden talons, and a long neck that ended in an elongated face with razor-sharp white teeth. His eyes had turned to gold like the rest of him.


  She scuttled backward and hid behind the couch. Then she squeezed her eyes shut and rubbed them, praying that she was hallucinating. But when she forced them open again, the dragon was still there, head cocked, staring intently at her. His great chest moved like articulated brass. His long tail flicked back and forth, fanning slightly with the small wings at the tip. His great wings were still outstretched. As she watched, they furled in, like massive golden sails folding. As soon as they were tucked to his back, the dragon transformed back into a man. For a brief instant, he was naked, and the full glory of his body was laid bare to her. But then clothes appeared and covered him—black boots half way up his muscular calves, loose black pants that cinched tight at the waist, and a long-sleeved hoodie that looked like something out of the Middle Ages. It was black and billowed around his face. He pushed it back and dropped his hands to his sides again.


  “What the hell was that?” Her voice shook, but she slowly stood up from behind the couch.


  “You should know what I am. And who I am.” His voice was smooth and controlled, resonating with power. She could almost imagine it was how a dragon would sound—if dragons existed. And spoke.


  She was losing her mind. “And who is that?”


  “I am Lucian Smoke, Dragon Prince of the House of Smoke.”


  “Okay.” The evidence was before her eyes, and she liked to think she was a logical person, but this just didn’t make sense. Of course, she knew shifters existed—it was all over the news. In the darker corners of downtown where she worked, she knew the shifter gangs were a real thing. She’d heard rumors of witches as well. But never so much as a hint of dragons. And with all the shifter drama in the news, how could no one know? It wasn’t like no one would notice. But she’d only ever heard of wolf shifters. No dragons.


  He was taking slow, measured steps toward her. They still had the couch between them, but she knew that was ridiculous. The man was insanely strong, and that didn’t include the dragon part.


  “I’m a dragon shifter.” His honey amber eyes were scanning her face. “And you are a lawyer, Arabella Sharp.”


  She frowned and took another step back. “You’re stalking me. And apparently kidnapping me.” She threw another glance at the window, trying to estimate if there were any escape from all of this. But she was miles and miles from anywhere, as far as she could tell.


  There was a small hint of a smile on the man’s face. Lucian. His name was Lucian. “My dragon blood saved your life, but you needed time to recover fully. I brought you here because it was safe.”


  Arabella finally realized she must’ve been here for some time. When she was attacked—and when this gorgeous man/angel/dragon shifter saved her—it had been well into the night.


  “How do you know who I am?”


  The smile on his face grew from a hint to an actual smirk. “I know how to use Google.”


  She gawked. Not the answer she expected. “So while I was… recovering… you were checking me out. Online.”


  His smirk faded. “Indeed. I suspect the man who was attacking you in the alley was related in some way to one of your clients?”


  “He was an ex-boyfriend who didn’t like the restraining order I had issued against him.” She narrowed her eyes. “But you called him a demon.”


  “He was also that.” Lucian sighed. “You’re an attorney who helps women with domestic abuse cases. That’s dangerous work. You should have better security.”


  She lifted her chin. “I can take care of myself.”


  The hint of humor was back. “Obviously.” Small lines formed at the corners of his eyes. God, he was beautiful. The smell of him reached her again, now that he was closer. Her body reacted, wanting to close the gap even more. Wanting to run her fingertips over those small lines and see what he tasted like.


  She blinked and gripped the couch between them. What was she doing? Lusting after this man who obviously saw no problem with whisking her away to his mountain retreat? Maybe he did save her life somehow, miraculously—she remembered the blood and the gaping wound where there was only a small scar now—but that didn’t mean he wasn’t dangerous. Maybe he was a shifter, a secret kind. A dragon from the House of Whatever. But it wasn’t like he was born yesterday. She couldn’t tell his age—he was timeless and perfect and gorgeous. And seductive. Just the kind of man that had sucked her into his world before…


  He was watching her, curious but unhurried. “Even someone like you would have a hard time defeating a demon on her own.”


  “Demon?” All right, she’d had enough of this shit. This man was straight-up crazy, which was made even worse by the fact that he was a massive dragon. But he was definitely nothing she needed to go running her tongue across. What she needed was to get the hell out of there. “Okay, dragon prince from the House of Fire—”


  “House of Smoke.” The humor seemed to have fled.


  “House of Smoke,” she repeated. “Thank you for saving my life. So… I’m free to go, right?”


  “No.”


  Her heart spasmed. Oh God, he was keeping her. And probably killing her. Saving her life just so that he could do horrible things to her.


  There was a flash of gold in his eyes—this time, she knew she wasn’t seeing things.


  “As you may realize,” he said, coolly, “the existence of dragon shifters is not common knowledge in the human population. As you are now a human with knowledge of our existence, I can’t release you until I’m certain you will keep this knowledge to yourself. This is a sacred trust—one I don’t take lightly. Especially not with women I’ve just met. No matter how beautiful. Or how obviously capable of taking care of themselves.”


  A flush ran through her with the compliments—and then heat rushed to her face at being manipulated so easily. But even more importantly, the need to be gone from here was even more urgent. “I won’t tell anyone about you. I promise.”


  “Promises aren’t sufficient.” His face settled into a hard look that made her shiver. This man… she could see him slaying demons. And enemies. And conquering anything and everything that he wished to have. There was a level of calm power in him that she had never truly encountered before. All the men—all the slimy, evil bastards who beat women, and that she had encountered in her work and in her life—had all been weak at their core. Full of bravado and posturing, but not this… this calm, cool undercurrent of raw power.


  It was drawing her in more than she wanted to even think about.


  She blinked and shook her head to try to free the fuzzy effect he had on her. “What can I do to assure you that I’ll keep your secret?” she asked, her lawyer side muscling its way through the lust fog he seemed to induce in her. “We can put it in writing if you wish.”


  He gestured to the couch between them. “Please, won’t you sit down?” He stood with his hand outstretched toward the luxurious couch.


  Good. Negotiations. This was something she understood. She gamely climbed over the back of the couch and settled in, giving him a cool look as he stood tall with his black, medieval gear and his large, hulking frame. A small smile played across his face and then disappeared. He eased to sitting next to her with a smooth, graceful power of movement that made her lady parts squeeze in response. God, how could he induce such a reaction in her just by sitting down? Or maybe it was the fact that he was close to her again, and that strange, overpowering sense of maleness sent her heart beating just a little faster.


  He leaned forward and ducked his head. The amber of his eyes was haunting. “By our custom, I should keep you forever.” His smile ticked up a notch. “It wouldn’t be an unpleasant internment, I promise you. Dragons are very fond of their kept humans, especially the females, and I don’t hear complaints from the women about it.”


  His words weren’t doing anything to settle down her heart. “I have no desire to be a kept human.”


  “No. I would imagine not.” The smile gave even more power to the beauty of his face.


  “All right. I’m glad we’re agreed on that.” She couldn’t help frowning. What was his asking price? There had to be something he wanted, and she certainly couldn’t offer him money. And she definitely wasn’t offering him her body, as tempting as that might be. “What do you want?” That was often the quickest way to get to an agreement—just come straight out and ask.


  He nodded like he expected this from her. “I have a task in which I could use your assistance. If you help me, I can consider it a repayment of sorts for saving your life. Then I can accept your promises as sufficient, and you can return to your noble task of helping human females escape the monsters in their lives.”


  This sounded entirely too reasonable. “What do you need help with?” She couldn’t begin to imagine what he would need from her.


  “I need to find a mate.”


  “A mate? As in…”


  “As in someone to bond with and spawn a dragonling.”


  “Riiight.” She’d heard of shifters taking mates before—it was some kind of lifelong bond between them. “I’m afraid I don’t know that many girl dragons. Assuming you’re into girl-type dragons?” What in the world was he asking with this?


  His eyes widened a little, and then he laughed outright, a deep sonorous sound that sent her lady parts a-flutter. Then he stopped, the smile falling off his face, and his eyes blazing again. He leaned a little closer and stared into her eyes. “I am most definitely interested in females.”


  Dear God in heaven… Her fingers twitched a little with the need to reach out and touch his gorgeous face.


  She leaned back instead, clearing her throat. “Right. Glad we got that straight. But I still don’t understand how I’m supposed to find a lady dragon for you.”


  He pulled back, but his stare was no less intense. “You misunderstand. I need to find a human female. Dragons are almost entirely born male. We need to mate with human females in order to reproduce our species. There are other… complications… but the important thing for you to know right now is that I am uninterested in forcing any female into mating with me. Not only is the idea itself loathsome, but it would be utterly beside the point. I need to spawn a dragonling, and that can only be accomplished with a female who has truly fallen in love with me.”


  Her eyebrows hiked up. And her heart beat a little faster—maybe this was actually a way out. “In love? Are you serious?”


  “Deadly serious.” And his face certainly seemed to have no humor in it. “I need to seduce someone, utterly and thoroughly, and I’m on a bit of a schedule.”


  “Schedule?” Her mind was reeling with all this information.


  “Dragons live a long time, Arabella Sharp. But not forever. I’m reaching the end of my natural lifespan at five hundred years.”


  Five hundred years? Her mouth fell open, but no words came out.


  “I’ll gain another five hundred if I mate and produce a dragonling. Which I can only do if I can convince a human female to fall love with me.”


  Convince someone to fall in love with him? She frowned—he really meant this.


  He leaned forward again, and another wave of that irrepressibly male scent washed over her. “I need a woman to love me, Arabella. I’m hoping you can help me find her. Unless, of course, you’re interested in the position?”


  What? But he was drawing her in with those pale amber eyes. “Uh… No thanks.” Her lady parts threw a protest party in her pants.


  “Could you never love a man like me? A dragon?”


  “Sorry.” Strangely enough, it wasn’t the fact that he was a dragon that concerned her—it was that he was a man. And she had nothing but horror stories with those.


  “Are you sure?” He leaned even closer and seemed to be staring into her soul. The gold was flashing in his eyes again. “You know, dragons are very hard to resist. Witches sell the sweat off my brow to give other men hard-ons.”


  He was totally jerking her around. “You’re fucking with me now.”


  “Not even close,” he deadpanned.


  A bubble of laughter welled up inside her and worked its way out, ending in an ungracious snort. Then she reeled it in and looked at him, amazed. She was sitting next to a dragon prince, which should be the most amazing part about this whole encounter, but it wasn’t—it was the fact that he was making her laugh.


  Lucian pulled back and gave her a soft smile. “It’s ridiculous. All of it is. Someday, maybe, I’ll tell you how dragons managed to get themselves in this sort of position. But for now, I truly do need your help. If I don’t accomplish this, well, the clock is ticking for me.”


  The laughter died away inside her. Men lie. Men lie all the time about everything. And yet, for some reason, she felt like there was nothing but truth coming from this man.


  Or she guessed, dragon. Was that the difference?


  “It does seem like kind of a raw deal for you,” she said. “Whoever negotiated that contract—you need a better lawyer.”


  He smiled in a way that lit her up inside. “I know. And it’s the kind of thing that really doesn’t work for someone like me.” His smile dimmed a little. “I’m a hard man to love, Arabella. You’re in no danger of falling in love with me, correct?” He gestured to her with open hands, like this was obvious.


  She almost felt bad about saying no. But not bad enough. “Right.”


  “Then please help me. Help me understand what would make a human female fall in love with a beast like me. I’ll pay you for your time. You have a noble project, a grand enterprise that you’re engaged in with your practice in the human world. I would love to see you returned to it with all the funding you need to expand. To keep your lights on. To help people. I’m somewhat of a guardian myself, so I understand the desire to protect others. And as a lawyer, you can probably appreciate that the rules of the mating process are fairly binding. It’s not like I have another option. I have to find someone who will genuinely fall in love with me… or my time on the planet is pretty much over.”


  She just stared at him for a moment. Yes, he was a dragon. But he was also a gorgeous man. An insanely masculine man. She couldn’t imagine it would be any problem at all to find someone to fall in love with him. And if that was all she needed to win her release, especially given the fact that he had saved her life… well, that seemed like something she could do. Or at least try.


  “Sounds like we should get started right away.”
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  Lucian dove into the pool like he was running for his life.


  The cool water washed his naked body clean of her scent—Arabella’s scent—and as he came up on the other side of the large, circular cistern of water, he shifted and lifted straight out. A waterfall rained from his golden wings as he pumped them, working hard to lift to the top of his pool room. Three stories of windows opened to the glittering green of the trees below his lair, then gently curved toward the center of the room. At the top was a round window in the shape of a clock, its stout and lazy hands slowly ticking away the minutes of his life. They rattled as he swept past and dove back toward the three-story-deep pool, plunging once again into the cool redemption of the water. The vigor of it swept away some of the lust heat induced just by being around Arabella. Talking to her. Peering into those emerald green eyes.


  He had her safely locked away in the guest room of his lair, taking a shower and changing into clothes he had conjured for her. He left some food in the kitchen as well, for when she was done, but the mere fact that she was getting undressed somewhere in his lair, water washing down her naked body, with the soothing relaxation that must cause her… he had to do something to distract himself.


  He had reached the bottom of the pool, swerving to miss the rocky floor dug deep into the mountain and using his wings to pull himself to a stop. He rested there for a moment—not breathing, trying to bring down his racing pulse, letting the coolness seep in through the hard shell of his scales. There was stillness and peace here. Nothing like the torment of what he was doing with her… to her… but that thought just kicked his heart rate up again. He could too easily see bringing her here, stripping her clothes, dripping fresh water across her taut nipples, and taking her, finally sating the burning inferno of lust inside him.


  Leonidas was right—it had been too long.


  Dragon libido was by nature intense. The drive to reproduce was stronger in his species than any other. The desire to possess, to claim, to seal a woman’s flesh with dragon fire so she could carry his young… it was a powerful drive. Enough to make a dragon willing to try and try and try again, till he managed to spawn a dragonling to take his place.


  It was a cruel trick of nature. One that Lucian did everything to suppress, stowing it deep inside so he wouldn’t have to bear it, but now with Arabella in his lair… the urges were resurrecting their ugly heads again.


  His frustration roared up from the depths of his being and spewed magical fire into the pool, boiling the water with his anger. Then he pushed off the bottom of the rock floor. Feeling sorry for himself—feeling all the agony and the ache again—this was the price of doing his duty. Better to get it over with as quickly as possible.


  He burst out of the surface of the pool, slopping even more water onto the tiled decks, only to find his brother waiting for him.


  Leonidas lifted an eyebrow and crossed his arms, his unbuttoned white dress shirt revealing the runes across his chest as well as the dragon tattoo that marked him as belonging to the House of Smoke. “So you brought someone home from the club after all. Well done! I didn’t think you had it in you.” The smirking approval on Leonidas’s face torqued him.


  Lucian shifted back to human and dropped to the deck. “No.”


  Both eyebrows went up. “No? I can smell her, Lucian. And the eggs she’s cooking.”


  Lucian whipped his attention from the towel he had conjured to dry off to glare at his brother. “Stay away from her, Leonidas.”


  The growl in his voice was enough to tip his brother’s head down in a sign of deference, if only momentarily—it was the universal and reflexive sign of one male ceding territory to another. But when Leonidas looked up again, there was even more of a smile on his face. “Wouldn’t think of touching your treasure, brother. But she must be something special to get you hot enough that you need a cool bath.”


  “She’s strong.” He returned his attention to wiping the water from his body. “She’ll make a suitable mate.”


  “Mate?” Leonidas looked genuinely shocked. As well he should. “Really? You’ve already decided to claim her? Well, if she can withstand the shock of you whisking her away to your lair and your bed, then she must be mate material.”


  Lucian snarled at him, tossed away the towel, and conjured some clothes—the dark hooded shirt, loose pants, and boots he had worn before, when he was with Arabella. They were the clothes of his history, his past, and the ones he wore in the lair simply because they reminded him who he really was. He was lying to Arabella about so much—somehow, revealing this small truth seemed important.


  “I haven’t taken her to my bed,” he said, turning away from Leonidas to stride toward the door of the pool room.


  His brother’s laughter trailed after him. “Have you forgotten entirely how to seduce a woman, my brother?”


  Lucian’s back stiffened, and he stopped. Without facing his brother, he said, “You know, there was a time when a dragon’s lair was his own. When unwelcome dragons could be sure to feel the fire of my displeasure if they broached its walls unbidden.” He twisted back to glare at Leonidas. “Next time, knock.”


  His brother just snorted. “A rousing fight would do you good. And I’d be happy to help you out with that. But you’ll have to rely on this girl to satisfy your other passions. If you still remember how.”


  Lucian snarled. He knew his brother was just baiting him, but he’d be damned if it didn’t work. “Remembering is something I do well.”


  The sneer on Leonidas’s face dropped away. “Take her to bed, Lucian. Get it over with.”


  Tension rippled through his body. “She’s not the kind of woman that works for.”


  Leonidas frowned and stepped toward him. “Every woman is the kind that dragon pheromones work for.” He narrowed his eyes. “Your heart isn’t ready for this.”


  “And it never will be. But kindly fuck off. My heart is none of your concern.”


  “Clearly, it is.” Leonidas’s expression opened, and Lucian couldn’t tell if he was genuinely concerned or just worried that Lucian might not fulfill the treaty. But that was the blackness in his heart speaking—he knew his brothers would each give their lives for him, and he for them. They were bonded to each other in a way few dragons were, not even his top lieutenants pledged to the House of Smoke. He and Leonidas and Leksander were born minutes apart, dragonlings of the same mother, forever bound together by DNA and childhood and family.


  But fulfilling the treaty was his responsibility alone.


  Lucian snarled and changed the subject. “There’s something else. I killed a demon—a half demon—last night while rescuing Arabella.”


  Leonidas’s face pinched in. “A demon? But that’s a violation—”


  “—of the treaty. Yes, I’m well aware. The question is—what are the fae up to? Go find Leksander and drag him away from his obsession. Have him sweep the city, looking for any trace of demon. I need to know if there are more.”


  Leonidas nodded. “Maybe this recent strife between the shifters and the humans has brought out some kind of latent demon seed. They feed on hatred—they need that kind of black sustenance, and hate has been floating in the air of Seattle like syrup of late.”


  “Perhaps. But I don’t care. This is a fae responsibility. They’re supposed to keep this in check. I’ve already destroyed this one, but if there are more…”


  “Leksander and I will do a thorough search,” his brother said, his tone serious, which soothed Lucian’s heart. They were united in this, at least. “I’ll report back as soon as we have something for you.”


  Lucian tipped his head in acknowledgment—he was the eldest of three, if only by minutes, and generally the leader of all things related to the House of Smoke, now that the king and queen had reached their twilight years. Lucian was the crown prince for their House and not just responsible for fulfilling the requirements of the treaty. It was his responsibility to manage all things in the realms, a duty he didn’t take lightly. For many reasons and in many ways.


  He turned his back on his brother to stride out of the room.


  When he rounded the corner to the kitchen, he found Arabella finishing up the last of her breakfast. She was freshly showered, well fed, and gloriously beautiful. It struck him full force, heating his entire body.


  “Good morning,” he mumbled. His breath was stolen by her fully-human aliveness—the shine in her green eyes, sparkling under her dark, thin-line eyebrows; the way the sun caught the reddish highlights in her hair; her fresh, full lips. In the soft glow of the morning light, the hint of freckles all over her face rose up through the creamy paleness of her skin. He couldn’t help letting his gaze drop down, wondering if the freckles extended underneath the white silk shirt he had conjured for her. She left the top two buttons undone, and the soft swell of her breasts hinted that yes the freckles were there as well. An ache in his mouth rose up, and he yearned to run his tongue across each delicate mark.


  She was holding up a finger, telling him to wait while pointing at her mouth, still full of food. He smiled at the awkwardness, then his smile faded as he realized… the clothes he had conjured… they were just like the ones Cara used to wear. How could he have done that without thinking? How thoroughly fucked up was he?


  She swallowed and rose from the small breakfast table by the window. “Good morning,” she rushed out. “Hey, I don’t know what our plans are exactly, but I can’t find my phone. I need to, you know, tell someone I’m still alive? I have a friend I can call. Besides, I have appointments today.”


  Of course—her business. Lucian welcomed the return to normalcy that this small bit of conversation evoked.


  He stepped forward, snagged a phone from a drawer under the counter, and handed it to her. “I left yours with the demon last night. You can use mine.”


  She looked at him oddly. “Somehow I didn’t expect this. From a dragon, I mean.” She gave him a slightly embarrassed look, then snatched the phone from his hand.


  “Didn’t expect me to have a phone?” He was perplexed by that.


  She gave a glance around the apartment. “I don’t know what I expected. Probably none of this.” She held up the phone. “This will just take a moment.”


  He gave her a cool look. “I’ll be listening in. I’m assuming you know there can be no mention of where you are or why you’re here.”


  She scowled. “I barely know why I’m here. And I certainly don’t know where here is.”


  Guilt twisted inside him, just enough to let him know it was there. “Make it short. I have a few things to show you.”


  That seemed to intrigue her, but she stepped several paces away and stood by the window, turning her back to him and placing her hand on the clear glass as she dialed. She held the phone to her ear. After a moment, she said, “Hey, Rachel, it’s me.”


  Lucian’s hearing and vision were far better than human, even when he was in human form. Eavesdropping on a phone conversation, especially at this very short distance, was a simple matter of focus.


  This Rachel person, apparently a friend of hers, replied, “Holy shit, Ari, where are you?”


  Arabella glanced at him. He kept a cool gaze trained on her, waiting. This was her moment to try to get free. To break away or send some kind of coded message to her friend to come and rescue her from this mysterious trap in the mountains.


  “I, uh... I’m not feeling so good. Taking the day off.” Arabella was back to staring out the window.


  “Do you have the flu? And why does your caller ID say L Smoke? What the hell, Ari? If you went home with some hot guy, why are you sparing the details?”


  “It’s nothing like that,” Arabella said, her voice clipped.


   Only it was exactly like that. In a way.


  “I told you, I’m sick. I lost my phone last night. I’m borrowing my next door neighbors’.”


  “Old man Beady Eyes has a phone?” Rachel asked, skeptically. “I thought that guy was like some old drug addict. How does he have cash for a phone?”


  Arabella’s hand turned into a fist and knocked against the pane of the window. “I’m not up for this, okay? Just cancel all my appointments for today. I’ll be back tomorrow or the next day at the latest. As soon as I don’t feel like I tried to outdrink you and then got bounced by the Russian mob.”


  There was a moment of silence on the other end of the line. “Are you sure you’re okay? The police were by your apartment this morning.”


  “What?” Arabella shot a look to him. “Why were the police at my apartment?”


  Lucian frowned. They obviously traced Arabella’s phone when they found the demon’s body. Or rather, the human half that was left.


  “I don’t know!” Rachel’s voice hiked up. “I hightailed it out of there! What do you expect—I’m going to stick around for the cops? Hey there, Officer Hottie, I’ve got a record a mile long, what do you say we go get a donut and talk about it? Come on, Ari.”


  “Okay, okay,” Arabella said. “I must have just been passed out when they came by. I didn’t hear them knock. I’ll try to answer the door if they come again. Otherwise, I’m just going to sleep this thing off, okay? Can you hold down the fort for me?”


  “Sure thing. Do you need some chicken soup or something? You know I’m not the mothering type. I don’t know how to do this shit. If you need something, you need to tell me straight out.” There were concern and annoyance in Rachel’s voice.


  “All I need is some sleep.” Arabella glanced at Lucian again. “I’ll call you tomorrow.”


  Lucian sighed. She was hedging her bets. Which was smart—and he couldn’t rightly blame her for it.


  “Okay, girlfriend. Go kick some virus ass!”


  Arabella gave a small, snorting kind of laugh. It made Lucian’s heart squeeze. He didn’t like that one bit—not the normalcy of it. Not the sweetness of the sound. He steeled himself as she said goodbye to her friend and hung up.


  “Okay, I bought us a day or two,” she said to him. “What is it you wanted to show me?”


  “I want you to know what a woman stands to gain by falling in love with me.” There was a lead weight on his chest as he said the words. What she stood to lose was so much more. He knew that. But it had to stay a dark secret for now.


  “Fair enough. That should help with the sell job, I imagine.” One corner of her lips tipped up in a wry kind of smile.


  “Come with me.” He turned his back and led her toward the spiral staircase in the great room. At the top, he strode past the closed door of his bedroom, forcing himself not to pause or linger his thoughts there. When they reached the second set of stairs that spiraled up to the roof, he glanced back to make sure she was still with him. Her bright eyes were unsuspecting, innocent and clear. He tore his gaze away from her face and led her up the stairs. When they reached the top, he held the door open. The wind was light, but it made the long strands of her hair whip around her face. The sun caused a cute squint to show up on her face. As they stood atop the keep, they could see the full expanse of it, an upside-down glass castle with a flat top and towers reaching down and anchoring it to the mountain, like a diamond had forced its way out of the dirt to shine in the sun.


  “This place is huge.” She shaded her eyes and scanned the expanse.


  “My lair is only a portion of the House of Smoke,” Lucian explained. “Each dragon has their own. Mine and my brothers are the most expansive, but every dragon who pledges fidelity to the House of Smoke is given permission to build his own within the protection of the keep.”


  “How do you keep this place secret?” She peered curiously at the edge of his lair. It was truly perched atop the mountain, and the drop was a good thousand feet. He was unconcerned about her getting too close to the edge. If she fell, he would catch her before she dashed her life out on the rocks.


  “The entire keep is cloaked,” he said. “Each dragon possesses the ability to cloak as part of their elemental magic. You will never see a dragon unless he wants to be seen.”


  She nodded, looking impressed. “Make sense.”


  “The keep itself is cloaked by magical wards conjured by the king and queen.”


  “Your parents, right? You know this whole royalty thing is a pretty good selling point, I would think. Does it come with perks?”


  He couldn’t help but smile at that. “A few. Dragons live a long time, and the treasure we amass, both through the normal human markets and through magic, is substantial. A mate of mine will want for nothing in the physical realm.”


  “Good to know.” She had backed away from the edge, nodding thoughtfully. “What other advantages do you have to offer?”


  She was treating this as a business transaction, which actually calmed him. Maybe her cool, analytical mind would see the benefits in the end. Maybe he wouldn’t have to resort to trickery and wonder and other things that would only twist the guilt deeper.


  He took a step back from her inquiring expression and shifted into his dragon form.


  She startled a little, taking a half step back toward the edge. “You really need to warn me when you’re going to do that!” She shook a finger at him.


  He laughed a little, which came out as wisps of blue dragon fire. He huffed harder to blow it away, then the wind took it. He bent down and dipped his head, waiting for her to figure out the unspoken invitation for her to climb aboard.


  She hesitated, frozen in her spot. “Are you kidding me?”


  He picked up his head and shook it, waiting for her to choose. He wouldn’t speak to her until she was aboard, to lessen the shock. One step at a time.


  “I’m not sure that riding a dragon is exactly a selling point here.” She edged toward him, slowly. After a long stretch of agonizing seconds, she touched the edge of his wing—so lightly—then she slid her fingers up to his shoulder. The feel of her soft skin against his scales sent a shudder running through his entire body. She damn well better get on soon, or he was going to shift back to human form and touch her a little more strongly. And with the kind of intent that would end up with them back in his bedroom.


  “I’m not sure how to…” She grabbed the edge of his wing with one hand and the smooth scales of his neck with the other. He ducked down closer to the ground. She managed to hoist herself aboard, grabbing hold of his shoulders, tucking her legs back and bracing her feet on the leading edges of his wings. He could feel every curve of her body with hypersensation. Her breasts crushing against the back of his neck. Her legs straddling him. The flaming heat of her sex against his back. Holy mother of magic, why did he think this was a good idea? The feel of her readying to ride him made him picture her riding him an entirely different way. In his bed, straddled over his cock.


  Another shudder ran through him. He focused on reaching for her mind instead of being hyper-aware of her body. Hold on tight, my treasure.


  “What the fuck?” she screeched, clinging harder to him. “Were you just… did you just… holy fuck!”


  That made him laugh… and cooled his surging lust a little. The telepathy only works in dragon form. And I can’t read your thoughts, my treasure. I can only send you these words, planting them in your mind, sort of like a suggestion. Or a dream.


  “Well, I really don’t like it—get the fuck out of my head!”


  As you wish. Then he leaped into the air, and she screeched again, startled by the sudden movement. Her hold tightened, but the smoothness of his scales didn’t allow much purchase. He was careful to fly straight and level and not too fast, just gently soaring around the keep to give her a better view of the place. After he had circled twice, he glided a little further away, allowing her to see how the mountain fell from the glass castle down to jagged chunks of rock, which were mixed with the brilliant greenery of the forest. The wind was cool and crisp this morning, and after a minute or two, her death hold on him relaxed.


  “It’s beautiful up here.” Her words sent an unexpected shiver of pleasure through him. Yes, his home was beautiful, everything that magic and money could buy, but the natural beauty of the mountains was what made it complete. He was a part of nature and nature was a part of him. It was the connection to humanity that caused all the trouble.


  He climbed higher, braving a little of the tradewinds to allow her to see past the peaks and down into the valley by the coast.


  “Is that Seattle?” she shouted to be heard above the breeze.


  Yes. I wanted you to see we were not so far. She didn’t flinch this time when he communicated with her telepathically. And it was a risk to show her where the lair actually lay. But there would be many more risks before they were through.


  He circled back, soaring on the gentle breeze and gliding into a bump free landing on the top of the keep. He dipped down and waited for her to dismount, then shifted back to human, conjuring his clothes quickly into place.


  She kept her gaze averted from his momentary nakedness, although he caught her sneaking a peek—something that also flushed heat through him. But he was no longer touching her, so the worst of the lust heat stayed low in his belly.


  “Did you like it?” he asked.


  “I can certainly see how that might be fun. Once or twice.” She had a flush in her face and a small grin.


  With any luck, she may actually have enjoyed the ride. More importantly, he scented no fear on her of his beast form any longer.


  “But all this…” She flung her hands wide to encompass the keep. “This isn’t what women want.”


  “A beautiful home. Untold riches. These aren’t the things women want?” he asked, knowing the answer, but restraining his smirk. “Then please do tell me.”


  She scowled and crossed her arms like she wasn’t quite sure if he was baiting her or not. “They want someone to care about them the way they care about their men. Someone to listen to them. To make them laugh. I see it all the time in my practice. Women are desperate to have someone who actually cares. Who isn’t a selfish prick only interested in sex or who tries to manipulate her into satisfying all his needs, while providing nothing in return. Nothing of importance. It’s not the money she’s after. Money can’t buy you love. Surely even a reclusive billionaire golden dragon knows that song, right?”


  He stepped toward her, so he could drop his voice and still be heard over the gentle breeze. “All too well.” He held her gaze, wondering if he were a fool to think this would work with a woman like her. “So tell me, where do I find True Love? Your friend Rachel, perhaps?”


  She snorted. “Rachel? Uh… no. But how about WildLove?”


  “Excuse me?” He frowned, truly confused. What was she talking about?


  “The shifter app—haven’t you heard of it? It’s new, but it’s designed to hook up shifters and humans. It doesn’t actually specify wolves, and you are a shifter. You can explain later what kind. After the girl’s taken one look at you and fallen madly in love.”


  He lifted his eyebrows, wondering if this unexpected twist would make it easier or more difficult for his plans to seduce her. “Intriguing.” He swept a hand back to the door that led to the stairs. “Lead the way.”
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  Arabella was still reeling from the flight on Lucian’s back.


  A golden dragon. He really was one, something that terrified her at first but seemed more amazing the more she got used to it. Touching him in dragon form, sliding her fingers across his beautiful golden scales, was like touching the finest silk—spun and stretched tight over something as strong as steel. Stronger even. The night before was still a bit of a haze, but she remembered shooting a gun at the man and having it bounce off his skin like he was a superhero. And yet, where she expected cool metal against her fingertips, she found nothing but warmth and softness that begged for more of her touch.


  And then there was the amazing hotness of the man himself, which she had ample time to admire from the back as he led her down the spiral steps to his lair. She didn’t know how he magically conjured his clothes, but the thin fabric of his black, ancient-styled hoodie outfit clung to every muscle. Whoever would be taking that body to bed was one lucky woman.


  But lusting after a man who was essentially still holding her captive wasn’t exactly what she put in the healthy behaviors column. She needed to focus—to get Lucian Smoke a date, or maybe three, whatever it took—and let some other girl find out what it was like to take him to bed. Then she could get back to her life. How hard could it be, anyway, finding this guy a mate? Women would be falling head over heels in love with him—and dropping their panties—with one smoldering look from those long-lashed eyes.


  It just wouldn’t be her.


  She’d already learned her lesson about hot men and how they lied. Hotness was no guarantee of anything, least of all that a man was a decent person. The kind that wouldn’t hurt you. Her body might lust after him, but her body was the most stupid part about her. And every single time she’d given some good-looking hunk of masculine meat a chance with her heart, he’d simply torn it to shreds. And the bruising hadn’t ended there.


  Lucian stopped at the door on the second level of his apartment in the sky. “Is this shifter dating service on the phone? Or the computer?” he asked as he slid open the door.


  Inside was a room with more of the high-end touches she’d seen below—understated elegant white decor, lush green plants in steel vases, and a wall-sized TV screen—but the centerpiece was a giant, circular bed with an equally large mirror on the ceiling above it.


  She swallowed and stared at the bed. “WildLove is an app you can access on your phone. Or on a tablet.” This clearly was Lucian’s bedroom, although it was bigger than her dingy apartment on the down-on-your-luck side of Seattle. Which was all she could afford on her practically non-existent salary, doing the work that she did.


  “I have a tablet in here.” He strode into the room, moving with a strong, masculine power that, when juxtaposed next to the bed, was making her a little weak in the knees. Weak in the knees? Jesus Christ. He was just a man. Well, not just a man—he was a dragon shifter man of unholy hotness—but merely being in a bedroom with him shouldn’t be sending her into convulsions of wanton desire. Of course, being near the bed wasn’t really required for that, either—she felt the same way anytime he was near.


  Cursing her body’s reaction to him, but with a forced smile on her face, she managed to move out of the doorway and into the room. She hung back from the bed and watched him as he dug through a modern, steel-trimmed dresser and came up with a tablet. He motioned for her to come sit next to him. On that bed? Oh, for fuck’s sake.


  She bit her lip and told her lady parts not to get excited about this. Nothing was happening here. In fact, the only women getting lucky with Lucian Smoke were going to be the ones they found on the WildLove app.


  Arabella settled next to him, and for the love of God, he leaned into her. She froze for a moment, wondering what he was doing, but he had simply braced his hand against the bed behind her so he could lean over and hold the tablet in front of her. He wasn’t making a pass at her, not that she wanted him to. Okay, maybe she wanted him to, but that was just her hormones talking. Any woman would be affected by the overwhelming hotness of this man.


  “All right, you’re going to have to step me through this,” he said, voice soft with his nearness. He gave her a small, sheepish smile. “It’s been a while for me. And I’ve never approached a female, without being face-to-face.”


  She nodded and tried to pretend the fact that she could feel the soft exhale of his breath nearly touching her skin wasn’t affecting her. “Well, it’s not like I’ve done a lot of this, either. But I know how it works. I’ve had to get some of my clients’ profiles purged after their boyfriend started stalking them and hacking their accounts.”


  Lucian’s pale amber eyes darkened, and a flash of gold showed. “You’ve encountered a lot of monsters, haven’t you? The kind that wear human skin.”


  She startled a little, a chill flowing through her. What did he know about her? Then she realized… “Yeah, like that guy in the alley. I see a lot of assholes in my line of work. There are so many men who just want sex. Or they want to own a woman. Control her. Even to the point of force. At worst, they’d rather kill her than let someone else have her. Or let her escape.”


  Lucian nodded, the dark glower of his eyes not for her. “There are dragons who are no better than beasts. And men who are no better than dragons. I’ve been tempted on more than one occasion to dip my talons in their blood.”


  Jesus Lord... the way he talked sometimes. It sent a shiver through her. But she understood the sentiment completely. “Seriously, fuck those guys. I’m glad we agree on that. Because whoever this woman is—the one I’m going to help you find for a mate—I want to know you’re going to treat her right. I need to know this, Lucian. You need to promise me that I’m not just turning over someone in my place that you’re going to do some fucked up kind of shit with. Am I clear?” She wasn’t sure how much she could believe whatever he was going to say. Men lied. They lied all the time, especially to women. Especially to get what they wanted. But at least she could state her intentions up front. She would do what was necessary to get out of this situation and get back to her life, but she wasn’t going to sell out another woman to do it.


  He was looking at her with a kind of awe. His amber eyes were scanning her face like he was memorizing it. She wasn’t sure what he was looking for—did he think she was making this up? That she didn’t really care about this?


  “It’s very clear to me, Arabella Sharp, what kind of woman you are.” He seemed to be holding his breath.


  What the hell did that mean? “Women aren’t toys, Lucian. They aren’t playthings for you to use and toss away.”


  “No, they’re not.” But he was shutting down, getting quiet. And of course, he had basically kidnapped her and was holding her hostage until he got what he wanted—a mate. Maybe she was making him feel guilty about that. Good.


  “If you believe that, why not just let me go?” she asked quietly.


  He was staring at his hand, the one that had fallen to rest on his thigh next to her on the bed. A strange marking was on the back of it, and it moved as she watched. Almost like it was pulsing under his skin. She didn’t know what it was, but it reminded her of all this magic she never knew existed, not really. And how she probably didn’t understand a fraction of it even now.


  After a long moment, he looked up at her. “You’re right, I should probably let you go.”


  She held her breath— would it be that easy? “Why don’t you?”


  A flash of pain crossed his face. “If it were entirely up to me…” He was searching her face again. Then he lifted his hand, and suddenly he was touching her, stroking her cheek. She felt the rush of blood to her face and had to actively stop herself from leaning into his touch. What was he doing? And why? He dropped his hand. “You’re a good person, Arabella. I’m glad I stepped in and saved you in that alley. I won’t apologize for that. The world needs more people like you. But I am sorry that you were caught up in this magical world of which you have no real part. You’re the kind of person I’m supposed to protect, not draw deeper into my own personal problems.”


  She’d been holding her breath the entire time, during that whole breathtaking moment of openness, but then he pulled back and put distance between them again, dropping his gaze to the tablet that had fallen, unused, on her lap.


  “But the fact remains,” he continued, quietly, “that I can’t let you go without some assurance that you won’t tell the human world of our existence. Especially now that you know, at least approximately, the location of our House.”


  She had already promised she wouldn’t tell. And, truth be told, helping him find a mate was a pretty small thing for her to do in repayment for him saving her life. And, as a lawyer, she could see how, once she was complicit in bringing another human to a dragon’s lair, into their magical world, it would be hard to argue that she was a victim in all of this. She was helping him. Maybe it was coercion; maybe not. Maybe there was a part of her that wanted to do this for him. Maybe it was the part that didn’t like to have unpaid debts she owed to people.


  She squeezed her eyes shut. Too many times, she’d been manipulated by someone—by a man—into believing she owed him. Sex. Money. Support of some kind. That she deserved whatever he dished out if she didn’t give him what he wanted. She wasn’t that person anymore. She wasn’t.


  She opened her eyes. Lucian was refusing to look at her, just scowling, darker and darker, at the tablet. He wasn’t that kind of man, in spite of the strange situation they found themselves in—she was convinced of that. She had been tucked away in his mountain mansion for the night, vulnerable to him for hours and hours. He was impossibly strong, far more than any normal man. He could have tried any number of things. He hadn’t. And there was a deep well of something… sadness… that lay just under the power he exuded whenever he walked or spoke or flew on golden dragon wings outside his lair.


  She dipped her head, trying to get his attention again. “Tell me more about this mating process.”


  He flinched but didn’t look up. “Like I said, there are some complications.”


  “Tell me.”


  He pulled in a breath and slowly raised his head. “There’s the sealing—a magical dragon flame that binds the female to the male. It makes her body immortal like his. Quasi-immortal, at least. Very long lived. They’re bound together. If he dies, she dies.”


  Male. Female. He was using very distant language, but the pain in his pale amber eyes was viscerally close.


  “That’s pretty damn intense.”


  “Yes, it is. But it’s a necessary part of the sealing, in order for the bond to take. And this is why I need a female who will love me—a true love, no less. Because only through a True Love will the bond take hold. Only then will the sealing be fixed. And the sealing must take—she must be made immortal—for her body to endure the birthing of an immortal dragon.”


  “Holy shit.” She was pretty sure her eyes were as big as they ever got.


  “Indeed.” He sucked air in through his teeth, the pain on his face easing a little. “It’s a permanent, centuries-long choice. This is why it has to be the right woman, Arabella. So please, I’m very serious about wanting to find a woman who can love a man like me. This isn’t about sex, although… the sex between mates is supposed to be amazing. And pleasing my mate—well, that’s everything a dragon lives for.”


  A warmth was building low in her belly. These words were working a strange magic on her body, like an incantation that said have sex with this man right now. She could feel her pulse throbbing with a crazy amped-up need. Was this guy for real? Were there really any men in the world who thought like this?


  But he wasn’t a man. He was a golden dragon.


  It was impossible, and yet here she sat with him. His eyes were intense on her face, waiting for her reaction.


  She dropped her gaze to the tablet, clearing her throat and tapping with a shaky hand to bring up the WildLove app. “Well, that’s a hell of a proposition.” She swallowed and looked up when she thought she could face him. “Let’s not lead with that, okay? Let’s start with coffee.”


  A glorious smile broke out on his face, and she could swear she felt the heat of it down to her core. Damn, this man was beautiful.


  “Sounds very sensible.” His eyes were blazing at her, so she dropped her gaze again.


  She tapped through the app. “It’s very simple to set up. You identify yourself as a shifter, upload a picture, put your one-liner in about what you’re looking for in a match, and then you start swiping.”


  “Swiping?” he asked, leaning close again and washing that masculine scent over her. He had a touch of the mountain air on him now, plus just a hint of muskiness, probably from the exertion of taking her on a magical dragon ride around his castle. Or keep. Or lair. Whatever.


  God, the heat was pooling in between her legs. She crossed them. Then she leaned back and held up the tablet between them, a barrier between her and the gorgeous man who was wrecking havoc on her body… all without even touching her. “All right, give me your sexiest I want to mate with you and have your dragonlings smile.” She tapped until she brought the camera up. Then his face loomed large in front of her again, but he wasn’t looking at the camera. He was studying the bedspread. Or her legs. Or something, but he wasn’t looking her way. She opened her mouth to harass him when he slowly drew his gaze up, inch by inch, and by the time he was staring into the camera, he was giving her hot flashes between her legs that had her squeezing them tighter.


  She spastically tapped the button and took about twenty shots of his smoldering hotness. Jesus. If that didn’t get him about a thousand matches, she didn’t know what would.


  “Okay then,” she breathed out.


  “I forgot to smile.” There was a dangerously sexy undertone to his voice that forbade her from looking at him while she fussed with the camera. If she did, her legs were not staying shut, and she’d be jumping his body in two-tenths of a second flat and embarrassing herself in the extreme. Not to mention taking an incredibly stupid risk with her heart.


  “No, no, that’s… great. Great shot.” God, her voice was unsteady. She focused on uploading the fuck-me-now picture and paged through to the part where he entered a line about himself. “Okay, what do you want to say on your profile?”


  “How about, I’m interested in a strong woman who speaks her mind and wants to share her life with me?” The hotness factor had stepped down a notch, but good grief.


  “How about Let’s have coffee and see how it goes? Good God, Lucian.”


  “Too intense?” He was smiling now, so it was safe to look at him. Barely.


  “You covered intense in that photo.” She shook her head and went back to the app. Swiped a few times and submitted. “Okay, you’re live.” She set the tablet in her lap and peered into his very attentive eyes. “This is how this works. If they like your profile, they swipe right. If they don’t, they swipe left. You do the same. When there’s a match, you can message them. Then we set up something from there.”


  “A date?” he asked, eyes sparkling.


  “Well…” She pursed her lips. “To be honest, I’m pretty sure this is a hookup app.”


  “So we’re talking sex right away.” He didn’t seem put off by this. Obviously… he was a man.


  “I thought you hadn’t done this in a while.”


  “I haven’t.” He smiled a little. “But I’m not oblivious. And my House is filled with dragons for whom hooking up is a full-time occupation. Not least, my brother.”


  “You have a brother?”


  “Two, actually. We’re triplets.”


  “Triplets? Wow.” She didn’t know why that blew her mind. Yes, she did… three men on this planet as hot as the one sitting next to her? That should break some rule of equality in the universe. Too much hotness in one family. She shook her head to clear it and glanced down at the tablet. Holy Christ. “You’ve already got matches.” She lifted the tablet for him to see. “Well, damn. That didn’t take any time at all. You’ve got twenty women hot for you already.” She swiped up the first one and showed it to him—she was a very curvy blonde posing to show off her assets to maximum benefit.


  “Right to accept. Left to reject. Correct?” he asked.


  “You got it.” She watched as he made quick work of swiping through the women who had already tagged him. He hardly seemed to glance at them. By the time he had worked through the twenty, there were five more. He dispatched those as well… only he hadn’t accepted any of them. “Did you even read their profiles?” Maybe this was going to be harder than she thought. These women were cute. Did he want a supermodel or something? Did he need someone to make super-cute baby dragons with?


  “I read quickly,” he said. “Is there a way for me to search?”


  “Um… not really.” She frowned at him. What was he searching for? She tapped through the menus and brought up the options. “I’ve already entered your gender, human or shifter, and what you’re looking for, male or female. That’s pretty much it.”


  “Okay.” But he took the tablet and started swiping again. It didn’t take long—he was swiping through at a furious rate. After a minute of watching him, she considered just leaving him alone with his tablet and his future-mate-picking, but then he looked up and handed the tablet back to her. “Three matches. What’s next?”


  She frowned, but sure enough, he’d swiped right for three women, and all three had already messaged him, saying they were ready to hook up anytime, anywhere. Well, yeah, with that smokin’ hot face… then she noticed, as their profiles popped up, that they each had something in common. Green eyes.


  “What do you think?” he asked.


  She was thinking that maybe he had a green eye fetish. And that it had absolutely nothing to do with the fact that her eyes were green. Nothing. But she was kind of stalled out, and her mouth had been temporarily short-circuited from her brain.


  She cleared her throat. “I’m thinking…” She looked up, and that intense look was back on his face. “I’m thinking that you should reply. Nothing too creepy. Don’t mention the mating. They obviously want to…” Her gaze drifted down to the tablet again. These women were gorgeous. And looking to get laid by a hot shifter. This was seriously their lucky day.


  “They want to have sex,” he said. “Do you think I shouldn’t?”


  She looked up. His earnestness was endearing. “Well, no. I mean, yes. You should absolutely have sex. And, you know, rock her world.” She bit her lip. This couldn’t possibly be more uncomfortable. “Just don’t show her your dragon, okay? Not right away.”


  He frowned a little. “Is my dragon so awful to look upon?”


  “No, it’s beautiful. It’s just… frightening as fuck.”


  That gorgeous grin sprang back to his face. “Well, then. I’ll keep that part tucked away.”


  She handed the tablet back to him, really hating on the part of her heart that was crumbling a little at the idea of him in bed with any one of the three women whose pictures she had just checked out. That was just Stupid with a capital S. “You should probably pick just one to start with.”


  He nodded and tapped out a message to the woman. As he was still typing, the massive TV screen on the wall lit up and pinged a sound. Then it showed a video feed of some kind—a man standing before a door. He tipped his head up to look straight into the camera. “Come on, Lucian, get out of bed and let me in.”


  Arabella flushed—they were in bed—but could this guy see them?


  Lucian scowled at the TV and stood up, dropping the tablet on the bed cover behind him. “I’m otherwise engaged at the moment. And when I said knock, I didn’t mean hacking my security system feed.”


  “Well, then don’t leave loopholes in your system, bro.” The man smirked up at the camera, and Arabella could see the family resemblance immediately—same chiseled cheeks and crazy-sexy smile, although his was more sly and less intense than Lucian’s. His eyes were blue instead of amber, but they were definitely related. “We can discuss your completely inadequate security measures another time. Zephan is here. And he wants to see you.”


  Lucian’s scowl darkened. “I’ll be right down.” He flicked his finger at the TV screen, and it went dark. Then he glanced at the tablet. “We’ll have to continue this later.”


  “What’s up?” she asked, rising from the bed.


  “I’ll explain on the way.” He took her by the elbow and gently guided her toward the bedroom door. He wasn’t angry or insistent, but there was no denying the urgent tension in his body and the quickness of his strides. He released her when they reached the spiral staircase down to the great room. “Zephan is a Fae Prince in the Winter Court. And I have a feeling he’s here on account of that demon which attacked you.”


  “Fae? As in faery?” She took the stairs quickly, trying to keep up.


  “Yes. And if he’s literally here at the keep, he’s far too close to you.”


  “To me?” She was confused. Why did this have anything to do with her?


  Lucian didn’t answer, just led her through the great room, the kitchen, and a long entry hall until they reached a wide double door with golden hinges. He palmed a flat panel on the wall next to the door, and it swung open. The man on the video feed stood outside, one hand propped against the door frame.


  “Arabella, this is my brother, Leonidas,” Lucian said, quickly. “Leonidas, Arabella.”


  She nodded, and Leonidas’s gaze swept her head-to-toe. There was great humor in his eyes, and he looked like he was dying to say something, but he managed to hold it back.


  “I thought you were triplets,” she said, not sure what to say in the awkward, heated tension that had instantly fallen between them.


  “Obviously fraternal,” Lucian said, not pleased at all about that question, apparently.


  “I’m the good-looking one,” Leonidas said, extending his hand.


  She shook it—he was just as tall and gorgeous as Lucian, but the way he held her hand felt like he wanted to start sampling her skin there and work his way down. Jesus, were these dragon princes all so insanely sexual, all the time? She pulled her hand back.


  “No touching,” Lucian practically growled at his brother. “And no talking, either. Guard her with your life, Leonidas. Any harm comes to her, and I’ll take it out of you, one scale at a time.”


  Leonidas’s blue-eyed gaze never left her. “Of course.” He smirked, stepped inside the doorway, then finally glanced at Lucian. “Zephan’s waiting for you outside the wards.”


  Lucian’s eyes narrowed, but he just slipped out the door without a word and palmed it closed from some control outside.


  She was alone with Leonidas.


  “Well, well, well,” he said, looking her over. If the once-over he gave her before was an appraisal, this one felt like she had suddenly been stripped of her clothes, and he was already tasting her, one nibble at a time.


  “Well, what?” she asked sharply. “Like what you see?”


  He raised an eyebrow. “Ah… the strong ones are always the best.” His tongue visited his bottom lip, tasting it as though he were imagining tasting her.


  She’d met a dozen men like him. Maybe not all insanely hot look-alikes to Lucian, but all with that same lascivious appraisal for any woman within sight. Like she was just a thing for him to take to bed. Or bend to his will in some way. She felt the hovering presence of Lucian all around her, giving her some measure of protection in his lair. Surely his brother wouldn’t try anything in Lucian’s own apartment… but if he did, she’d be putting up a serious fight. Not that she’d win against a dragon—she wasn’t an idiot—but she’d leave some blood smears for his trouble, even if they were her own.


  Her fists curled up. “Just try me, pal.”


  His smirk grew into a smile. “Not on your life, Princess. I value my own.” And with that, he strode toward the great room, not even glancing back. “But we have so much to talk about.”
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  Lucian practically sprinted to the central meeting room of the keep.


  Tension itched down his back every step he moved away from Arabella. Especially given he was leaving her in the hands of Leonidas. Not that Lucian believed for one second that his brother would try to bed Arabella. Not only did he know Lucian would tear him apart—one dragon infringing on another’s treasure was more than enough justification for a battle to the death, brotherhood notwithstanding—but Leonidas had every motivation to help Lucian succeed in finding a mate and upholding the treaty. No, the agitation Lucian felt animating his legs to go faster and get this business with Zephan over with came from an entirely different place, one that unsettled him the more he thought about it.


  He didn’t like being separated from her.


  Sitting next to her on the bed, flirting hard with her while playing it cool, and trying not to actually ravage her body, had taken more restraint than he expected. And the arousal rolling off her in waves had almost undone him. If he were successful in seducing her, he would, of course, be bedding her along the way. The right time and the right place were the only questions. But this nervous twitch, this need to be back in her presence, sweetly tormented by her attraction to him, her succumbing to his dragon pheromones… that was dangerous for him.


  He needed her to want him. 


  He did not need to desire her in return.


  Lucian reached the meeting room, striding past the assemblage of couches and toward the large circular table that was inscribed with the same dragon symbol he and his brothers had etched in their skin nearly from the moment of their birth. The other dragons who joined the House of Smoke from one clan or another gained theirs when they pledged fealty to the king and queen.


  His brother, Leksander, was already at the meeting room, hands braced against the table, scowling at the dragon emblem of their House.


  “Leonidas says we have company,” Lucian said, dragging his brother’s attention from his brooding. “What do we know?”


  Leksander scowled at the dragon for a moment longer then peered at him with his ice blue eyes. The runes on his neck were twitching—the fae was strongest in him of the three brothers. He was the picture of the halfling progenitor of their House, the original son of the Queen of the Summer Court and the King of the Dragon Houses whose portrait still hung in the royal couple’s lair. Leksander sometimes seemed more fae than dragon, possessing more rounded cheeks of his great, great, ten-times-over fae grandmother. It made him exceptional at controlling demons, which was one reason why Lucian sent him out to search for those that might be haunting Seattle. It also might be why his brother was obsessed with a certain angeling. It was, at times, hard to tell the fae from the fallen—they were less different than they pretended, in spite of being enemies.


  “We know that Zephan is annoyed,” Leksander answered, straightening up. He ran a hand through his short-cut hair. “And we know there are more demons in Seattle than there should be.”


  Lucian snarled. “Halflings? Or full-blooded demons? What are we dealing with here?”


  Leksander shook his head and dropped his gaze back to the dragon emblem, tapping it absently with one finger. “Only halflings, as far as I could detect. I’m not sure what to make of it. As soon as I would catch a whiff, it was gone. As if they were there one moment and then banished the next.”


  “That makes no sense.”


  “I know,” Leksander said. “But the fae have all manner of magic of which we have no knowledge whatsoever. I would put nothing past them in terms of trickery, and they are an insidious lot. This could be something in the planning for many decades. Or it could be some lark they dreamed up days ago.”


  “I don’t recall ever sensing demon in the city, even before the troubles.”


  Leksander gave him an indulgent look. “Neither do I and yet I spend no time in the human realm. Or as little as possible. And you spend even less, my brother.”


  Lucian scowled. He was used to taking crap from Leonidas—but he and Leksander had a mutual agreement, unspoken but holding for decades, to not mention each other’s respective obsessions. Leksander for a woman he can never have, and Lucian for the one he lost. “Well, even our extremely promiscuous brother, who likes to dip into the human female population with astounding regularity, claims he has never encountered demons in Seattle.”


  “With his nose buried in female charms, do you really expect him to scent a demon?”


  He had a point. “Still, I suspect this is a new phenomenon. What manner of demons did you find? Mine was destroyed in the heat of the moment before I could think to sense its class.”


  “That’s unfortunate.” But Leksander didn’t seem overly critical about it. “The scents I followed during my patrol were not strong enough to get a good read. Just soot and sulfur and a sense of the dark arts that conjured them. They had the stink of fae, that’s all I know.”


  “Well, then, we’ll simply call Zephan to account for it.”


  Leksander snorted—as if calling the fae to account for anything was simple—but he nodded his agreement. Lucian flicked his fingers toward the control panel on the wall, sending a tiny spell of activation. The broad circular light panel that shone down on the meeting table slid back into a recessed panel in the ceiling, and the portal opened above them. It was one of the many strategic access points in the keep, ways for the dragons of the House of Smoke to easily enter and leave, en masse. 


  The keep itself contained state-of-the-art living quarters for those who dwelled within it, but there was no need for embattlements or thick concrete walls, like the original thousands-year-old keep into which Leksander and Leonidas and Lucian had been born, five centuries ago in the heart of France, not far from Paris. Back then, demon hauntings were much more frequent. Although the treaty was in place, the remnants of the pre-treaty times lingered in the form of creatures who still haunted the dank forests and countrysides of that time. The judicious use of slayers—angel hybrids bred specifically for the purpose of hunting demons—over time had all but eradicated the demon population among humans. Occasionally, in the far untouched reaches of the planet, a demon might yet live. But humanity had expanded at a great unfolding rate, their population swelling to fill the planet’s landmasses. There were few realms that were untouched by human feet in the mortal world. And demons had in turn been driven out.


  So this resurgence of demons in a metropolitan city like Seattle… it was practically unheard of in modern times. And troubling.


  The keep wasn’t hardened against demon hordes. When they’d relocated a hundred years ago to the remote, at that time, mountains outside Seattle, it no longer needed the stalwart, stone-walled construction. Since then, they’d refreshed the keep every few years with the latest, greatest, and most opulent treasure that could be acquired by human technology or magical means. As for protection, the king and queen were no fools—they used wards to keep out any immortals who were not expressly invited.


  And Zephan, reigning prince of the Winter Court, would never be one of those.


  Lucian and Leksander both shifted and rose through the portal that opened in the ceiling. The sun was still bright, reminding Lucian of the sweet agony of the ride he had given Arabella around his home. He flew hard to drive those thoughts away, keeping pace with Leksander as they winged their way toward a very specific rocky ledge carved into the mountains surrounding the keep. The ledge served as a calling station for anyone who wished to pay a visit—fae, angels, dragons of another House, or any creature of the immortal realm. It was just outside the perimeter warning system, serving as the front door for the keep at several miles away. With his dragon’s eyes, Lucian could easily see Zephan’s slender form pacing the narrow, rocky lip of the station.


  A smile stretched Lucian’s lips. He took pleasure in making the dark fae wait. As soon as Zephan caught sight of them, he stopped pacing and held rigidly still. Lucian and Leksander glided to alight at the very edge, as far from the fae prince as they could be while still standing on the ledge. The fae race generally traveled through magical doors—portals through which they manipulated space, squeezing it to nothing between two spots on the planet—but the treaty had exacting standards that pointed out how close to the keep the portal could reside. This shelf of rock was within feet of that treaty-defined perimeter. The fae were nothing if not precise in fulfilling the terms of a contract.


  Zephan glared at them with ice clear eyes that had only a hint of blue. He acted as though Leksander and Lucian were causing him some horrible inconvenience, but he still possessed the cool demeanor typical of the Winter Court. He and his brother folded their wings and shifted to human. The runes on Zephan’s face writhed with the nearness of his dragon foes, especially the Summer Court blood that Lucian and Leksander carried. Zephan’s long dark hair lifted slightly in the breeze, providing a strangely soft contrast to the sharp features of his face. And there were those damned pointed ears, reminding Lucian that the fae, while appearing human, were nothing of the sort.


  “How is the Winter Court?” Lucian asked him. “You needn’t travel all this way to say hello—a simple email would do.” The treaty didn’t keep the fae separate from the mortal world—strictly speaking, it only required non-interference—so if a fae wished to don glamour and masquerade as human, nothing would prevent it. They merely were prohibited from killing humans or otherwise interfering with the natural progression of their lives. Lucian had his own reasons for keeping separate from humans most of the time, but he meant what he said to Arabella about being a guardian. His whole purpose in life was essentially to protect humanity. Perhaps originally, the treaty was born of the need to protect human stock for procreation with dragons, to perpetuate the species, but every dragon loved humanity in a way that was more literal for some—like Leonidas—and more altruistic for others. Leksander loved them from afar. Lucian felt the inherent need to protect them. But the fae—they prided themselves on their separation from the mortal world. And their loathing for it.


  The disdain on Zephan’s face couldn’t be more clear. “If I wished to send you a message, trust me, you would receive it.”


  The fae were such assholes. “Have you lost a demon or two?” Lucian asked. “I killed one last night.”


  “Did you? How unfortunate. You could’ve simply turned it back over to me.” Zephan’s apparent disinterest in the topic meant nothing. The fae were cold, calculating, and ambitious… and Zephan, with his facial runes identifying him as part of the Winter Court, was the prototypical example of a ruthless fae who would do or say anything to achieve his aims. Not that the fae could lie—not technically, anyway—but they were master manipulators. Not a word out of their mouths could be trusted, and their code of honor extended only to the exact letter of the law.


  Or, in this case, treaty.


  “This demon was half human,” Lucian said. “I’ll not be turning such a pitiful creature over to likes of you.” He didn’t know what the fae did with their demons—their dark arts brought them into existence, and just like Lucian’s fae runes, they could dispel them as well. They could conjure whatever demons they liked to serve them at court, but sending them out into the mortal world was strictly forbidden by the treaty. Lucian had no love for the predators who existed among the human population, whether demon halflings or not, but the fae took ruthlessness to a level that would shame the darkest human heart. Under no circumstances would he turn over something even half human to them.


  Zephan snorted, his disgust thick in the air. “Well, I can’t be accountable for some stray half demon showing up in your little human city. Our treaty clearly states that we will keep demons in abeyance and out of the mortal realm. There is no mention of halflings. I have no responsibility for that whatsoever.”


  “How the hell do you think a halfling is made, Zephan?” Leksander asked. In spite of their fae heritage, Lucian had a dragon’s proper level of loathing for the fae; Leksander took his to another level. Lucian sometimes suspected the reason his brother was so drawn to angels, the fae’s natural enemy, was precisely because he loathed the fae within himself.


  Zephan waved away Leksander’s accusation. “Who knows what you found roaming the streets of Seattle. That is none of my concern. It could simply be a leftover of some small cell of rogue demons hiding away and making their appearance only now.”


  That explanation was so patently ridiculous, Leksander snarled at the insult.


  The sound set Zephan’s runes twitching, the magic roiling under his skin. “Or,” he said archly, “the humans and their technology have advanced to the point of creating demons. Perhaps in a test tube. I hear that is a thing now.”


  Lucian’s eyes narrowed. How much did the fae know about the human world? How much did they know about anything? He had often wondered at their ability to know things they couldn’t possibly have access to as if they had some magical spying ability he was unaware of. The fae were far more a mystery than a known quantity.


  “Perhaps the Summer Court is involved,” Leksander said, coolly.


  Lucian shot him a glance. Those were fighting words. Why was he trying to rile up dissent between the courts? That could only cause trouble for the House of Smoke trying to keep the peace. Besides, Leksander knew the Summer Court didn’t traffic in demons, even in ancient times.


  Zephan pulled a face at that insult. Which was a genuine accomplishment on Leksander’s part. “As if the Summer Court could do anything so subtle as conjure a demon that could escape your notice for the better part of three centuries.”


  Lucian narrowed his eyes. Was the fae prince bragging now? “What the hell, Zephan? Are you admitting you’re in violation of—”


  Zephan’s eyes flashed, and a pulse of magical energy stronger than anything Lucian could generate emanated from the fae—a wave that nearly knocked Leksander from the ledge. “I am in violation of nothing.”


  “Fuck, Zephan,” Leksander muttered as he shifted to claws to keep hold of the narrow ledge.


  “A little touchy on that subject, are we?” Lucian asked. The fae were never more dangerous than when they were possibly being caught out on something.


  “You forget your place, dragon.” But Zephan was regaining his icy fae coolness. “It’s best that you have an occasional reminder.”


  Lucian didn’t need a reminder that the fae were far more powerful in magic than dragons could ever dream of commanding. It was the fae blood which ran through his veins that gave him any powers at all, beyond common dragon magic. It was the treaty, and the treaty alone, that kept the fae from running roughshod over the mortal world.


  “Is that why you’re here?” Leksander asked. “To remind us of our place?”


  “In fact, I came because I hear you have a new human lover, Lucian.” Zephan’s eyes drilled into him, and that icy coldness flushed straight to his core.


  “Word travels fast.” How the fuck did Zephan know about Arabella? Lucian steeled himself from throwing a glance at his brother. He knew Leksander would never breathe a word of anything to the fae. Ever. Under any circumstances. That left Leonidas, but Lucian couldn’t imagine his more loose-tongued brother blasting out information about Lucian’s bed partners to the Winter Court. Not to mention Arabella hadn’t even made it into his bed. Well, at least not for the kind of activity his lusty dragon side desired.


  Which only made him think that perhaps the demon he destroyed actually had been part of the Winter Court. Had it somehow communicated with its fae master before its demise?


  “Lucian’s lovers are none of your concern,” Leksander threw out, making Lucian cringe.


  Because of course, that wasn’t true at all.


  “Is that so?” Zephan asked, his icy stare still trained on Lucian. “Because if you’re on the cusp of renewing the treaty for another five hundred years, well, that interests me very much. It would be a shame, my dear prince, to have another tragic loss in the House of Smoke. You don’t have much luck with mates, do you?”


  Lucian had to restrain himself from shifting and taking a bite out of the fae. “We’re done here.”


  He turned his back on Zephan and shifted, spreading his wings as he leaped off the perch.


  “Do let me know if there’s a birthing ceremony I need to attend!” Lucian heard Zephan calling behind him. Then, thankfully, the wind was in his ears, and the scent of the dark fae was behind him. He heard a whisper of wings coming alongside, Leksander quickly catching up. Lucian thought briefly about running ahead to the keep. That horrible twitching feeling was back—the one that said he needed to be by Arabella’s side. It was a bad sign.


  Do you think he’s telling the truth? Leksander’s thought floated past the angry and agitated part of Lucian’s mind.


  The fae never tell you a lie, but they sure as hell never tell you the truth, Lucian answered. His brother knew this.


  You speak the truth on that, Leksander thought. But I cannot decide if this is some convoluted, secret plan by the fae to infiltrate the human population with demon halflings as if that were some way to get around the treaty… or if it is simply a human thing.


  What do you mean? Lucian cocked his head to glance at his brother’s dragon form flying next to him. Leksander was a silver dragon, and the glints of morning sun on his scales made him look ethereal, like the angelings he loved so much.


  What if the hatred that has been stirred up in the city recently has unleashed a whole other side of humanity? I love the humans, Lucian, truly I do, but they have their darker moments. Maybe this is a new part of them. A mutation.


  Holy mother of magic… that would put a horrible twist on things. That would be a hell of a loophole for the fae with the treaty, he sent to Leksander.


  Yes. A dangerously large loophole. Leksander swooped and banked towards the portal at the top of the meeting room.


  Lucian growled. Or perhaps they were demons planted by the Winter Court, and they are simply feeding on the hate that has been fomenting in Seattle. That’s Leonidas’s theory.


  Leksander alit on top of the keep. I hope you’re right, my brother. But perhaps I should conference with the angelings to see if they have any insights into this.


  Lucian smirked. Leksander would take any excuse he could to get close to his favorite slayer. Do that. But I also want regular patrols of the city. We’ll take shifts—you, me, and Leonidas. I want to catch one of these demons in the act and do more than destroy it… I want to track down its master.


  Understood. Leksander lifted off again, leaving the keep and heading for the angel realm he loved.


  Lucian shifted on his way down through the portal, conjuring clothes as well. His mind was in a twist. Zephan’s interest in and knowledge of the fact that Arabella was in the keep sent shivers of anger and a small touch of fear through him.


  He didn’t like the fae even knowing about his treasure.


  And a threat from a fae prince—however vague—was something too dangerous to ignore.
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  Arabella was arriving in Seattle like she was royalty.


  There was no other way to describe the smooth-as-glass ride, the rich cream leather interior, the sparkling electronics everywhere, from the mounted tablet to the flat screen TV instead of a rear window—even the coffee maker was some kind of high-end electronic gadget she didn’t understand. Lucian Smoke certainly knew how to travel in style. The limousine was decked out with every creature comfort, including heated seats and fresh, crushed ice. And with Lucian’s right-hand-dragon driving, she had Lucian sitting next to her on the bench seat. And he was much closer than he needed to be. Seriously, there were at least a dozen seats in the stretch limo, yet he was sitting right next to her, peering into her eyes, and asking her earnest questions about how to approach his date.


  Although “date” was a pretty loose term. He was going to hook up with a green-eyed girl in a hotel. A girl who was definitely not named Arabella.


  This shouldn’t bother her in the slightest—okay, maybe she was due a small amount of envy of the hot sex the two of them would have—but there was nothing to account for the quiver of nerves in her stomach. Was she worried this girl wouldn’t fall madly in love with Lucian like Arabella needed her to? She honestly had a hard time picturing that happening. The man had the face of a god, the body of an angel—even when not in dragon form—and oozed sex appeal. Plus he was kind and decent, in spite of the weird situation they were in. Or maybe even more so because of it. This woman—Sandra was her name—was getting far more than the hot action she signed up for on the WildLove app. If Arabella had any money to spare beyond paying the rent, she would totally bet on Sandra losing her heart to Lucian’s charms with the first orgasm—that was like money in the bank.


  “Are you sure I shouldn’t take her to coffee first?” Lucian was asking for the third time.


  “If a woman says meet me at this hotel room, and you take her to coffee instead, she’s going to rightly wonder what’s wrong with you.” She swallowed down the dryness in her throat. “You don’t want her to think you’re not hot for her. Not a good way to start.”


  His gaze dropped to examine her hands, which lay in her lap, the knuckles of one pounding the flat palm of the other—it was her nervous tic, the one she subconsciously deployed whenever she was agitated.


  Lucian gently laid a hand on top of hers. “Are you all right?”


  She forced her hands to lie still. “I’m fine.” Only she wasn’t. She needed to hit the gym and kick the shit out of something for a while. Or find a partner for some judo and expend energy that way. That was her go-to relief when the endless stretches of sexual tension had built up and needed more release than her vibrator could give. And she’d built up a lifetime’s worth of sexual tension over the last three days in the presence of Lucian Smoke. Every time he was near, he kept giving her these intense looks and small touches, and dammit, that manly smell of his… it was like she was constantly floating in a sea of testosterone, and her body was in a perpetual state of heat. Agitation. Need. For God’s sake—the man was undeniably hot, but this unrelenting sexual tension was driving her insane. She could hardly think straight.


   “Are you worried about returning to the city?” he asked, the concern deep on his face.


  “No.”


  Lucian was convinced that Seattle wasn’t safe, going on round after round of patrols for demons like the one who attacked her. She’d tried to explain the guy was just a client’s maniac boyfriend, but Lucian was having none of it. So, when he finally settled on a WildLove hookup—after she pestered him for days to accept someone; for some reason, he kept stalling—she’d talked him into letting her return to her office as well, just for a few hours. She’d get some work done while he was off screwing his potential future mate in a hotel. And that really shouldn’t bother her. Because dammit, it was her idea. But it did. “I really do have a life, you know.” Shit. Even she could hear the defensiveness in that.


  His eyes blazed a little. “A lover?”


  Damn him. “Like that’s any of your business.”


  He leaned forward a little. “I need to know everything about you, Arabella. To know if I can trust you with our secret.”


  “Still none of your business.” Her agitation was making her legs jumpy. And her body flushed again with his nearness, betraying her. God, she needed to work—something, anything, to distract from his insane hotness. But her thoughts strayed like the little traitors they were to the fancy downtown hotel that Lucian would soon be sharing with this woman he didn’t know. When an image of Lucian laying her—Arabella—back on an enormous high-class white-pillow-covered bed invaded her mind, she forcefully closed her eyes to ward it off. And went back to pounding her hand into her fist. And biting her lip—hard.


  Those thoughts were not welcome. Lucian would be banging someone today, and it would not be her. Not today or the next day. Or the day after that. This was a simple fact. And this rendezvous with Sandra needed to happen. So Arabella could get back her freedom and get on with her life.


  She felt the heat of his hand a moment before it landed on her cheek. Her eyes jerked open, but she didn’t pull away. His touch was gentle… and red hot. It was just the backs of his fingers lightly brushing her cheek as he tucked a loose strand of hair behind her ear, but it trailed a hot line across her skin.


  “I’m sorry,” he said, quietly. He pulled his hand back.


  She steeled herself from following after it.


  “Your lovers are your business,” he said, but his gaze was intense again. “I shouldn’t pry. I’m just worried that…” He stopped, frowning and dropping his gaze again.


  “Worried about what?” She couldn’t help being drawn in by him. What was wrong with her?


  He looked up again, held her gaze for a moment, then rolled up the cuff of his starched white dress shirt. She’d seen him naked before—for a split second that replayed in her mind again and again—and she’d noticed a lot of tattoos. A couple on his chest, his shoulder, and up and down his arms. Even a few that edged up on his neck. But she hadn’t had a good look at any of them. Now he was baring his sexy, muscular forearm and holding it out for her inspection.


  They looked like some kind of ancient writing. “What do they mean?” She couldn’t help reaching out to touch one set of symbols with her fingertip. His skin was hot, almost like he had a fever, and the tattoos twitched under her touch. She jerked her hand back and looked up at him. “They’re magic, aren’t they?”


  He let out a low breath, and his eyes were slightly hooded. Like her touch on the tattoo had done something to him. Her face heated at that thought, and she couldn’t decide if that was bad or good.


  She held her breath, waiting.


  He pulled in some air and seemed to recover. “They’re very… sensitive.”


  Oh, Jesus. She swallowed.


  “They’re called runes, and they’re part of my fae ancestry.” His voice was less breathy and more normal again. “My great-grandmother ten generations ago was the Fae Queen of the Summer Court. She mated with a dragon, and every generation in the House of Smoke from then on has had some variation of fae magic in their blood. And that magic lets me sense things… taste them.” The smooth, honeyed tone of his voice made that sound insanely erotic.


  The quivers in her stomach stepped up to a full jitter riot. “What kinds of things?”


  “A wide range.” Then he dropped his voice and nailed her with that hot pale-amber stare. “Among other things, I can taste a person’s experiences. A sense of who they are. Their history.” He arched an eyebrow, just slightly. “Especially their sexual experiences, both good and bad.”


  Oh shit. “Well, that’s not weird at all.” What did he know about her? The idea that he had tasted her in some magical sense was sending shivers up and down her body. Even worse, not all of them were bad.


  He smiled a little, but it was pained. “You have a dark history with men.”


  Every muscle in her body stiffened. “Yeah, so? A lot of women do. You should see the stories that come through my office. Men are assholes.”


  He nodded. “I tasted that from the first moment I met you.”


  “In the alley?” But some of the tension drained to her feet. He wasn’t… judging her.


  “Yes. And I have to admit, it was more than a little arousing to see you give back to that demon what he deserved.” The smile on his face was going to kill her. Just absolutely kill her. And arousing? Why did he have to say things like that?


  Her lady parts were aflame. “Maybe you should have Sandra beat up some guy before you take her to bed.”


  His eyes widened a little… then he laughed. A short, clear laugh, but it shook the tattoos on his arm. Or maybe they just moved around on their own, fading and then rising from below his skin. He dipped his head and peered at her, humor and intensity mixed in his eyes. “She might think that a little odd.”


  “Just a little.” God, was it hot in here? She needed air. Her gaze darted away from him and his sexy, humor-filled face, searching out the window.


  They were close to her office.


  Thank God.


  She was in desperate need of distraction, and her clients were just the ticket. Besides, they were getting restless. One was trying to get a restraining order in place. Another was stuck between halfway houses and needed a referral. A third simply needed to talk again—Arabella didn’t know if her client planned to finally file that divorce decree to get away from her abusive husband, but if she did, Arabella needed to be there to hook her up with all the right services to get her through to the other side in one piece. Safe. Her clients truly needed her—and she needed a distraction from her dilemma with this ridiculously hot dragon shifter in search of a mate.


  “Looks like we’re here!” she said brightly, easing away from Lucian on the bench seat as the limo pulled up to the curb. “But hey, you better not linger with this car in this neighborhood. Especially at night. You’ll get jacked in no time.”


  “I doubt that very much.” The smooth confidence in his voice made her wonder if he would go all dragon-crazy on someone if they tried to take his fancy car.


  Before she could ask, their dragon driver—Lucian had introduced him as Cinaed—had opened the door for her. She scrambled out and reflexively glanced around. Her office was, of necessity, in a pretty downtrodden part of Seattle. She couldn’t afford the rent in the nicer business districts, and she knew better than to set up shop where the downtown shifter gangs had staked out their territory, so that left the small strip where the junkies hid out in the alleys, and the businesses had mostly fled. Rent was cheap. She had iron bars on the windows and a roll down lock-up on the door, plus a broken security camera perched above it, just to frighten away the ones who had some sense. It wasn’t much to look at, but the low rent kept her in business—her clients didn’t have much either.


  Cinaed looked like he was on high-alert as he held the door for Lucian. “I don’t care for the looks of this, my liege,” he said quietly.


  My liege? It spun her head how these dragon shifters talked.


  Lucian pulled in a breath. “No demons, at least none that I can scent at the moment.” He looked Cinaed full in the face. “You’re not to leave her side, even for an instant.”


  “Understood.” Cinaed closed the door of the limo. He was dressed in business clothes—a starched white shirt, skinny black tie, and tailored pants—but his hair was long, falling past his shoulders, and the scruff on his face was halfway between five o’clock shadow and sexy beard-in-the-making. And with that vaguely-Irish accent and deep green eyes, he looked more like a rakish Highlander than a Seattle dot-com-er. Were all dragon shifters drop-dead gorgeous? Lucian’s brother, Leonidas, was the same way—intensely masculine and sexual—but he’d just pestered her for questions about her background, where she came from and what she did for work. Her body didn’t react to either of them the way it lost its senses whenever Lucian was around.


  “Are you seriously going to leave the car here unattended?” she asked Lucian and Cinaed, who were both eyeing the peeling paint and chipped cinderblock of her office entrance. Truthfully, the harsh light of the streetlamp hid most of the flaws—it looked worse during the day. It used to be a shoe-shine place, a million years ago when this part of Seattle wasn’t a vacant lot with more junkies and boarded-up businesses per square foot than any other part of the city.


  “It’ll be fine.” Cinaed stalked toward her office, going ahead of her like he was making sure it was safe. He took a position by the door, still glancing down the sidewalk as if someone might leap out of the alley and attack them. Although it hadn’t been far from here that she had been attacked and dragged into an alley, so she supposed his concern was warranted.


  Lucian waved his hand at the limo and whispered something under his breath.


  The car disappeared.


  Arabella stared hard at the spot, but there was absolutely nothing there. “That’s… a really good trick.” She glanced around the street, but there was no one to notice that Lucian had just pulled a Houdini with his stretch limo.


  He took her by the elbow, his hand hot on her skin, and urged her toward the door. “I’m more concerned about you being on the street. Shall we go inside?”


  “Don’t you have a date to get to?” she asked, but she strode toward the door. She knocked because along with losing her phone the night of the attack, she’d also dropped her bag with her keys, wallet, and the few items she carried when she went to work. All of that must have ID’d her at the scene when the police had arrived. “You don’t want to be late,” she said, although Lucian didn’t seem in any hurry.


  “Once I know you’re secure, I’ll leave Cinaed to watch over you.” He stopped his scanning of the street to settle his gaze more softly on her. “I won’t be gone too long.”


  “Don’t tell her that,” Arabella said, wrinkling up her forehead.


  That brought a smile to his face just as the door opened. She had called ahead so Rachel would meet them there and open up the place. 


  “Hey, girl!” Rachel stepped back from the door to let her in. “Did you kick that virus’s—” She stopped to gape at Cinaed leading the way into the office, scanning the cramped front room with its ratty couch and battered metal receptionist desk. The door that led to Arabella’s office was slightly ajar, showing the desk with their sole computer, another ancient sofa, and a scuffed wooden chair that served as her counseling room for meeting with clients.


  Cinaed was scowling, but he quickly checked out the place, looking for lurking demons probably. Lucian’s face was likewise showing his contempt for her humble office as he closed the front door behind him. Sure, it wasn’t a luxurious dragon castle in the sky, but come on… she did mostly pro-bono work for the abused. What did he expect?


  Rachel’s mouth was hanging open. “Holy hell,” she breathed. Then she dropped her voice. “I thought you were fighting the flu, not winning the man lottery.” It was spoken in a whisper-hiss to Arabella, but it wasn’t like the place was big enough that the men wouldn’t also hear.


  “They’re my bodyguards, Rach,” she hissed back. The last thing she needed was Rachel lusting after dragon-shifters. That was not a conversation she wanted to have. “I told you about them on the phone.”


  “Yeah, but day-um, girl.” She couldn’t be any more obvious.


  Cinaed threw a smirk to Lucian, but his expression was unchanged. He glanced back at the front door and ran a hand along the broken-and-repaired door frame around it. The hinges were shiny compared to the dull gleam of the metal trim—they’d had an irate ex-boyfriend kick it in six months ago. Yeah, it looked like shit, but it was twice as secure now.


  Lucian’s judgmental look was getting under her skin. “It may not look like much, but it keeps out the riff-raff.” She folded her arms and challenged him with a lift of her chin.


  But he just tipped his head to her and spoke to Cinaed. “I’m a little concerned.”


  The man looked affronted. “The only one to worry is the one who dares enter without my blessing.”


  Lucian smiled a little. “Don’t leave us a mess, Cinaed.”


  Cinaed rolled his eyes, but then his gaze landed on Rachel, who seemed to stop breathing because of it. He pulled in a breath of his own and let it out slow. “I’ll do my best to stay out of trouble’s way.”


  Oh no. Was Lucian’s right-hand-man putting the moves on her friend? Arabella unlocked her arms and was about to stride over to break up whatever spell Cinaed was casting on Rachel, but Lucian stepped in front of her, blocking her path.


  He dipped his head to whisper in her ear, and that fixed her in her spot faster than almost anything on the planet could. “I’ll make arrangements to forward some funds to your account right away.”


  What? She pulled back to look at him. “But we haven’t finished…” She didn’t really want to talk about their little agreement in front of Rachel, not that her friend was paying any attention—she’d already fallen down the rabbit hole of staring into Cinaed’s green eyes.


  “Call it an advance,” he said quietly, just for the two of them. “You need better security for the work you do here.”


  She couldn’t argue with that. In fact, she’d already mentally earmarked Lucian’s money-promise for a close-circuit camera and a security alarm system. Assuming she could get any kind of private security company to come to this part of town.


  The soft look Lucian was giving her, combined with the promise of support… her skin was heating again, but it wasn’t anger or irritation. “Thanks.” She swallowed down the awkwardness. “You better get going.”


  There was a pinch of disappointment in his eyes, which made her cringe. She didn’t want to appear ungrateful. He leaned back and spoke louder, for Cinaed’s benefit. “I’ll return soon.”


  That seemed to break the spell of whatever staring contest he and Rachel were engaged in. Thank God.


  Cinaed nodded. “We’ll be here.”


  Lucian gave her one last look before slipping out the door. It closed solidly behind him. Arabella went to set the locks, then turned back to Rachel and Cinaed.


  “So you’re a bodyguard, huh?” Rachel was asking, practically drooling on their cheap linoleum.


  Oh, dear God. Here it comes. Rachel’s patented love-em-hard-and-leave-em routine.


  Cinaed had a half smile on his face, eyes alight for her. “At the moment, yes.”


  “You can guard my body any—”


  “Okay, that’s enough.” Arabella cut her off before Rachel could arrange a hookup of her own while Lucian was off having his hookup. Everyone was having sex but her. Which was fine—she’d long ago given up on that being a thing for her—but she really didn’t need the reminder.


  “What?” Rachel asked as Arabella strode over and grasped onto her arm.


  She tugged her best friend, practically a sister to her, toward the office, but directed her words to Cinaed. “Please excuse us a moment.”


  Cinaed’s flirtatious look dissolved into a slightly alarmed one. “I’m not to leave you unattended.”


  She pointed to the office he had just checked out. “There’s no back door, okay? I’m not sneaking off. I just need to have a chat with my friend. Privately.”


  He frowned. “I don’t think—”


  But she was already hauling an indignant Rachel across the threshold. “Watch the front door!”


  “Alright, but—”


  She shut the door, cutting off his protest.


  “Hey!” Rachel complained. “You can’t bring an extreme hottie like that into the office and not expect—”


  “He’s not the guy for you, Rach.”


  She gave a longing look at the door. “He is definitely the guy for me. At least once. Maybe twice, if he’s really good.”


  Arabella sighed. The last thing Rachel needed was another man in her life. She made a practice of leaving them before they could leave her, and somehow that translated into a string of unstable guys, orbiting her life like meteors just waiting to crash down and destroy everything. Although a tumble in the sheets with Cinaed would be a hundred-fold improvement over Rachel’s typical loser boyfriends. The last guy stole half the contents of Rachel’s meager apartment when he cleared out. Even that was better than the ones who took more than just her things. The ones who hurt her.


  “Hey,” Arabella said, soft enough that Rachel whipped her attention back to her. “Do you trust me? Because I’m looking out for you with this.”


  “What exactly is this?” she asked, gesturing to the door. “I mean, holy hotness on a stick, Ari—where did you get these guys? And why are you suddenly having beefcake for security? Where’s the money coming from for that?”


  Rachel was her partner in the business… so to speak. They’d grown up in foster care together, only Arabella aged out first. She managed to work her way through college and lucked into a scholarship for law school. Rachel, on the other hand, had always been a magnet for bad men and bad luck. When they finally reconnected, Rachel was one step away from being one of the junkies that stumbled around the alleyways outside the office. Arabella had convinced her to go back to school by hiring her as a receptionist. The truth was they both needed each other. And Rachel had literally saved her life when she had no one else to count on. She was the only family Arabella had.


  In spite of Arabella’s promise to Lucian, there was no way she could keep all this secret from Rachel. She would figure it out when the money came in anyway.


  “Okay, here’s the deal,” Arabella said. “These guys aren’t human.”


  Rachel scrunched up her face. Then she leaned forward and pressed the back of her hand to Arabella’s cheek. “Are you still sick, hon? Cuz those men are the finest specimens of man meat I’ve seen in…” She drifted off with the dead serious look on Arabella’s face. “Oh wait. You mean, like, literally…” She gasped and covered her mouth with both hands. “No way!” she said, but it came out muffled. Then she dropped her hands, but her mouth was still gaping. “Are you saying those guys are the sexy wolf-shifters I’ve been seeing on the news?”


  Not exactly. But that would work as a lie. And Arabella needed a cover story that would work for now—at least until she was done with this business with Lucian. She would explain everything later when Cinaed wouldn’t overhear from the other room.


  “Can you keep a secret?” she asked.


  But her best friend was already leaping to conclusions. “Yes!” She fist-pumped the air. “I’ve heard those shifters are hot as sin, I just never thought I’d see one in real life!” She flicked looks back and forth between Arabella and the door. “Wait… they’re totally into human females, right?”


  Well, she got that right. “Yeah, pretty much.”


  “Where did you find them?” She inched toward the door like she was going to sneak out and jump Cinaed right there in the office.


  Arabella caught her arm and yanked her back. “Rachel! You can’t just… look, they’re helping me out, okay? Lucian fought off a guy who attacked me—turns out he was a shifter, too. Rival gangs.”


  That brought Rachel up short. If there was one thing she’d had too much personal experience with, it was men on the wrong side of the law taking out their frustrations with their fists. Sometimes on her. “They’re in the gangs?”


  “Yeah.” She was spinning the lies fast and furious now. “There’s some kind of dispute between them, and I somehow landed in the middle. I have to lie low for a while. I’m staying at a safehouse Lucian has.” A flush of heat went through her when she thought about going back to Lucian’s lair with him after he banged this other girl. After Sandra was hopefully falling hard in love with him. It twisted Arabella’s head around so much—she needed this girl to fall in love with Lucian, but she also simultaneously, inexplicably, dreaded the talk afterward. About what to do next. About how to get Sandra to take this crazy leap into being his mate.


  “So they’re your bodyguards because they’re protecting you from a rival gang?” Rachel’s eyes were wide with this. “Oh, man. They don’t even know you. I’d heard they were all manly and protective, but…” Then her awe crashed down fast into that glinty-eyed savvy look Arabella knew so well. The one that wouldn’t be fooled for long by whatever story she told her. “Wait a minute. Are they making you… Ari, are they forcing you to…” Her eyes widened in alarm.


  “No!” Arabella rushed out, that weird heat rising to her face again. Conflicted. Her body’s over-the-top attraction to Lucian fighting with the part of her head that knew she had no business even thinking about that. Especially with a man like him. A dragon, for fuck’s sake. “No, I promise, Rach. They’re not that way. They wouldn’t force me into anything.”


  Rachel’s hunched up shoulders dropped. “Good. Because I’d have to kick their asses. Both of them.”


  Arabella grinned. “Well, at least Lucian would probably enjoy watching you try.”


  Rachel cocked an eyebrow at her. “Is that right?”


  Arabella flushed again. What was she doing? She tried to brush it off. “He just said something about the guy who attacked me. I was, you know, defending myself before Lucian showed up to help.” To save her life. She might have been able to fight off that asshole, but she wouldn’t stake her life on it. That’s why she carried that gun in the first place.


  “And he thought that was hot?” Rachel lifted both eyebrows.


  “Yeah. Pretty much.” Arabella was squirming inside her own skin.


  Rachel nodded, getting that savvy look again. “He’s into you, Ari.”


  “It’s not like that.” But of course, it was. At least her body was seriously into his body.


  “Yeah, sure it’s not.” She crossed her arms and tapped her lips with one finger. “Maybe this is the one for you. Maybe a hot shifter man is just what you need.”


  “I get all I need from Mr. Wiggles.” Yeah, so, she named her vibrator. It happens.


  Rachel rolled her eyes. “You know what I mean. It’s been long enough, Ari. You need to get back in the game again. The man game, not just a vacation with some vibrating plastic. And what better way to do that than with a one-night-stand with a wolf? I’ve totally followed this stuff on the news. They’re way into the no commitment, just hot sex thing with humans.”


  Arabella cringed. She loved Rachel like a sister, and Rachel knew all that had happened to Arabella that dark night… but that didn’t mean she confided everything to her best friend. Especially not all the times afterward that she had tried to put it behind her. She’d taken all the counseling advice and tried to turn it into practice for herself… but it simply hadn’t worked. And she knew, deep down, the truth of it was that she simply wasn’t ready. So she’d stop trying to fix herself and just focused on fixing the messed-up lives of the women who walked through her door. Getting them divorce decrees and orders of restraint and a fresh start on their lives.


  Because that she was damn good at.


  Lucian Smoke just complicated her life, but he wasn’t the answer to her problems. Except maybe paying the rent. That would help her keep doing the things she was actually good at. The rest was just a miserable reminder of the part of her that had withered and died.


  But Rachel didn’t know about any of that. And there was no way she’d let go of this, not if she thought Lucian was the answer. She’d be hounding Arabella to give it a try at least, all the way up until Lucian Smoke was mated off to some other woman and safely out of her life again.


  “I’ll think about it, Rach,” she lied. “In the meantime, I’ve only got a couple of hours here—then Lucian’s taking me back to the safehouse until this gang thing is all cleared up. So let’s get some work done while I’m here, okay? People are depending on us.”


  “All right.” Rachel grinned. “But I want to hear all about how shifters do it better when you get back.” She slid a look to the door. “And bring the Irish one back next time you come in.”


  Arabella shook her head. She dreaded finding out the details of how shifters, Lucian in particular, did it better… with someone else. Doing her best to banish that thought—and any others regarding the hot prince of the House of Smoke—she dove into her work.


  Focusing on others was what she did best, anyway.
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  “What do you mean, you’re not interested?” The woman was angry with him, and truly, he couldn’t blame her. His behavior was insulting, not to mention strange.


  Lucian tried to soften the blow. “If I were a normal man of any kind, I would be more than interested. I would already be bedding you.”


  Her eyes lit up. “That’s more like it.”


  He sighed. “But I’m not a normal man. Of any kind.”


  This deterred her not in the slightest. She eased up to him, the flimsy silk of her dress barely covering the swell of her substantial breasts and clinging to every other curve. “Of course not. You’re a shifter. The hottest kind of man.” She slid a hand up over his chest to the back of his neck, pressing her body against his.


  He gently took hold of her shoulders and stepped back. Obviously, he had not thought this through. With his singular focus on Arabella, he’d miscalculated the difficulty of pretending to have this hookup. She’d been urging him for days, and he only relented because he needed something to arouse some feelings in her—if only the base kind, jealousy—that he hadn’t yet managed to evoke in his bumbling attempts at seduction. At times, he wondered who was seducing whom. When Arabella was near, he could feel the heat of her body reacting to his, he could scent her desire, and what’s more, he could sense a tremendous need inside her, burning brighter with each passing day. But she stubbornly refused to take that extra step, the one that would end with them tumbling into bed, and with Arabella’s heart falling for him.


  Not that he deserved a woman like her.


  He was barely worthy to bed the blonde-haired beauty before him, and then, only because he would leave her with exactly what she wanted—a well-satisfied body. That was all she wanted, and it was all he had to offer any woman.


  And now he was denying this poor woman even that, all in service of seducing another woman that he, by all rights, should leave alone. He should return Arabella to her noble pursuits and relatively safe life. This game he was playing with her was a dangerous one… and not just to her. He could feel himself slipping, his own need burning bright, and if not for the treaty, he would fly to a place of solitude and simply wait until he reverted to wyvern, like any decent dragon would, given his position.


  But that wasn’t an option for him.


  And each moment he spent in Arabella’s presence, he was seduced even more by her nature and her needs, the passion and the buried darkness. He ached to take her to his bed. That would be a necessity in the course of events, but it also ran the very real danger of cracking open wounds that were not yet healed, no matter what fiction he told his brother. There was a mere crusting of blood and torment which barely covered the surface of it. The wound itself was deep and irreparable. And one that shouldn’t be repaired. It was his penance, and he carried it because that was the only justice he could serve.


  His low growl of frustration would have been audible in the high-end hotel room, with its shiny mirrors and steel surfaces, except for the groan coming off Sandra eclipsing his own.


  Her long-fingered hands were balled up at her sides. “This isn’t what I signed up for.”


  He couldn’t afford to send her off in a rage of unsatisfied sexual needs—that would no doubt get back to Arabella through messages on his WildLove app, if nothing else, and he would be forced to explain. And who knew what Sandra would say. She was too much of a wildcard in this tightrope act he was walking.


  He debated simply going through with it, but that worked for neither him nor advancing the situation with Arabella. Although it appeared that it would definitely work for Sandra.


  Oh, how Leonidas would be taunting him if he knew…


  Of course. The solution was instantly clear. He held his hands out in conciliation to Sandra. “I understand that this must feel less than forthright. Please, have a seat, and let me be honest with you.” He gestured to the bed.


  The frown that had burrowed into her forehead lifted with that invitation. He settled next to her and gazed into her green eyes. She was a beautiful woman. Leonidas would be merciless in his insults, but they would be directly solely at Lucian. With her, he would very much enjoy himself. As would she.


  “I’m afraid there’s someone else,” Lucian began.


  She edged closer to him. “I won’t tell if you won’t.”


  He worked to keep his disgust inside. “I mean to say that I’m in love with someone else.” The words were false, but still terrifying. Under no circumstance could that be allowed to actually happen.


  Sandra drew back. “In the last hour? Because you sounded very ready on the message board earlier.”


  “Yes, in the last hour.” The lie sat like a stone on his chest. “But I realize that’s unfair to you. So I have an offer—my brother will take my place.”


  Her eyebrows flew up, then a smoldering look settled on her face. “Perhaps your brother can join us.”


  “We’re rather… territorial.” The disgust was working hard to make an appearance. “But trust me, my brother will be happy to oblige any tastes you have.”


  Her eyes glittered. “Older or younger?”


  “Younger by two minutes.” He pulled his phone from his pocket and speed-dialed Leonidas. “We’re twins. Fraternal, although he’ll tell you, he’s the better-looking one.”


  That put some spark back in her eyes.


  Leonidas picked up on the first ring. “Did this plan of yours go south already?” he asked. “I would have expected—”


  “Leonidas! So glad I could catch you. I have a lovely woman here who can’t wait for you to warm her bed.”


  “Arabella is lovely, but I thought—”


  “Her name is Sandra.” Lucian managed to keep the swell of his roar inside, but he was shocked by the sudden intensity of it. Along with the desire to strangle his brother should he lay a hand on Arabella. Shit. That wasn’t good. “I’ll text you the address. Be here in twenty.” He hung up the phone and forced a smile for Sandra. “He’ll be here soon. In the meantime, let me order up something to set the mood. I hear the French Merlot is exceptional. Perhaps some chocolate-covered fruit to accompany it?”


  Her smile grew wider. “Sounds like a party. Are you sure you wouldn’t like to stay?”


  He was already on his feet, ready to leave all this in his brother’s capable hands and retrieve Arabella from the horror of a neighborhood where she worked. “Trust me, you and my brother will have a much more enjoyable time without me.”


  He ordered room service, and that came in no time at all. He had two glasses of wine into Sandra before his brother knocked at the door. A flood of relief filled him when he opened it—barely nineteen minutes had passed, and Leonidas’s eyes were still flashing bronze, his dragon just recently tucked away. He must have flown straight from the keep.


  Sandra grinned at him from over Lucian’s shoulder then waved.


  Leonidas scowled and dropped his voice low. “Green eyes? Lucian. What are you playing at?”


  Green eyes. It was Lucian’s attempt to signal his desire to Arabella. But of course, his brother would see it as something completely different. And perhaps he wasn’t wrong. They were Cara’s eyes. “It’s not like that.”


  “It damn well better not be.” Leonidas put on that charming smile, the one he saved for the many human females he’d bedded over the centuries, and brushed past Lucian. His brother was the kind of dragon that suited this business of seducing women. If only he could fulfill the treaty as well. But no, it had to be the prototokos, the firstborn of the king of the House of Smoke… and that was Lucian, by accident of birth order, when he was first to leave the womb of his mother. The fae were nothing if not exacting in their following of the letter of the law—their magical law—and in this case, it was binding with magic just strong enough to keep them contained. It was his fate, and he had to accept it… even if it broke him.


  Lucian closed the door without looking back.
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  Arabella was silent on the long ride back to the keep.


  She chose one of the seats far from Lucian, on the opposite side of the limo, and she kept her gaze to the windows, serving him one-word answers to his questions while ignoring his attempts to capture her attention with a look. He had allowed her to assume he had gone through with the hookup, but that Sandra simply wasn’t his type of woman, and thus they were back to square one in the hunt for his mate. She had barely questioned it—a simple nod was all he got when he came to retrieve her from her miserably unsafe office. He had wanted her to believe he had tried and failed, that this other woman simply wasn’t the True Love he was seeking, all while triggering a moment of jealousy, some blossoming of feelings for him… but instead, she radiated nothing but anger. And small verbal and body-language complaints about returning to the keep.


  She seethed at his keeping her prisoner, and what could he expect? She was even more right than she knew. He was a monster for what he was doing.


  His runes writhed along his skin, his agitation building stronger during the long drive through the mountains. He knew what was coming—he would have to escalate this seduction to the realm of the physical, and that tormented him. On the one hand, he salivated at the thought of finally touching her. The few times he’d taken the liberty had left his hands and mouth and the rest of his body aching for more. At the same time, there lay the danger of losing himself in her. He knew it would eventually come to this, and in truth, he should have bedded her right away, before he could come to know her better. But even then, it felt like dangling over a dark precipice where his doom awaited with hungry, snapping jaws.


  He wasn’t ready for this. He knew this to be true. But the treaty left him no choice.


  Cinaed parked the car in the common garage, the one that lay cloaked off a small winding dirt road leading up to the keep. His frown echoed the tension rippling through Lucian’s body.


  “You look as though a demon is walking over your grave,” Cinaed said quietly to him as he held the door of the limo. Arabella was striding with angry paces ahead of them to the elevator.


  “Well, the grave is certainly on my mind.” Lucian grimaced as Arabella kept her back turned to them. She was waiting for the elevator, arms crossed.


  “My liege.” The look of concern on his friend’s face was a mirror of his brother’s earlier, only more kind. Cinaed was relatively new to the House of Smoke, having come with his own baggage and troubles not long before the move from France, but he had been Lucian’s steadfast friend throughout everything that counted in his life.


  He clapped a hand on Cinaed’s shoulder. “Worry not, my friend. Save it for someone who deserves it.”


  “Lucian—”


  “And tell the House I’m not to be disturbed.” He scowled to keep any more questioning at bay and left Cinaed cursing softly in his ancient tongue, the one he was born into before he fought for his freedom from the House of Fyre and swore fealty to the House of Smoke.


  Lucian activated the lift when he arrived and gestured for Arabella to enter first. The car went straight to his lair, private access to his individual apartment within the sprawling expanse of the House. The ride was tense and quiet, with Arabella keeping to the back corner of the small space, bracing against the brass rail that ran along the center.


  He needed to start thawing this arctic breeze—the sooner, the better, now that they were alone. “Were you able to catch up on your work?”


  “Some.” She watched the crack of the door like it held her release, not her imprisonment.


  “I imagine those you help are grateful for it.”


  No response.


  “Do they tell you as much? Or do you see the change in their lives and simply know?”


  Her eyes flashed—flitting a hot look to him—then she returned her hard stare to the door, waiting. “I know all I need to.”


  It was more words, all in a row, than he’d gotten in the last two hours.


  The motion of the elevator ceased, and the doors slid open. She broke for the exit like she was escaping a dungeon. He hurried to follow her into his lair. It was as if she were running away from him, but to where, he couldn’t imagine. Was she planning to hide in the guest room?


  “How do you know?” he tried, trailing behind her determined strides through the front hall. “It is because you’ve been in that same position—”


  She whirled on him just before she turned the corner to the great room, and he had to check his stride lest he barrel right into her. Her finger jabbed the air near his face. “You do not get to ask me personal questions. Do you understand? That is not part of this deal.”


  “I didn’t mean to—”


  “And speaking of our deal, what the hell was wrong with Sandra?” Her arms locked across her chest, anger flushing her cheeks. “How can you even know who she is after fucking her one time? Was it really that bad?”


  He grimaced. Here it came. “No. Or rather… I wouldn’t know.”


  Her face scrunched up, those green eyes dazzling in their rage. The red in her cheeks highlighted the freckles that floated just below the creaminess of her skin. That he found her alluring in the full flower of her anger… it was a danger sign he should be heeding.


  “What does that even mean?” she demanded.


  He stepped closer and softened his voice. It felt as dangerous as tiptoeing at the edge of a cliff. “I didn’t bed the woman.”


  “What?” The heat in her eyes flared to dangerous levels. She unlocked her arms and flung them out in exasperation, her fingertips nearly reaching him. “First, you reject one candidate after another, all because they don’t have green eyes, for whatever fucking stupid reason. Then you refuse to even meet with the first two who managed to get your approval. And then you don’t even go through with the hookup? Are you even trying with this?”


  “I am,” he said, barely breathing the words. “Very hard.”


  “The hell you are!” She turned away from him, and he reached to stop her from fleeing—


  The rest happened in a blur. She spun on him and hit him, a soft hand bunched and plowed into his shoulder, nudging him back simply with the surprise of it. Then she grappled with him, moving in to plant her body to throw him over her hip, some kind of close-quarters fighting move that reminded him of her actions in the alleyway. Only she hadn’t reckoned on his size—he was a mountain compared to her. The attempt only brought her angry, teeth-gritted face close to his, the warmth of her breath brushing his face.


  He gripped her shoulders. “Arabella—”


  She growled and squirmed, half wrestling to try to move him, half attempting to escape. He released her, so she wouldn’t think he was trying to keep her, but then she swung for his face—he caught her hand at the wrist, then found the other before it could attack. Holding both up, he turned to pin her against the wall of the entrance hall. He drew close, exchanging air, the whisper-touch of her disheveled hair on the bare skin of his arms…


  “You’re lying to me.” She threw the accusation at him, almost spitting across the short distance between them. Her eyes were wild as she squirmed in his hold. She quickly gave up that fight as useless, and it pained him to feel the energy drain from her arms and see the horror bloom on her face. “You’re never going to let me go.” Her words were a sob. 


  Of course, that was exactly his intent. And he was vile for it.


  He kept her wrists pinned, but he softened his grip, afraid he had already held her too roughly. She was strong, but all humans were delicate compared to his dragon strength. “Could you never love a man like me?” he asked, voice low.


  She looked at him like he was crazy. “No.” But her arousal betrayed her. He could scent the rise in heat, the passion those words evoked.


  He loosened his hold further and dipped his head to peer in her eyes. “Are you quite certain?”


  “No.” It was ambiguous, both in tone and meaning, but the pupils of her eyes were dilating with need. He could feel it pulsing in her wrists.


  He leaned in and brushed his lips across her cheek. Her body stiffened as he breathed her scent, drawing a line with the tip of his nose across the softness of her skin. “If I cannot have you for a mate,” he whispered against her temple, “then let me slake this thirst we each have for the other.”


  He felt her gasp as much as he heard the sound, the surge of her taut-nippled breasts spanning the gap between them to touch his chest.


  “I don’t… what about…” Her mind was struggling, resisting, but her body was already scenting as ready. She was aching with need for him, and it fired a heat low in his belly, a fire he’d been suppressing from the moment he saw her in that alleyway, strong and vibrant and troubled.


  He dipped his head to nuzzle her neck. “It was always you, Arabella. Always you.” She responded by tilting her head a fraction of an inch to give him more access. It was almost an instinctual move, and it spoke to something deep inside him—claim your treasure. He skimmed his lips up her neck and along her jaw. Her breaths were rapid and short. “You want me,” he whispered. “I can taste it on you, my treasure. Your need. Don’t deny it.”


  She let out a small whimper that ran through him like liquid heat. His heart was already pounding fit for heated, grappling sex, and he hadn’t even kissed her. Another warning. His mind clouded, ignoring it, focused only on the thrumming that pulsed everywhere he touched her.


  He released her wrists, finally, sliding his hands where they ached to go—one at the back of her neck, lifting her away from the wall, the other to her waist, bringing her soft body hard against his.


  “Let me pleasure you.” He was barely holding himself back, but he needed to hear it from her lips.


  “Yes.” It was so soft, it was more air than word.


  But it blared through him. The roar rumbled inside his chest as he devoured her lips with his, using his hands to angle her head and her body so he could claim her with his mouth. She whimpered into him, and it fired even more heat straight to his cock. She tasted of berries and musk, sweet arousal and feminine skin. And that was merely his tongue plundering her mouth. His magical tasting of her, this intimately entwined, her hands clawing into his shoulders, spoke of hunger and electric tension, dark need and urgency. He pulled back to see her lips swollen from his bruising kiss. He reveled in the flush of heat in her cheeks, even as his hand skimmed up her body to grasp hold of her breast. It pushed a hardened nipple through the thin fabric of her shirt, and as he filled his hand with the weight of it, his cock throbbed in response. The feel of her was quickly making him drunk. Her hooded eyes fluttered open. Those eyes. Green crystals of beauty and brilliance, no gem could be more treasured or bewitching…


  He tore his gaze from hers, squeezing his eyes shut for a pained moment.


  Then he opened them and turned her to face the wall. “Put your hands up,” he whispered hoarsely, not waiting for her to understand, just grasping her wrists and planting her hands palm-flat on the cool stone wall of his lair. She didn’t resist, his cock hard against the tight curve of her bottom, making his arousal, his desire for her, insistently known. She kept her hands planted on the wall as he gathered her flowing hair in one hand, holding it tight and using it to open her neck to his tongue and his mouth. He gently nipped at her sweet flesh, pulling her t-shirt off her shoulder and exposing that to his ministrations as well, then he reached around to grab her luscious breast again, kneading it with his hungry hand. He was tasting her, scenting her sweetness as he pressed his body into hers. Her moans and the rhythmic movement of her backside against his cock, pushing against him as she braced herself against the wall… it was a dance so intense, so erotic, it was as if they were already coupled. His mouth ached with the thought of sheathing himself inside her, to feel the quiver of her body around him.


  He pulled back from devouring her and conjured away his clothes—they were magic constructions, easily dealt with, but hers were physical items. He dragged his hand from her breast and shifted a single talon. He renewed his grip on her hair, holding her still, lest she move and he nicked even a bit of that delicious skin.


  “I want you,” he breathed into her ear as he sliced her t-shirt from neck to sleeve. The fabric was shorn easily with the sharpness of his blade. She gasped, but he couldn’t tell if it was the words or the shirt falling loose. Her bra strap went next, exposing her breast as it fell. He shifted his hand back to human so he could grasp hold of that bare sweetness. “I’ll take you right here. Against the wall. Keep your hands where they are.” His words were ragged, but as he slipped his hand into the front of her pants, his fingertips finding the slickness of her sex, her breath became even more labored than his.


  But through the heaviness of her breath, she hummed her assent, a kind of aching, pitched sound that sung to him—she needed this. He could taste it, feel it urging him on. It was clouded by his own need—it had been so long for him, impossibly long—but her desire sang through the haze, justifying this, validating all of it. The lies, the ruse, the secrets. At least he would give her this, a slaking of something long-needed and buried.


  The roughness of her pants rubbed against the nakedness of his body. He pulled his hand free of her sex, ignoring her protest as he shifted a talon and hooked it at the waist of her tailored slacks.


  “Hold still,” he commanded. Then he carefully sliced his way down, kneeling as he went, the fabric giving way like silk before a steel blade. His other hand pressed flat to her back, trailing down, then skimming the curve of her bared bottom. Her clothes fell away, revealing the smattering of freckles that patterned every inch of her. So beautiful. She stayed rigid, hands planted against the wall, shuddering deliciously as he traced his way back up with his lips.


  When he stood behind her again, he wrapped himself around her, his cock slipping between her legs, but not yet inside, one hand on her breast, the other diving back into her wetness. His face buried in her hair, and he moved against her, skin on skin, that silent erotic dance that bewitched him before.


  She muttered soft curses as he worked her sex, and he was tempted to make her come before taking her, but he wasn’t sure he could last. The pressure was building already, and he hadn’t even entered her. Instead, he stepped back and grabbed her hip with one hand, pulling it away from the wall. His other hand fisted in her hair and pressed her forward just enough until her entrance beckoned. With a roar that stayed contained inside him, he plunged his cock deep inside her.


  Merciful magic, she was tight. His roar rushed to the surface, arriving a split second after her shriek of pleasure. He held still for a moment, mind blotted by the intense pleasure of being buried to the hilt in the hotness of her body. She was gasping and cursing again, balling one fist against the wall and pushing back against him with her bottom. He understood what she wanted, and his urge to move was overwhelming as well. He gripped her hip tight, pulled back and slammed into her again, the pleasure whiting out his mind. Again and again, each stroke some kind of mind-altering drug that took him higher.


  He was taken with lust, driven as he was driving into her. Her pleas for more and faster were fuel poured on his fire, and the hot wet smacking of their bodies would surely burn them both out. His own climax was rocketing toward him like an inferno.


  “Come for me,” he panted, working his hand forward to find her nub and speed her release. “My treasure, please,” he pleaded.


  She groaned, but in frustration.


  He stroked her harder, both with his cock and his hand. She bucked against him, wild in it, but still no crying out, no quivering of feminine flesh finding the peak.


  “Arabella.” He couldn’t last much longer. It took everything to hold out.


  She pounded the wall with her fist, crying out, but not in a good way—this was the sound of anger, not pleasure.


  “I can’t.” The words were a whisper, and he almost didn’t hear them over the ragged breaths and breathy groans.


  He sank deep inside her and held still. “You can’t… what?”


  “I can’t… I just don’t…” She was pulling away from him.


  Every instinct in him ran cold. He pulled his cock from her body so he could turn her around. Her face was streaked with tears. “Arabella.” What had he done?


  She was wiping at her face, looking everywhere but him, ignoring his attempts to bring her into his arms. “It’s okay. It’s fine. I’m sorry… I just can’t…”


  “Did I hurt you?” Horror held him so still he couldn’t breathe.


  That snapped her attention to his face. “No! God, no. It’s me. I’m… I just can’t…” She was back to staring at the ground and avoiding him.


  His mind was flooded with a haze of lust and sex and the sweet wetness of her body still coating his fully erect cock, waving in the air between them.


  He hadn’t hurt her. That seeped in, quickly followed by, But she’s still hurting.


  He pulled her close, ignoring her protest and tucking her head against his chest, warming her with the heat of his body. His cock throbbed against her belly, but that couldn’t be helped.


  “Tell me,” he commanded. His hand cupped her bottom and pressed her body against his. “Tell me what I can do.”


  “Nothing,” she mumbled against his skin. But she wasn’t trying to move away. “You can’t do anything. I’m just… broken.”


  He frowned. Broken? What in the name of magic did she mean? He pulled her back so he could peer down into those beautiful green eyes. “In what way?”


  Her gaze averted, so he brought it back up, a finger under her chin. Then he kissed her, gently, on the lips. “I can’t taste what’s wrong, Arabella. There’s too much, too many conflicting things, all mixed together. You have to tell me.”


  She swallowed, but held his gaze. “I… I can’t come.”


  His scowl grew deeper. “This is how you’re… broken?”


  Red rushed her cheeks, more than the heat of their fervent coupling, and she averted her gaze again. “It’s not you. It’s me. I just can’t. Not with a man. Not since…” She stopped and the small hairs on her arms lifted.


  Not since… the darkness in her past. It was still haunting her. He had no idea what had happened, and he certainly wouldn’t press her to tell the story of it… but that remnant was like a demon that had invaded her body and taken possession of it, robbing her of the very thing that she owned by birthright. The pleasure of being a woman.


  “This needs to be fixed.” He swept her up in his arms and carried her out of the hallway, across the great room, and toward the spiral stairs that led to the second floor. He was going to do what he should have done in the first place…


  Take this treasure to his bed.
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  God, she was an idiot.


  For some reason, Arabella thought sex with a man like Lucian would be different. He was the most insanely sexy man she had ever met, gorgeous across every inch of his muscle-rippling body, and the sexual tension between them had been killing her for days. If there were anyone who could plunge her into a lust-filled frenzy, it was him. But she was even more broken than she thought.


  This is permanent. I’ll never be normal again. That thought had brought the tears gushing down her face, even as Lucian was still trying to bring her to climax, doing all the things a man should do. It was her. It was the horror of that night—it had reached deep inside her, to a place that reason couldn’t touch. No amount of talk therapy or intellectual understanding could fix that primal part of her mind. It had shut down that one fateful, dark, horrible night… and it wasn’t ever coming back.


  And now Lucian was carrying her up to his bedroom, cradling her so gently in his arms, the power of them so immense, so strong, that she didn’t feel awkward at all. In fact, the way he was holding her naked body solidly against his—not in a sexual way, just with complete tenderness and concern—made her feel safer than she’d ever been with a man.


  It still wasn’t enough. His hotness wasn’t enough. His insanely erotic lovemaking wasn’t enough. She’d tried again and again with men, ever since that night, and it always ended the same—massive frustration on her part. Some men didn’t even care, they just did their business and were done. Some took it as some kind of personal affront that they couldn’t bring her to climax. But Lucian… he was whisking her away to try again, determined to fix this.


  Only she knew it was hopeless.


  She should tell him. The whole thing. Then maybe he’d understand and not put them both through the torment.


  Lucian elbowed open the door and walked her inside his expansive, beautifully-appointed bedroom. He kissed her temple before climbing onto his enormous circular bed with the mirror on the ceiling and setting her gently on the comforter. So sweet. It threatened to spring tears out of her eyes again as he settled in next to her, his skin hot against hers where they touched. His cock was hard and heavy against her side—God, that had felt good inside her. He was so damn big, easily the largest man she’d ever had, and she thought that would make a difference.


  It didn’t. Obviously.


  His leg casually brushed against hers, and his fingers wove into her hair, bringing it forward to fan over her breasts, hiding a bit of her nakedness. He was peering urgently into her eyes, waiting for something. Probably for her to say something. Which she should do, but the words were suddenly dammed up behind her near-tears.


  “You don’t have to explain.” His fingers were trailing through her hair, brushing her breast underneath the cascade of it. His naked chest had dragon tattoos and the runes he had shown her before. They were moving, slowly flexing and pulsing along his body in a way that mesmerized her.


  She pulled in a breath. “I should explain. That way, you’ll see—it’s just not going to work.”


  “Then, by all means, do.” He moved a little, so his body touched hers more, his broad chest leaning against her side. He peered into her eyes. “But know that I’ve lived five hundred years, my treasure, and there is absolutely nothing you can say which will surprise me.”


  “Five hundred years. You weren’t kidding when you said that before.” Holy fuck. No wonder his words sounded like they were from a different time. But they were also oddly reassuring. And it was strange, what had happened to her. The few men she had told hadn’t known what to do with it.


  Lucian smiled a little, but it was sad. His fingers still traced small lines of heat across her chest. “No, it is not a joke. Dragons aren’t immortal, strictly speaking, but the years can seem an eternity.”


  She frowned. He had his own darkness. She had sensed it from the beginning. Maybe if she opened up, shared hers, he would do the same. And he already knew the embarrassing part—that she was no longer able to function sexually. Broken. There wasn’t really another word for it.


  She placed her hand over his, stilling it where it had lightly been touching her breast. Then she pressed his hand against it. His eyes flashed, the light amber showing a bit of his golden dragon for a moment. Then his eyelids dropped a little, lust hazing them again.


  Before he could take that as a hint, rather the thank you she meant it to be, she spoke up. “You’re a sweet man, Lucian Smoke.”


  His eyes opened wide again, and he smirked. “That’s not a word often used to describe me.”


  “Well, it’s true.” She touched his cheek with her fingertips. So warm. Like he was burning hot dragon fire in his veins instead of blood. “You’re sweet for wanting to fix me, but it’s not going to work. I’ve tried. More times than I want to think about. But what happened to me isn’t something that can be erased or undone.”


  He frowned but didn’t speak. And she knew what he must be thinking. That she had been raped. Only it hadn’t been that… not exactly. Technically, yes. Her therapist said yes. But it was both more than that and different. Which was why she needed to explain.


  “I’ve had my share of loser men in my life,” she started.


  His frown disappeared into a sudden attentiveness. He shifted his hand from her breast to her cheek, brushing it with the backs of his fingers. “Tell me.”


  “It started in foster care,” she said, drawing in a breath and searching for a way to make this quick. “A long string of lecherous foster fathers and boys my age who just wanted sex. And a couple who thought it was okay to hit a woman who didn’t do what they wanted.”


  The gold in Lucian’s eyes flashed again, but his face was set in a mask of concern. “I’m well aware of those kinds of men.”


  “None of them ever actually…” She swallowed. “No one ever managed to rape me. It’s kind of a miracle, really, given the situations I’ve been in. Hit, yes. Punched in the gut, once or twice. Left with a bloody lip for not keeping the fridge full? Yeah.”


  Lucian’s face twitched, micro flinches that spoke to her about how good this man really was. Most men gave her looks like they didn’t believe her. A few grimaced, horrified. This one was feeling her words like they were strikes against him. Her heart couldn’t help opening with that.


  He stayed quiet, waiting for her to go on.


  “But then I thought I had finally found someone who was… decent,” she said. “He was bright and funny. A law student like me. We were madly in love. At least, I thought we were. I should have known that I had no idea what love really was. What it looks like. Feels like. I thought because he wanted me and didn’t beat the shit out of me or try to rape me, that meant he loved me. But there was a side of him, a darker side, that I didn’t… well, I just plain didn’t see it. I was so used to seeing the ugliness of a man paraded around on the outside, I guess I just missed the signals...” Her throat was closing up.


  Lucian’s frown was back. He stroked her hair again. “He was better at hiding behind a mask than the others.”


  Yes. He understood. That opened up her air again. “I thought I was a fool for not seeing it, but it turned out, he was just really good at lying.”


  Lucian flinched again, and his hand stilled.


  But she wanted to keep going—to get it all out now. “We were making love one night. It was rough, but that was the way he liked it, and I didn’t think anything of it. I had no warning. Suddenly his hands were around my throat, while we were in the act, and he started saying these things…” She had to stop to swallow down the sickness at the back of her throat. She cleared it. “Things like how I was perfect for him. That I was just what he wanted. That I had better never leave him because he would always find me. And that I would be easy to kill. That it would be nothing at all. And he wanted me to understand that he could do that. So he just kept squeezing tighter and tighter, all while he kept…” She had to suck in a breath, and it was ragged, shaky. Fuck. She thought she could get through this without melting down.


  “Shhh… it’s all right,” Lucian said, his hands on her face, stroking her again as he peered into her eyes. “You don’t need to relive it, my treasure. I understand well enough.”


  She blinked back her tears and looked away from the sweet concern in his eyes. Then she forced the rest out. “He nearly killed me. Choked me until I passed out. The EMT’s had to revive me. I don’t think he meant to actually kill me. But I remember all of it. I remember him inside me while his hands were on my throat, killing me… all the way up until I blacked out.”


  When she looked back, his eyes glinted gold again. “And this demon still haunts you.”


  “He was just a man—”


  “No.” The forcefulness of it stopped her. “He was as evil as any demon I’ve ever known. And I wouldn’t be surprised if he was precisely the kind of demon I extinguished in the alley—half man, but with evil woven into his DNA. These things exist. But knowing what I know now about the person that you are, Arabella, my treasure, perhaps I should have stood back and let you slay that man in the alleyway. I have little doubt you could have accomplished it. Are you sure you’re not part angel?”


  “What?” It was so incongruous, it brought an uncertain smile to her face. “Um… yeah? I’m pretty sure I’m not… wait. Are you saying angels actually exist?” Her eyes went wide.


  “Oh, yes.” He smirked. “And you more than resemble one. Angels love humanity, as you do. They are transcendentally beautiful, as you are. And when they give in to their great love and mate with a human, the hybrid child is a slayer, a human/angel half-breed who is the most formidable of foes and quite capable of destroying demons, which the angels themselves are forbidden from doing.” His smile gentled, and he tapped his finger gently on her nose. “You have all the makings of a slayer, my treasure. You slay demons every day in your work. I am sure you can conquer this one as well.”


  His words and his touch… they stole her breath right out of her body. Of course, she wasn’t an angel of any kind, not a hybrid or whatever. But the way he saw her—strong, beautiful, vanquisher of evil things—was heating up her body again. Which was painful on top of the already aching need she had between her legs. Maybe they could try again. Even if she couldn’t climax, she would at least have this gorgeous, gentle man touching her, filling her.


  She reached both hands to his cheeks and kissed him.


  He groaned and slid onto her in an instant, covering her body in the most delicious way. His tongue dove deep inside her mouth, pushing her head back into the softness of the mattress. She opened her eyes and glimpsed his body in the mirror above them, moving against hers, his hands skimming her sides, touching her everywhere.


  He broke the kiss and breathed hotly against her. “Let me pleasure you, Arabella. I beg of you.”


  God, the way he talked. She ran her hands through his hair and bucked her hips against him. His cock was rock-hard between them. “I want you inside me.”


  He groaned again, his eyes half-lidded. His hand skimmed down to her hip, but instead of moving to enter her, he held it still against the bed. Then he dipped his head to her neck and tasted her, running the tip of his tongue along her skin, trailing down across her collar bones, and leaving a hot, wet line that seared into her. He lingered at her breast a moment, brushing away her hair and taking a nipple into his mouth.


  “Oh!” she gasped as he lightly bit down on it, his tongue teasing and hot. She arched up into him, and he kept flicking for a moment, then released her, holding her breast firm while his tongue traced a wicked line down her belly, heading for her sex.


  Oh, God. He was going down on her. Few men had, and it had always been a kiss-and-dash affair. But she wasn’t about to deny him, not with how his fingers were already there, working her swollen nub and sending hot flashes of pleasure zipping through her. He nudged apart her legs and settled his face between them… and then did things with his tongue she didn’t know were possible. She arched off the bed, grasping hold of his hair, her fingers buried in it as he thrust two long fingers deep inside her, all while keeping rhythm with his circling tongue and deliciously hot lips. God, the pressure… it was building, so fast and so hot, it was stealing her breath, but no matter how much her body wanted to buck and arch and move, he stayed fixed to her sex, his mouth and his fingers performing a symphony of pleasure-torture on her body.


  “Oh, God, Lucian, yes!” Words were spilling from her lips, incoherent curses mixed up with his name. She might actually die of this aching pleasure he was wrenching out of her. “Please don’t stop.”


  His only answer was to pick up the pace with his fingers thrusting inside her, adding a third, which rivaled his gorgeous cock in the way that it filled her. She shrieked and called out his name, and just when she thought she might actually have a heart attack and die in a puddle of lust-driven heat, the pressure deep in her belly swelled up, hovered, dangled so close, so close, so close… and then her entire body convulsed. The orgasm possessed her. A scream ripped from her mouth. The pleasure wracked her, pulsing from the epicenter between her legs and shooting mind-numbing waves out to her head and her toes and every part in between. It went on and on until she thought she might die of that… but then it eased, passing like a tsunami, leaving her wrecked it its wake.


  Every muscle in her body released. She sank into the bed so completely, she was surprised she didn’t disappear into it. She was limp and buzzing and couldn’t have moved if her life depended on it. Her eyes lazily opened, as thoroughly bliss-filled as the rest of her, and she could just barely focus on her reflection in the mirror above the bed. She was sprawled on her back, Lucian’s face still between her legs, her hair fanned out to the side, arms lying loose. Her legs had ended up propped on his back. She didn’t remember putting them there. She could barely feel them.


  Lucian was gently peppering her belly with kisses. She could feel that.


  Oh God, he did it. He actually made her come. He’d broken through years of frustration and heartache with two minutes of tongue between her legs. Holy fuck, he was literally the God of Insane Sexual Powers. When he finally lifted his head to peer at her, his grin of satisfaction had nothing on the gratitude she felt rippling through her entire being.


  This man… but he was no man. He was a golden dragon.


  He slid his body along hers until he was face-to-face with her again. She had to have a look of amazement on her face, but she was literally struck dumb. What do you say to someone who has fixed the broken thing you thought would never heal?


  He smiled and trailed a finger across her cheek. “So beautiful,” he whispered. Then he moved his thumb to the corner of her eye and wiped something away. She hadn’t even realized she was crying, but the fresh, hot tears coursed down her face anyway. “Did you know that dragon tears can cure almost any wound?” he asked softly. “No matter how deep?”


  She shook her head, her mouth still not working. The buzz in her body wasn’t even close to abating.


  He smiled, and it was glorious. “It’s not so different for humans.”


  A flush of something rushed through her. Not lust. Not relief or release. This was something more powerful. Something a lot like gratitude, but even more. Was she falling for this man? Was that all it took—one orgasm, and she was his?


  But holy gods what an orgasm.


  And more than that… it was a gift. One he knew she needed, so he gave it. Even when she didn’t believe it was possible. He did. Somehow he knew her better than she knew herself.


  “Thank you.” It seemed awkward to say, and she cringed the moment it came out of her mouth. But it was the only thing she could manage.


  He smirked. “It was terrible for me. Hated every moment.”


  A small laugh bubbled up from inside her and huffed its way out.


  Then his eyes hooded again. “But I am not finished taking my pleasure with you.” He moved quickly, nudging her legs apart again and entering her in one swift stroke.


  She gasped at the fullness and the extreme sensitivity of all her parts. God, he was big.


  He exhaled with a shudder that rippled through her as well. She was pleasuring him. Suddenly, urgently, she wanted to bring him to climax, make him come and come and come, as he had for her.


  He pulled out and stroked into her, his face falling into an intense mask of lust. “I believe,” he said, his voice becoming more ragged, “that one orgasm is truly an insult to any woman. Unless the time and space required do not otherwise permit.” He was punctuating each word with another thrust inside her with that gloriously large cock. And his words… God, the words alone were going to make her come again.


  Again. Holy shit. He was doing it again.


  Then he fell silent, grasping hold of her hair and her hip, angling her so that he could possess her body more deeply and strongly, and he kept thrusting and thrusting. It took no time at all before she was shrieking and clutching at him and calling out his name. The second orgasm was even more powerful than the first. Black stars swam in front of her eyes with how hard she was breathing and screaming and bucking.


  But when he sank deep inside her and groaned through his own release, she felt sure that she had actually died and gone to heaven. This wasn’t just a man in bed with her… this was some kind of god. A gorgeous, kind, passionate sex god.


  And she could feel herself tumbling down and down and down…


  Her track record of recognizing True Love was completely fucked—but this was unlike anything she had ever felt. She should hold back, try not to feel this way, pull back from the soul-deep intimacy of this thing she was doing with this man.


  But the way her heart was falling… it was already too late.
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  Lucian flew hard enough to nudge the sound barrier.


  The crackle of compressed air against his wings, the screaming absence of sound, the tumbling turbulence he felt pulling at every scale, every ripple of his body, every not-smooth part that dared to disturb the airstream… all of it washed him clean of her scent, scrubbing him dry and raw with a scourging of high-speed air.


  But none of it erased her from his mind.


  As if that were even possible.


  Dipping his left wing a fraction of an inch, he rolled out of the magic-propelled surge of speed. Two fast loops, then two more—anyone watching would think he was tumbling out of control, but he was merely slowing down in the least painful way possible, absorbing the blows of wind and turbulence across the span of his body rather than head-on. He pulled out of the spins and checked his location—he’d passed into Canada while he was trying to outrun his problems. Given he was supposed to be on his way to Seattle to relieve Leksander from his patrol, he should probably bank west and head back down the coast. Although he was early anyway—he had time to spare.


  The danger for him lay not in demons roaming Seattle, but in his bedroom back in the keep. He’d held Arabella captive in his bed, hour after hour, resting only when they’d each been sated and fallen asleep in each other’s arms. Then he would rouse her again, hard and ready to please her some more and bury himself in her sweetness in every way he could imagine.


  Leonidas was right. It had been far, far too long. Lucian needed this release as desperately as Arabella. And now that he’d taken his fill, he’d flown away from the keep, heading for his patrol, drunk on the elixir that was her soft scent, mouth-watering skin, and delicate screams.


  But he was not falling in love with her.


  That he even had to say this to himself was a horrible, terrible sign. He knew this. Just as he knew she was everything he had first tasted in that alleyway and more. Strong. Vibrant. Gloriously responsive in bed. He thought he could take his fill and have it sate him, but every time he left her body, he immediately craved more.


  He had intended to simply slake her thirst, her obvious need. And his own. If he still possessed any talent for seduction whatsoever, she would be falling madly in love with him in another day or two, possibly even willing to undergo the sealing. But under no circumstances could he afford to lose his heart to this girl. If that happened, he would send her packing and find someone else to fulfill the treaty. A thousand demons couldn’t force him to do otherwise.


  He tipped away from the glare of the late afternoon sun, heading southwest and sending a magical kick of power to boost his speed. He had spent nearly a day in bed with her, but now it was time to return to his responsibilities. He and his brothers were taking shifts, covering the city around the clock in hopes of finding a demon and tracking it back to its sire. Whichever fae had loosed it upon the human world, Lucian needed hard magical evidence in the form of the demon’s DNA. Whatever the Winter Court was playing at had to be stopped.


  Plus a night of demon-hunting would help banish this enthrallment Arabella had cast over him. Not that she was trying. He could see that easily enough—the tentative looks between rounds of screaming sex; whispers of gratitude, as if bedding her endlessly were some kind of favor he bestowed upon her, one that would soon come to an end; and finally, the fluttering of her eyes as she attempted to stave off the feelings that came in the aftermath of their couplings. Heady feelings that made him drunk as well.


  Love.


  It was entirely by design for her to feel that attachment and entirely unacceptable for him. Only time would tell if hers would be a True Love, and thus capable of fulfilling the treaty. When he returned to his lair, he would have to discuss it with her. He would have to say the words, feign the feelings, let her believe that something had grown between them that could be eternal… or at least another five hundred years, if the spawning were successful.


  It would all be a lie. Or worse, the truth—because then he would have to banish Arabella from his lair and never set sight on her again.


  His choices were enough to make him want to lock himself in his bedroom with her and never leave. But that was a childish longing, and he was a man nearing the end of his days… either he would make this work with Arabella, or another in her place, or he would turn wyvern without fulfilling the treaty and break ten thousand years of peace.


  At least he wouldn’t be human long enough to see it. Or likely even alive.


  He should remind Leonidas to kill him should his wyvern form arrive early.


  The air dipped cooler as he reached the coast. Seattle’s towers sparkled in the distance, reminding him of the human world he had been born to protect. It was literally his entire reason for existing, and the idea of failing in his sole purpose on earth… fuck. He swept that thought away by reaching his senses out to the city, enlivening the runes that rippled across his skin and calling forth his inner fae nature. He tasted the occupants, both human and shifter, searching for his brother’s scent in particular, as well as any demon who might chance to show its true nature. All seemed normal—the witches in their covens sparking blue magical fire, leaving a tangy after-sizzle in magic-space; the wolves going about their lives, many still masquerading as humans, but some flexing their magic openly among the human population; and the humans who were most vulnerable of all. They tasted sweet and bitter, some consumed with pettiness and hatred, but the vast majority living and loving as if nothing mattered but the treasured ones in the tight circle of their lives. Lucian’s job was to keep them in this blissfully unaware state, like children whose innocence he had sworn to protect—


  A whiff of demon caught his attention. His predatory instincts zeroed in and had him banking to follow the trace. He dipped down to the concrete canyons of the city, weaving after it, reaching forward to track the source. It was vapor, barely showing its sulfurous scent above the cacophony of human-tinged smells, but there was something else… something that burned with electric-white fire…


  Angel.


  Lucian careened around the corner of an alleyway shrouded in shadows, and a blast of scents flooded him. The demon was on its knees, in the form of a man begging for his life, but Lucian could see the shadow of it writhing under his skin—its dark form leaked from the man’s body, snarling and snapping at the searing bright angeling poised above it. The female was in full battle cry, the brightness of her being lighting up the alley with the power of a sun. She raised her sword above her head, and it crackled with blue energy over the clear, heaven-forged metal. Her righteous scream pierced Lucian’s ears as she plunged the length of her angel blade into the demon’s body. His shriek rivaled hers, at a frequency only heard in magic space, but the man, the human half of him, screamed as well, the agony of separating from his essence, torn in half at the DNA level.


  The human/demon hybrid slumped to the ground, vanquished. The blade slipped free of the body, a tarnish of black demon essence left upon it. The slayer raised her arms in triumph, another warrior cry pulsing from her wide-open mouth. Her white wings unfurled to their full height, her body pulsed with power, and her long white-blonde hair flared behind her in an unseen magical wind. The white wisps of fabric that passed for angel clothing clung to her rapturous curves, held by threads of gold and magic, baring most of her decidedly human flesh. Because she was definitely half-human under those angel wings if she was killing demons in a Seattle alley. And this particular hybrid angel/human was a slayer he knew all too well. The fact that she was here meant Leksander had to be nearby. Sure enough, as her righteous warrior-scream faded, his brother dropped on silver wings into the alley, landing softly on the dirty pavement by her side.


  Fuck. What was he thinking, bringing her here?


  “Erelah.” Lucian threw her angel name down the alleyway in challenge—and also to alert her to his presence, so she didn’t accidentally fling that angel blade his way. Angels were nothing if not erratic… especially in the full blush of a kill. “We might have wanted to question that one, you know.”


  Her bright blue eyes blazed at him, still caught in the ecstasy of vanquishing the demon. With her luscious human curves, the pulsing blade in her hand, the passion in her eyes… Lucian could understand why his brother desired her above all things on Earth. The love-sick, lust-filled expression on Leksander’s face was all too obvious, and the arousal scent rolling off him was impossible to miss. For a dragon, at least. But angels didn’t scent the same way, and per usual, Erelah was oblivious to the silver dragon standing at her side, drooling for her.


  “Lucian.” Her voice was still angel mode, filled with resounding power. She lowered her arms, her chest heaving, her pale cheeks flushed—he often thought slayers preferred demon-killing to sex not just because it was righteous, but because it actually was sex for them. At least, the ecstasy looked the same from the outside. How his brother thought he could compete with that kind of heavenly climax, Lucian would never know.


  “He attacked her,” Leksander said, already making excuses for her. As if he hadn’t brought her here to win his way into her good graces.


  Lucian just shook his head.


  Erelah blinked and seemed to just now recognize Leksander’s presence with them in the alley. “Yes!” she enthused. “He attacked. But I took him with my blade.”


  “Yes,” Lucian said. “I saw that part.” He grimaced at the man slumped on the ground. If Lucian had just been a little sooner upon the scene, he could have stayed her hand, if only for a moment or two in order to question the demon. Then he realized—he was actually early. Leksander must have never intended Lucian to see him sneaking his slayer into the city.


  The man moaned and moved slightly.


  “He lives!” Erelah clasped her hands together with delight. Now that the demon had been vanquished, the man was fully human again. And apparently, he was going to live. Maybe. But now that he was human, Erelah and her kind would have nothing but love for him.


  She knelt to the man’s side and clasped his cheeks in her hands. Then she kissed him, full on the mouth, but that was no ordinary kiss—she was breathing life back into him. The man convulsed in her hands, and his arousal scent blossomed in the alley. His eyes popped open to see the full glory of the slayer giving him life, and his erection instantly tented out his pants. Erelah continued the life-kiss for an interminable time, obviously enjoying it as much as the man. For beings who stayed mostly chaste, there was a hell of a lot of sex-like-things angelings did. Then again, demons were infrequent on the face of the Earth these days, and the life-kiss was restrained to special circumstances like this, which happened rarely. Erelah was a young angeling as well—less than a hundred years since her angelic father lost his mind for a moment and mated with a human woman. Lucian doubted she had actually killed a demon before. Although she certainly had revived a human with a life-kiss—that was the main occupation of halflings like her in modern times, in the absence of demons to slay.


  She was certainly enjoying it. If it was painful for Lucian to watch, Leksander’s face was a picture of torment. It was one thing to see the woman he loved slaying demons… another thing entirely to see her flushed in the arms of another man. Lucian had no doubt this was solely the angel-love Erelah had for every human, no matter the circumstances, not that she actually felt the stirrings of a True Love for this hybrid demon in the alley.


  But that didn’t make it any easier to watch.


  “Leksander.” Getting his brother to pry his pained stare from her wasn’t easy. “Leksander!” he hissed.


  His brother blinked, hesitated, then strode over.


  “Is this the only demon you found tonight?” Lucian asked, trying to distract him. Erelah was done with the actual life-kiss, but the man was still recovering—and he seemed loathe to let go of the beauty who had resuscitated him. For her part, she was glowing with the aftereffects of that encounter, even more so than the demon slaying, and was in no hurry to release him, either.


  Leksander wrenched his gaze away from her and focused on Lucian. “No. There was one other. Both of which were Odious Class.”


  Lucian narrowed his eyes. Demons were chaotic forces of evil, generally speaking, although they obeyed their masters once summoned. But once mated and producing hybrids, all bets were off. They aligned with the forces of evil surrounding them, and those usually lined up with the seven deadly sins: Lust, Gluttony, Greed, Sloth, Wrath, Envy, and especially Pride. Each sponsored a class of demon specialized in bringing that particular evil out in humans, not that demons couldn’t be multi-talented and bring out more than one. Especially when cross-bred with humans, who seemed to have a limitless talent for evil.


  Odious Class demons specialized in Wrath—hatred, rage, anger. An insufferable need to destroy the lives of others. A consuming desire for vengeance that passed all semblance of righteous justice.


  “So Leonidas was right,” Lucian said, watching Erelah and the now demon-free man support each other as they rose up from the ground. “The hatred that’s been fomenting in Seattle—the troubles between the shifters and humans—is feeding the energy of these demons, bringing them out of their slumbering DNA.”


  “It’s definitely possible,” Leksander said, the tension in his shoulders stepping down as a glowing Erelah moved away from the man and bid him to leave with a gracious sweep of her delicately beautiful arms. “Odious Class demons are especially susceptible to swelling up out of the dark corners of humanity, assuming they’re latent in their genetic code somewhere. Leftovers from the time they were more numerous. And hatred is the most easily communicable of the seven sins—it could easily spread wide enough to bring them out.”


  His brother was certainly right about that. And the look on his face, directed at the man standing next to Erelah, wasn’t exactly warm and welcoming. The man’s erection hadn’t abated, and he wasn’t making any moves to leave. He had better go soon, or Leksander might light a fire under his feet.


  “Are we simply seeing remnants of the troubles now?” Lucian asked, again trying to distract his brother. “Because those are behind us. Or at least, so I thought.”


  The man finally ambled off after much urging from Erelah, her face shining with happiness at the man’s renewed lease on life. Lucian had never met a True Angel, only hybrids like Erelah—the pure Angels and Devils kept their distance from both the mortal and immortal worlds. But he couldn’t help wondering if they were all as clueless as their children about their powerful, attractive pull. It was as though Erelah couldn’t see the lust in the man’s eyes… or his pants. She was like a child, unaware in many ways.


  Leksander’s growl for the man’s retreating back was contained deep in his chest, but Lucian still heard it. His brother finally turned to him. “Yes, the active hunt for shifters has seemingly ceased, at least in Seattle. But the anger and the loathing run deep in humans. It may be tempered, but I doubt it has disappeared.”


  Lucian cocked his head as Erelah approached. Leksander quickly turned to face her. He was so reactive around her, so obvious. Why couldn’t she see that and put his brother out of his misery? At least grant him an acknowledgment of his obvious desire for her, even if she chose to keep chaste. Or at least, chaste from him.


  Lucian managed to keep his sigh inside. “Did you sense anything about the demon’s origins before you smote him with your heavenly sword?” he asked her, barely restraining his sarcasm.


  “Oh, Lucian,” she said, her smile still bright from her twin ecstasies. “You should know I couldn’t keep from helping that poor man! His demon side was nothing but a torment. Endlessly. You should have seen the stories I glimpsed in his mind as he claimed his fully human self. So many terrible things he couldn’t help from doing, driven by that odious daemonus.”


  “Yes, I’m sure he would have been a prince otherwise.” Lucian loved humanity, but not with the blind intensity of an angel. And he was certain that the female half was far superior to the males, in any event.


  She scowled at him, but lightly. Then she laid a delicate-fingered hand on Leksander, and his brother’s reaction would have been clear to anyone with eyes to see. “Tell your brother, Leksander. Humans are but angels in disguise.”


  “Some of them.” Leksander gave him a pained look.


  Lucian held in his laugh. “All right, slayer,” he said to her. “But let’s have an understanding, shall we? If you find one that’s demon-infected, can you stay your blade for a moment or three? It’s important to stop this resurgence or whatever it is. I suspect it is more than a fomenting of odious spirits.”


  Some of the gleeful haze in Erelah’s eyes faded. “You suspect the fae are involved. Leksander told me. I regret I didn’t have time to sense the demon’s origins to help further that cause.” The angels’ natural enemy—the fae, conjurers and keepers of the demonic forces, at least in the Winter Court—tended to bring out the warrior side of any angel.


  “We’ll find it in time. If you can work with me and restrain yourself, that is.” Lucian was being as polite as he could manage while still being direct. Nuance tended to be lost on angelings, just like the angels that spawned them.


  But she seemed to understand. At least, she nodded. It was difficult to parse what a slayer knew, what they sensed, and what they didn’t. “You are spelling Leksander’s patrol, are you not? I wish to stay. I’ll hunt with you now.”


  Lucian winced as his brother struggled to keep the hurt off his face. Lucian really needed to have a talk with him—and soon—about the futility of this crush. He’d gone longer than Lucian in not partaking in human female company. It was time. Perhaps Leonidas could help find someone to capture Leksander’s attention, if even just for a short while.


  Lucian sighed. “Why don’t we split up?” He threw a meaningful glance at his brother, whose eyes had sharpened. “You and Leksander take the southern half of the city; I’ll take the northern part. I won’t slay anything without you, as long as you promise the same in return.”


  “Deal!” she exclaimed, the smile wide on her face. She was truly, breathtakingly beautiful, just as all children of angels were. It wasn’t much of a mystery why his brother was smitten. It was just terribly unfortunate.


  Erelah’s wings unfurled, and she lifted from the ground in a gliding way that spoke of her power, not her wings’ ability to beat the air into submission.


  Lucian watched her go, seeking out more demons to ecstatically slay. She must be as drunk on that as he was leaving Arabella at his lair. Then he dropped his gaze to his brother, whose look of longing was almost painful to see. “Chasing angelfire will only get you burned, my brother.”


  He lingered on her quickly rising form until it cloaked. “You’re right.” Then he brought his gaze back down to earth and smirked. “But it will be glorious while it lasts.”


  Lucian shook his head, stepping back as Leksander shifted into his silver dragon and went after her, cloaking a half heartbeat later. And in truth, he could hardly blame his brother—Lucian had his own tempting angel back in his lair.


  And loving Arabella just might burn him to ash as well.
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  Thank God, she was on the pill.


  She’d been on birth control ever since that night with her ex, regardless of the status of her relationships. Not that there were any. But she didn’t want to accidentally end up carrying the spawn of some asshole, and rape happened way too damn often in the world. This thing with Lucian was anything but that… but it had come on so suddenly… and Arabella never had a man come inside her so much in a single day.


  Twenty-four hours of sex and sleep and sex and more sex. After the fourth or fifth round—she’d rapidly lost count—Lucian had explained that dragon libido was enhanced like every other ability. Holy shit, he wasn’t kidding about that. And the things he did to her… she was still buzzing from all those orgasms hours after he’d flown off to patrol Seattle, leaving her alone in his lair. Somewhere in the middle, he’d also explained she didn’t need to worry about pregnancy or disease—that pregnancy could only occur after sealing, and shifters didn’t have diseases, not ones that were communicable to humans, anyway. It was part of the whole immortality thing. Of course, he could totally be lying. But she was inclined to believe him—if it were that easy to get pregnant, he wouldn’t be searching so hard for a mate.


  A mate. Was that where this was headed? She was so dazed by their time in bed, by the sweet caring of a man who felt the pain of her trauma then helped her get past it—not just once, but again and again and again—it was like he was making up for all her lost time. And all that sexual energy bottled up inside her came spilling out… right along with her heart.


  It was possibly the most intimate and kind gift she’d ever received, and dammit, she could feel it—she was falling in love with him. Because Jesus Lord, he was hot and kind and an incredible lover. What was not to love? Except for that whole dragon thing. And the fact that she’d just met him. And, hello, that he had basically kidnapped her and was still holding her prisoner. Maybe. She wasn’t really sure about that part anymore, given she had free run of the House of Smoke in his absence. Presumably, she could bop down to the garage, snag a car, and leave.


  Only that was the last thing she wanted to do.


  Her head could argue all day about how falling in love with Lucian Smoke was the height of irresponsibly crazy foolishness… but her heart was already long, long gone. And her lady parts were in some kind of nirvana they didn’t even know existed. Like literally. She had no idea her body could feel this sated.


  Not that she wasn’t sore. She hurt in parts of her body she didn’t know she owned—like she’d been possessed by someone who tried to win an IronMan Extreme Decathlon where all the events were staged in Lucian’s circular bed. Her legs and arms and everything were one big limping soreness… all except the parts between her legs. Or anywhere else Lucian’s magical-healing wet kisses could reach. He said all his bodily fluids had restorative powers—like he literally leaked immortality—and she believed it. Her lady parts were already raring to go again, even as her back was considering traction. But the buzz of uncountable orgasms won the day with a resounding worth it! finishing any and all arguments.


  She couldn’t wait for Lucian to return.


  Oh, God, she had it bad for him.


  What she really needed was to clear her head and sort this out, which was how she found herself wandering the hallways of the House of Smoke. The keep was like a small city on top of the mountain. Lucian had given her a cell phone with his number programmed in, plus a built-in GPS so she could find her way back to his lair, and then said she would be safe anywhere she chose to explore. He’d given some kind of command to everyone in the keep to watch out for her… although no one had shown their face so far.


  The keep had common areas, like an amazing swim room that was a sparkling lake built into the side of the mountain, complete with waterfall. And a domed observatory that grew out of the top and gave a 360-degree view of the gorgeous mountain scenery at dusk. The keep itself was sprawling and huge, a series of gorgeous, luxury apartments all connected by a common walkway. She was slowly mapping out the maze with the GPS app on her phone and her leisurely wandering.


  She didn’t know how many dragons were in the keep, but they seemed to be staying in their lairs. Or perhaps they had left the keep entirely. What did dragons do all day beside lounge in their opulent apartments? Lucian had given her the coordinates and phone number for Leonidas in case she needed something. What she could possibly need that wasn’t provided in Lucian’s well-stocked lair or the entertainment of the miniature surround-sound theater or any number of other pastimes within the glass castle in the sky, she couldn’t imagine.


  Except she did—she needed someone to talk to about all this.


  Rachel wouldn’t be much help—she knew as much about dragons as she knew about men—but Leonidas was Lucian’s brother. A prince and a dragon as well. Maybe he could help her understand what all this was really about. Because she was falling in love with a dragon prince who was looking for a mate, and the idea of that just turned her head inside out.


  When she arrived at the coordinates for Leonidas’s apartment, the entrance was unmarked, except for the extravagant, carved brass dragon in bold relief that draped down the edges. She knocked but nothing happened, and there wasn’t a doorbell. Lucian’s apartment was enormous—maybe Leonidas just couldn’t hear her? She was about to dial his number, when suddenly, and without a whisper of sound, the door slid open.


  Leonidas stood in pajama pants, bare-chested with bare feet and tousled hair that looked like he’d just gotten out of bed. His brilliant blue eyes glittered with a metallic shine, and a smile slowly crept on his face.


  “Arabella,” he said, and it was like he was tasting her name. Or, more likely, her. Which gave her a shiver she tried to cover up.


  “I hope I didn’t interrupt—” But she stopped when a drop-dead gorgeous girl appeared behind Leonidas, peeking and biting her lip. Her long, black hair was likewise mussed, and it was obvious that Arabella had interrupted something. “Oh. I’ll, um… I’ll come back later.” She was already backing away from the door.


  Leonidas scowled, then glanced back and tilted his head.


  The girl slipped out of sight.


  He whipped his attention back to her. “If you leave,” he said, a faux look of distress on his face, “my brother will have my hide for a lampshade.” He stepped back and swept his hand toward the interior. “Please come in.”


  Arabella hesitated, but the girl had vanished completely, probably hiding out in Leonidas’s bedroom. Arabella had already interrupted them—she would just make this quick and then get out fast. She shuffled inside, heat crawling across her cheeks as Leonidas ran his gaze over her, checking her out. The short entryway opened into an expansive great room, not unlike the two-story affair in Lucian’s lair, only this one was even warmer in color, with rich bronze trim and copper vases interspersed with white furniture and thick white carpet. It was spotless and neat.


  Arabella saw the back of the girl disappear into a room down the hall to the side. The door closed. She stopped and turned to face Leonidas, who was following her with curious eyes.


  “What can I help you with?” he asked. The front door slid silently closed behind him.


  She folded her arms tight over her chest, wishing she had just left. “I’m sorry. I don’t mean to keep you from your… human.” Lucian had told her that some dragons “kept” humans, and now that Arabella had experienced dragon libido for herself, she understood why Leonidas’s “kept woman” wore a smile on her face. She was far from a prisoner. Some people would consider this a kind of heaven.


  It just wasn’t for her.


  Leonidas lifted one eyebrow and stood face to face with her. “My bedmate probably needs a rest, anyway.”


  Arabella felt the heat flood her cheeks. She dropped her gaze to his bare feet, then darted it away to the furnishings of his house. God, she was a grown adult. She really should be able to look a man in the face while he talked about sex. She forced herself to meet his gaze.


  A small smile tugged at the corner of his lips.


  “Look.” Arabella unlocked her arms and lightly tapped her fist against her open palm. It helped a little. “I’m sure having a kept human works for most dragons. And I’m sure she’s enjoying it. It’s just not for me.”


  Leonidas frowned a little but mostly seemed entranced by her words. He flicked a look at the closed door, then back to her. “I see.”


  The heat was back in her face. Had she just insulted him? “Lucian just said that…” She gestured helplessly at the door. She was only digging herself in deeper. “Whatever. It doesn’t matter. I shouldn’t presume. Is she your mate?”


  A breathtaking grin broke out over his face. “No.” He seemed to be holding back a laugh. “But then I’m not exactly looking for one, either.”


  “Oh.” She grimaced. “So, that’s not something all dragons want?” Didn’t Lucian say it was? Now she couldn’t remember through the haze of all the sex.


  “Oh, they do. Most of them, anyway. The ones with any sense.” His eyes narrowed, studying her. “Lucian is definitely in need of one.”


  “In need of?” She returned his frown. “You mean because he’ll die soon if he doesn’t find a mate.” He definitely said that—that his days were numbered unless he found a mate and spawned a dragonling.


  Leonidas tilted his head. She guessed that was agreement.


  But something didn’t add up. “You’re triplets, right? I mean, if Lucian’s biological clock is running out, doesn’t that mean yours is, too?” She flicked a look to the bedroom, but the door remained closed. These dragons may be five hundred years old, but they had the stamina of a twenty-year-old mixed with the skills of a very experienced man. She could see them living that for all it was worth, right up until the end. Whatever the end was for a dragon who lived for hundreds of years but still looked hotter than sin.


  “It’s different for Lucian.” Leonidas’s face was pinched, examining her. “He’s the crown prince.”


  “So he has to carry on the line?” she guessed. It made sense, but that seemed kind of less important than, you know, not dying. Plus, didn’t they have contingencies for this sort of thing? She wasn’t an expert on human royal houses, much less dragon ones, but it seemed a little fraught with problems to rely on one guy to provide the sole heirs to the dynasty. Especially when there were two other brothers.


  “So to speak.” Leonidas pulled in a breath, and his face opened. Less suspicious, or maybe just relaxing. “Lucian needs a mate to fulfill his duties, and for our own particular reasons, neither Leksander nor I will be taking mates. But I doubt you’re here to find out why I’m bedding my females instead of mating with them.”


  She flushed again. The way they put things sometimes made her shiver—direct and yet phrased in a way that made her wish to be in Lucian’s bed again, having him lavish her with that sexy language as well as earth-shaking orgasms.


  “I’m here because I think I might be falling in love with your brother.” She pursed her lips after saying it, watching Leonidas’s face open even further in surprise.


  Then his surprise collapsed into a pinched look. “But you’re unsure.”


  Arabella lifted her hands. “I’ve only known him for a few days!”


  “That’s something easily fixed.” He was examining her again with that calculated look.


  “And I don’t know anything about being the mate of a dragon.” For some reason, her complaints were sounding less reasonable when she said them aloud. But it was true—what did she know about these strange, sexy men-beasts?


  He gave her a small smile. “And I’m not the one to tell you. These are things you should be discussing with Lucian, not me.”


  Arabella flushed again. He was right. If there were to be anything between her and Lucian, she would have to trust him to give her straight answers to her questions. And just spend time with the man. Get to know him. None of that was accomplished by sneaking off to talk to his brother. What did she expect? That Leonidas would spill Lucian’s secrets for her?


  She pulled in a breath. “You’re right.”


  He smiled wide again, then gestured to the front door. “When he returns from Seattle, I’m sure he’ll answer any questions you have.”


  She frowned at the way he was hustling her out, but she had interrupted what was likely some very hot sex. He probably wanted to get back to it. “Well, thanks for listening, anyway.” She hurried toward the door.


  He activated it by waving a hand. She had to open the doors manually, but Leonidas and Lucian seemed to have some magic they used instead. Even that small thing nagged at her—there was so much she didn’t know.


  Leonidas leaned on the edge of the doorway as she stepped outside and turned back to say goodbye. The humor was back in his face. “Stop by anytime, Arabella. And if things don’t work out with you and Lucian, you know where to find me.” He gave her a crooked grin before sliding the door shut in her face.


  What the fuck? Did Leonidas just offer to have sex with her? After she told him she might love Lucian? Her mouth hung open as she stood in front of the door, gaping at it with disbelief. But heat was rushing to her face again, so she forced herself to turn and march away.


  What was she thinking? These men were hundreds of years old, they had amazing magical powers, and they were dragon royalty on top of everything. What made her think she could understand anything about them after having spent a few days and one twenty-four-hour sex marathon with Lucian? And yet… she couldn’t help feeling something for the sexy man who was also a golden dragon. Something more than just lust, although there was plenty of that.


  He had saved her from a demon in an alley. Then he’d slowly gone about winning her over—first, offering to help with her practice; then working together on this faux search for a mate; and finally, through the hot healing power of his bed.


  It was always you, Arabella. Always you.


  He’d whispered the words, but they’d resonated straight through to her soul.


  Lucian was at the end of his life, he needed a mate, and he wanted her. Even if she didn’t love him, it was something to consider. But he’d made it clear he was serious about finding a woman who could love a man like him. True Love, he’d called it. This sealing thing for making the dragonling would only work if she really, actually, truly loved him.


  But you’re unsure. Those were Leonidas’s words, and they brought her march down the hallway to a standstill. That was why his brother had seemed so cool, examining her, saying nothing, revealing nothing—he was just looking out for his brother, making sure she was the kind of mate who could actually love him. Because that mattered. A lot.


  But how could even she be sure of such a thing? How could anyone really know if their love was “true”? She’d certainly thought she was in love before—and all it had gotten her was nearly choked to death.


  Something buzzed in her pocket, making her jump. It was just the phone Lucian had given her. She fished it out.


  Back early. Meet me on top of the keep. Want to show you something.


  And like that, her traitorous heart was skipping beats. She had no idea what Lucian wanted to show her, but it didn’t matter. She just wanted to be with him again. Flying around the keep, in bed, or maybe just talking for a while. And they had a lot of talking to do.


  She trotted down the hall, following her GPS tracker on her phone back to Lucian’s lair. She’d left it unlocked, so she just tapped the wall panel to get in, hurried through the great room and up the stairs. It wasn’t until she was passing Lucian’s bedroom that it occurred to her she might stop to brush her hair or something. But the wind outside would just blow it around anyway. She tucked the phone in her pocket and climbed the spiral stairwell to the roof.


  The sun was glorious outside, slowly setting toward Seattle in the West and turning the clouds to fire. She wrapped her arms around her, a slight chill rising in the cooling breeze. She scanned the air for Lucian’s dragon form winging its way back to her.


  It took a moment, but then she saw it—just a shadowy form in the distance, but he was rocketing across the sky. She raised her arms to wave so he would see her. He was still far away, but with those super dragon senses, he had to be able to see her, if she could see him. Sure enough, he banked toward her and quickly grew closer, only…


  Arabella squinted against the setting sun. His shadowy dragon form wasn’t just shaded by the sun… it was black.


  Black as midnight and tar and all the dark things.


  Lucian’s dragon was warm golden silk-over-steel, and this thing—this black thing coming for her—had no hint of gold across the full sweep of its dark wings.


  Her heart lurched—once, twice—then she ran.


  Breath seized in her throat as she scrambled for the door to the keep, but the black dragon was coming in like a missile. She heard his scream, and she looked back just as horrific, razor-sharp talons reached for her. She leaped for the door—


  —and never landed.


  She was yanked up, violently, pain slicing across her body with knives of steel clamping down on her and whisking her up, up, up…


  Her heart seized as the keep dropped away below her.


  She was caught.
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  “Who’s your sire?” Lucian demanded.


  “You’re fucking crazy!” the demon replied. Or rather, his human half did, with wide eyes and apparent confusion as to why Lucian had him pinned to a brick wall in a dank Seattle alley. His demon half was busy clawing at Lucian’s hand, fighting a hopeless battle against the fae runes that had gathered at his hand and held the man’s chest with an iron-press. There was no hope of escape.


  “You can lie to me, invidias daemonus, but it will only prolong the agony of your death.” Unfortunately, Lucian couldn’t actually kill the demon, not until he had traced it back to its maker, but the man—and the demon—didn’t need to know that.


  “I don’t know what you’re talking about!” The man’s voice had hiked up to hysteria. Which was troubling—because he was clearly demon, but it was possible the human side of him had no knowledge of it.


  Then again, he’d clearly understood what he was doing when he broke into a woman’s apartment to steal her laptop. Lucian had caught a whiff of him as he made his exit out the back of the building. The stolen computer lay discarded on the ground, probably damaged when Lucian descended on the man in dragon form and nearly made him piss his pants.


  Stealing. It was consistent with the invidia class demon Lucian scented on him, full of the deadly sin of envy, covetous of things that belonged to others. Not odious class like the demons Erelah and Leksander had slain, which was even more troubling. Were all the demon classes suddenly afoot in the city? And for what purpose would the Winter Court risk war with the Summer Court by releasing them into the human world? And halflings at that.


  It made no sense.


  “I’ll give you one more chance, demon—” He cut himself off, whipping his head to the side at the scent of angel and dragon, not to mention the sound of air beaten by wings.


  Leksander and Erelah dropped to the alley floor next to him.


  Lucian grimaced. He’d turned off his phone while apprehending the demon, just to keep it from going off and calling attention to their interrogation in the alley. “I was going to call you, just as soon as I—”


  “Lucian.” Leksander’s harsh tone cut him off more than his word. “Arabella has been taken. I tried to call you. Your phone is off.”


  “Taken?” Lucian dropped his hold on the demon and stepped back. “What do you mean?”


  “She’s been snatched from the lair—”


  Fuck. Lucian shifted, cloaked, and was in the air before his brother could finish speaking. Goddamnit, why had he left her alone?


  Behind him, he heard the demon scream its death throes. Erelah must have already plunged her angel blade into him. But that was unimportant—the only thing that mattered was getting back to the keep.


  Lucian, don’t go alone! Leksander must have shifted to dragon to get that message to Lucian’s mind, but he was quickly out of range, pumping hard to get clear of the city, then boosting his speed with every drop of magic in his blood. He left a sonic boom behind him, a mysterious sound for the inhabitants of Seattle to puzzle over while he rocketed back to his lair.


  Who had taken his treasure? It was a screaming demand inside his head, every dragon instinct he had rearing its primal need to protect what was his. The power of it fueled his speed and sharpened his senses for battle. The fact that Arabella summoned this urgent need to protect her, to get her back, was purely instinctual—at least, that was what he told himself, over and over, as the mountains slid under him. The sun was setting at his back and sending long, daggered shadows across the ground, pointing toward the keep that was supposed to be holding his beloved.


  Beloved.


  Fuck. No, this was simply a raging dragon desire to get back something stolen from him. And dip his talons in the blood of the dragon responsible for stealing it. Worse than any invidias daemonus, a dragon who stole another’s treasure knew exactly the nature of that challenge. Whoever it was, Lucian would shred him apart. This was about honor and instinct and treasure, not love.


  Not love.


  By the time he reached the keep, he had almost convinced himself.


  He landed in a flurry of flapping wings, killing his speed but nearly plowing through the glass panes of the keep that shuddered with his arrival. He had aimed for the central conference room, figuring Leonidas must be waiting for him there, but then he saw his brother atop Lucian’s lair, near the stairwell to the roof. Lucian leaped into the air again, crossing the flat expanse of the keep to reach Leonidas fast, shifting again to human as soon as he landed.


  Leonidas was staring at something in his hand—a phone.


  The one Lucian had given Arabella.


  A chill swept through him. “What happened?” Lucian demanded.


  “That’s what I’m trying to ascertain,” Leonidas said tightly. “I messaged you first, then Leksander. Did you bring him with you?”


  “Leonidas. Tell me who took her.” Lucian stalked over fast enough that Leonidas took a wary step back.


  “All right. All right.” He shoved the phone, face forward, at Lucian. “Someone hacked your phone, my brother. Lured her up here, pretending to be you, to get her outside the protection of the wards. This isn’t the time to warn you once again about the holes in your security.”


  “Fucking hell.” It was a dagger through his chest.


  Leonidas pulled the phone back and held up his hands. “Right. Not the time. But whoever snatched her, he had to know our systems. He was here within seconds of breaching the perimeter. We scrambled, but by the time we were clear of the keep, he had cloaked and gone. I’ve got Rynor pulling up the security tape.” He checked the phone, tapping it. “He’s going to message me as soon as they have it.”


  Lucian rocked back. Someone targeted her specifically. They timed it, hacked in, and snatched her away. “Why, Leonidas…” His voice was weak. How could he have not seen this coming? His head was so muddled with rage, even now, he couldn’t think straight. Who would do this?


  “You are the crown prince, my liege,” his brother said, softly, using words and a tone he rarely did.


  And of course, that had to be it. He was naturally a target, no matter what the source. Which made any possible mate of his the soft underbelly that could be taken… and hurt. Arabella was so delicately human, so innocent and undeserving of any of this… this deception he had forced her into…


  A physical pain carved through his chest as images surged up—bloody ones he had spent decades trying to forget.


  Leonidas looked up from the phone. “She came to see me, Lucian.”


  He blinked, shaking his head from the flashback. “She did? Why?”


  Leonidas’s face mirrored his pain. “She was asking about mating. Talking about falling in love.”


  “Oh no.” It was just an exhale, not words.


  The phone pinged.


  Leonidas quickly swiped through, but Lucian’s head was swamped with a tsunami of emotion. He had brought her here, seduced her into loving him, and then he left her unprotected. Sure there was the keep. The wards protecting it, and the dragons inside it, but that hadn’t been nearly enough, had it? Because any woman even partially in love with him would naturally stir the deep magic that was part of the treaty. It would swell up and broadcast across magic-space, like tremors of an earthquake a thousand miles away that only the birds can sense, but that sends them up into flight. She had fallen in love with him… and now she was paying the price for it.


  And he had left her unsecured, left her side, run off to let the winds scour him of the possibility that he might lose his heart to her in return.


  What manner of beast was he that he did such things?


  Leonidas held the phone out to him once more. The face of it was filled with an image of black wings bending down. Arabella was obscured. All he could see were her legs dangling from where the dragon held her close to his body, gripping her in his talons.


  “House of Drakkon,” Lucian whispered, horror drenching him and draining his voice.


  Leonidas nodded. “I’m almost certain it was Tytus himself.”


  A roar rumbled deep inside Lucian’s chest. Tytus. Brutalizer of women. The most base of dragons. And Arabella… her dark past with men… her near-death rape that scarred her so deeply… the roar built and built and erupted out of his mouth in one long dragon-scream that sent blue fire billowing over the surface of the keep.


  He shifted and leaped and pumped into the air, pouring everything into getting distance from his keep and hunting that foul wyvern down in his lair.


  “I’m coming with you!” Leonidas’s voice was quickly lost in the wind in Lucian’s ears and the rage in his mind.


  His brother would follow. And his lieutenants too.


  But none of them would beat him to tearing out Tytus’s heart.
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  A haze of pain and terror clouded Arabella’s vision.


  She spent an endless time flying through the air, clutched by steel talons, body numbed by the bone-chilling cold of the air whipping past her, heart frozen by the horrible knowledge that she was captured by an incredibly strong dragon against whom any defenses she had would be useless. The only question was what he intended to do with her… and if she would survive it.


  Or want to.


  The flight lasted an eternity… then came to a sudden halt as the dragon swerved and dove down into a midnight-black castle, like Lucian’s only the glass was obsidian instead of clear. A million sharp spires and hard-cut angles of black glass glinted in the moonlight, but she only caught a glimpse before they dropped into a dark maw that had opened below. Then they landed with insane, skull-jarring speed—he dropped her just before they reached the stone floor, and she hit it hard, barely getting her hands in front before her face smacked down. A rustle of wings and a stomp of boots said he must be shifting, but she couldn’t see him with her face smashed against the floor. Not to mention, she was so terribly cramped, every muscle in her body seizing up.


  She hurt everywhere.


  Her arms were frozen—she could barely get them under her, much less control them—so she stayed down, sprawled on the floor. Something wet trickled down her face. She swiped at it with the back of her hand, and it came away bloody. Her clothes were tattered from where his talons had gripped her, and there were slices of pain and blood there as well. She was almost too numb to tell, but she didn’t seem to have any major injuries. Yet.


  Holy shit, I’m going to die here. That was as far as she got in her scattered, scrambled thoughts before something gripped her arms and hauled her up from the floor. His dark eyes glinted with a sharper blackness the color of his wings. He held her close to his face, his nostrils flaring as he breathed her in.


  “Lucian’s treasure,” he said with a satisfaction that sent ripples of fear chasing each other throughout her body. “So easy to take. And you bleed… so he hasn’t sealed you yet. So sloppy for a crown prince.” He seemed delighted by this.


  Arabella could feel her body shake in his grasp. “Fuck you,” she gasped out. If she was going to die, she wanted to go out with her pride intact.


  Something growled deep inside him. “Oh, yes. He pretends to be better than me, but he likes them feisty, just like I do.” His cruel smile made her shudder.


  Oh, God… she recognized that look. That horrible, terrible look in a man’s eyes when he knows he has all the power to hurt you any way he wishes… and he wishes to very much.


  Oh, fuck. Oh, fuck. Oh, fuck. Her breaths were becoming rapid. She needed to think of something to say to make him reconsider. Or at least end it quickly. Something.


  Tears gathered at the corners of her eyes.


  He leaned forward and—oh, God—he licked the tears as they ran down her face. “Your fear… it tastes so good.” He licked his lips. “But let’s make sure, shall we? If Lucian’s mark is on you, then the fae can have you. But if not… well…” He rumbled that growl again like he was tasting her in that magical way and liked it. “Maybe I’ll take you for my own. If you’re such a treasure that Lucian wants you, then sealing you for myself will be all the more satisfying.”


  One of his hands gripping the top of her arm shifted into those terrifying talons. She couldn’t help the gasp and whimper that escaped her as he gripped her t-shirt and tore it to shreds, taking her bra with it and leaving half her chest naked. Thin lines across her skin, where his claws had raked her, wept with tears of blood—she was so terrified, she hardly felt the pain. Then he turned her around. She held as still as she could while shaking like crazy, but she couldn’t help crying out as he tore away the rest of her shirt, leaving her bare from the waist up. Pain lanced across her back as he grazed her with those razor-sharp talons.


  His hand shifted back to human, skimming up her back, tracing every curve. He sighed out a long breath that she felt hot on her back. She couldn’t help cringing, but his other hand gripped her shoulder so hard, she couldn’t move.


  “So you are unsealed,” he whispered in her ear, making her shudder so violently that she banged into his lips hovering near her. He slid a hand around to clamp down on her breast. She gasped from the pain of it. “Should I just take you now or seal you first? Or maybe give you a chance to run… I do like my prey fresh from the hunt. Decisions, decisions.”


  Fear was clouding her mind, trying to send her away to someplace where she wouldn’t have to live through this. Wouldn’t have to feel it. But the raking of his teeth across her shoulder jolted her back, churning her stomach with revulsion and making her whimper again. Tears gushed hot on her face.


  Then suddenly, a boom wrenched the air, pounding her eardrums and wrenching him away from her body. She jerked in surprise, then whirled around, her entire body still shaking. Her captor had shifted into his dragon form, roaring with displeasure, then shifting back to human just as quickly. He picked himself up from the floor and snarled… but it wasn’t directed at her.


  Another man stood in the stone-floored entryway of the dragon’s lair. “Do not go against me, dragon.”


  “I was only taking a taste,” the dragon hissed, but he took a step back from both Arabella and this strange new man who had stopped him.


  He was beautiful in the way some men were—slender but high-cheeked; dark, flowing hair long past his shoulders, wispy and straight. Those runes that Lucian had were on this man as well, only just on his face. His eyes were ice-colored, nearly clear, with a hint of blue that dazzled as he fixed a stare on her. But the most strange part about him was his ears… they were pointed, like an elf. Or maybe a faery.


  The fae. This must be the fae that Lucian mentioned. Or one of them, at least. Had he come to rescue her? A flame of hope lit her heart.


  “This one is not for the likes of you to taste, Tytus,” the fae said. He slowly raked his eyes over her body. Heat rushed her face, and she crossed her arms over her bare breasts. “Although I can see why you would want to try.” He smiled, and Arabella’s small hope was doused in ice.


  “Lucian’s going to come for me,” she said, defiantly, but it was far more hope than any kind of certainty.


  “Of that, I have no doubt.” His smile tempered a little, and he gave a half wave in her direction. Suddenly, she was clothed again, the tatters of her original t-shirt still lying on the ground while she now wore a gauzy, white blouse, so thin as to hardly be any cover at all without a bra underneath. In fact, the thin cuts from the dragon’s talons seeped red immediately into the fabric, sticking it to her. She frowned, confused as to what was happening. It was like he wanted to cover her up, but he didn’t care if she was a bloody mess.


  He gave her an appreciative once over, then turned to Tytus. “Cross me again, dragon, and you’ll know the full power of my displeasure. Make no mistake—you are not protected by the treaty, and those wards on your keep are an insult. Did you really think to prevent my coming with that?”


  Tytus dipped his head. “Of course, not. Those were for the prince in case he followed—”


  The fae snorted, a clear look of disgust on his face. “You are as stupid as you are clumsy. Those would never have stopped him.”


  “I only meant to delay—”


  “Don’t lie to me, Tytus.” The fae’s voice went ice-cold. “You live at my forbearance, and only as long as you are useful to me. Do not test it.”


  Tytus growled. “We both have the same purpose in this. And when you are done with her—”


  “You will not touch her again.” The fae’s voice boomed, heavy with the same magical power that shook the air before. Then he calmed and gave the dragon a sickly kind of smile. “Not until such time as I permit.”


  Tytus bowed again and took a step back.


  The fae turned his icy stare back to her. “Now, my lovely Arabella, you and I have a few things to discuss.”


  She shivered as he held out his hand to her, beckoning her forward. Talk? What the hell were they going to talk about? Should she refuse? Would that serve any purpose whatsoever? Her whole body was still trembling with cold and fear and shock, and her brain was locked up with the panic that came with all of it. She couldn’t really think straight, but she didn’t see much in the way of options. She managed to unlock her legs and stumble forward.


  The gleam in his nearly-clear eyes heightened as she reached out to take his hand. A small smile snuck onto his face.


  Then the world vanished in a blink.
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  Lucian sped toward the House of Drakkon like a man possessed.


  And he was—images kept haunting him of Arabella lying in a pool of her own blood. He squashed those down and ignored the horrible, creeping, black feeling that he would arrive too late—moments too late, seconds too late—after any chance of saving her was gone, no matter how powerful the magic in his blood. He focused instead on finally having just cause to tear out Tytus’s liver and feed it to him.


  Even at his top speed, the trip to Idaho was agonizingly long. But he knew Tytus would take her to his lair. Surrounded by his fellow black dragons was the only way he could hope to hold Arabella for any length of time. He had to know Lucian would come for her—and him—which was part of why Lucian was convinced he would arrive too late. Tytus knew the clock would be ticking. And that was the part Lucian couldn’t understand—why take her at all? Why risk war with the House of Smoke? Because Lucian would arrive first, but his brothers and his House would be on his smoke trail, ready with talons and dragonfire to render the House of Drakkon to ash. Why risk it? All to spite Lucian for enforcing some common decency upon Tytus in his treatment of bedmates?


  It made no sense.


  And a violent man doing illogical things… that made Lucian nervous. That kind of unpredictability meant his grip in protecting the realms wasn’t as tight as he thought.


  And Arabella would be the first casualty.


  His dragonfire welled up inside him, anger mixed with magic, and it wanted release, but Lucian held it back—venting at top speed would just slow him down, and he couldn’t afford that.


  When he finally glimpsed the glittering black towers of the House of Drakkon in the distance, it sent both relief and a surge of anger-fueled adrenaline through his body. He kept just below the speed of sound so as not to give any warning of his arrival. Then he counted the seconds until he crashed into the infernal tower of black glass and painted his revenge in Tytus’s blood.


  As he rocketed forward, Lucian stretched his fae senses even further. The House of Drakkon was protected by some weak warding spells—the kind a common witch would place. Tytus must have hired one, given dragons without fae in their blood didn’t have access to that kind of magic. Summoning his runes to act at this distance took focus, but Lucian managed to project their power forward enough to knock away the spell a few moments before he arrived. In that short breath of time, he swept the keep, searching for Arabella’s scent, the heady mix of her soap-scrubbed skin combined with his scent, as he’d marked her again and again during their lovemaking. Tytus couldn’t have missed it, and he would have made her pay for her time in Lucian’s bed.


  Once, twice, three times he searched the House of Drakkon… but she wasn’t there.


  Or she was already dead.


  Lucian crashed through the glass roof, shattering a rain of black shards onto the mountain on which the keep was perched. He screamed his anger in a shower of dragonfire as he landed talons-first on the level where Tytus’s loathsome scent was strongest. The black dragon cowered under the curtain of glass raining on his head, then arose out of it, wings spreading wide to lift off. Lucian barreled into him before he could flee, crashing them both through another wall, a solid one made of wood and plaster, before tumbling into a large room in the center of Tytus’s lair. Lucian’s talons found purchase, slicing through Tytus’s scaly black hide like it was common leather—the only things sharp enough and strong enough to cut dragon skin were the claws of another dragon. The feel of Tytus’s flesh parting as Lucian squeezed, the black dragon’s blood gushing over his claws, only fed his bloodlust, pushing his anger higher. Tytus screamed and blasted fire in Lucian’s face, which forced him to wrench away—then the slip of Tytus’s blood in the meat of his side caused Lucian to lose his grip. Tytus whipped his tail against Lucian’s legs, swiping them from under him, but Lucian took to wing, his fae powers muscling him higher, lofting up the two-story room and back down on Tytus’s head as he turned to run. This time, Lucian’s talons found the black dragon’s throat, squeezing from behind and cutting deep into his flesh. Tytus gurgled with the noise of a man choking on his own blood and plowed face-first into the stone of his own lair, the floor already slick with his blood. His wings and tail flailed at Lucian, but to no avail.


  Just as he twisted his claws to finish the job and split Tytus’s long, serpentine neck in two, something struck Lucian from the side and knocked him free from where he had Tytus pinned to the floor. Lucian let loose a sweep of dragonfire as he came back around, setting all of Tytus’s lair afire, but then he abruptly pulled up—


  Leonidas. Lucian halted mid-turn, confused as his brother hovered over a gasping and gurgling Tytus. What the fuck?


  She’s not here, Lucian. Leonidas turned away from him and flipped Tytus over.


  Lucian watched, still amazed, as his own brother placed the flat of his taloned hand on Tytus’s neck and summoned his runes. The inky magic symbols wriggled across his bronzed scales and down his forearm to gather their power where Leonidas was holding the shreds of Tytus’s neck together. The runes were capable of limited healing for dragon wounds. Of course, their own dragon blood had tremendous self-healing powers all on its own, but a wound grievous enough, especially one from another dragon’s talons, could end an immortal’s life. It was how wyvern were destroyed, and how many dragons ended their lives in battle. But here his brother was, bringing Tytus back from near-death with the added power of a healing spell, a bit of fae magic for their enemies.


  What the hell are you doing? Lucian landed with a wall-shaking thud next to his brother and Tytus on the floor.


  Saving your beloved, my brother.


  Lucian blinked. Said nothing, then blinked again. His mind had been so hazed with anger and bloodlust that he hadn’t thought it through—but, of course, she must still be alive. Otherwise, Tytus would have taunted him with her body. Or been ready for the fight. Something.


  Where have you taken her? Lucian demanded, throwing his thoughts at Tytus as he roared his anger.


  Tytus didn’t answer, his eyes still glazed, even with Leonidas’s healing.


  Lucian knelt next to him, breathing dragonfire in his face to get his attention. Tytus whipped his head back and forth, unsuccessfully trying to avoid the flames’ scorching burn. Leonidas scowled at him, not least because some of the plasma spilled on his hand still on Tytus’s neck, but he didn’t complain.


  If she dies, you die. Lucian sent the thought to Tytus. Tell me now, and if she lives, I’ll let you continue to breathe a while longer.


  Tytus coughed and squinted at Lucian. The fae have her.


  Lucian rocked back and glanced at Leonidas. 


  His brother’s eyes were wide. Zephan? But why—


  The treaty. But Lucian scowled. It didn’t make sense.


  Leonidas’s eyes drew to slits and dragonfire leaked from his mouth. He can’t kill her.


  The hell he can’t. There are demons loose in Seattle.


  That doesn’t mean he’s forsaken the treaty, his brother argued.


  I can’t take that chance. Lucian leaped up, spread his wings, and soared out of the giant hole he made in the roof of the House of Drakkon.


  If Zephan had Arabella, there was only one way to reach her—he would have to travel to the Winter Court. Never mind that a dragon bearing the blood of Summer Court fae hadn’t broached the realm in ten-thousand years…


  There was nothing in the mortal or immortal realms which could stop him.
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  An impossible thing had just happened.


  One moment, Arabella was standing in the lair of the black dragon who had kidnapped her; the next, she was standing in a room that seemed made of brilliant, glowing ice. The one thing that remained constant between the two rooms was the cool, soft hand holding hers. A man—no, a fae—who had rescued her from a dragon bent on hurting her. Probably killing her. Only this man with the pointed ears, wispy black hair, and ice-clear eyes was looking her over with just as much lascivious intent.


  She dropped his hand. “What just happened?” she asked, looking around her. The walls were translucent, but she couldn’t see past them. They stretched overhead, a dozen stories tall, like she stood at the bottom of a very deep well made of light. The room itself was round, and the walls were wavy, with shadows and crevices that could be hiding a dozen passageways. The floor was likewise made of some kind of glass. There were only two pieces of furniture in the expansive room that made her think it was a room at all, and not some great cavern—a vast white bed, angular and strange, and a giant, flat silver screen embedded in the wall above it.


  She shivered in the cool air and dragged her gaze back to the fae who had rescued her… although she suspected her kidnapping had been his plan all along.


  “Being human, I expect you to know very little about the immortal world.” A hint of a smile played at the corner of his lips. He was beautiful but in a cold and cruel way. “We traveled here by way of a doorway. Not an ordinary one, to be sure, but normal transportation for a man with my powers.”


  She swallowed. “Why am I here?”


  His almost colorless eyes glittered, reflecting the softly glowing light that bounced all around the room. His bedroom… or at least a room with a bed in it. He stepped closer and reached for her hand again. She almost pulled it away, but if he could whisk her around the world using magic alone to wherever this place was, there wasn’t much use in physically fighting against him.


  “You’re here because you’ve charmed your way into Lucian Smoke’s bed.” He upturned her hand and softly stroked her palm with the fingertips of his other hand. “So delicate and fragile. I can understand the allure.” Then he looked up and lifted his hand to her face, cupping her cheek and running a thumb across her lips.


  She gasped as they warmed under his touch, flushing pleasure through her as if the brushing of his thumb was the most erotic of kisses.


  He smirked. “If you think a dragon’s bed is filled with pleasure, it’s only because you haven’t been in mine.” He leaned closer, close enough to kiss her, but he held back.


  Her heart stuttered, and an embarrassing heat flooded between her legs. How could she feel attracted to this man who had basically kidnapped her? But her body was betraying her… and her mind seemed just as intoxicated by his commanding presence.


  “I can taste every pleasure you’ve ever had, my sweet, innocent little human.” He was whispering now, his lips nearly brushing hers. “Your dragon’s most seductive powers come from the fae blood in his veins.” The heat had blossomed and flowed up her body. “Just think what a full-blooded fae prince could do for you. To you.”


  Her mind was awash with a sudden, intense desire. A need for him to close the last millimeter of distance between their lips, to feel his hands on her body, to having him thrusting hard inside her, filling her like no man had before… she leaned forward…


  Fae prince. That thought blared through the haze that was fogging her mind.


  She jerked back. “I know your name.”


  His eyes widened for a split second, then narrowed. The runes at his temples surged and shifted. “I doubt that very much.”


  But she did. She remembered Lucian saying he had to meet a fae prince. “You’re Zephan, a prince of the Winter Court. Lucian told me about you. He doesn’t trust you.” She pulled even further back. “And neither do I.”


  Her mind instantly cleared, as if the fog had been burnt off by the memory of Lucian’s words.


  Zephan smirked, but it was cool again, not heated like before. “No doubt because I could bed you with a simple touch.”


  A shiver ran through her. A touch? He was using magic on her, messing with her head somehow. Lucian already had amazing magic, and he was only part fae; who knew what a fae prince could do.


  His smirk grew even colder and more haughty. “But I’m not the one you should be concerned about, naïve little Arabella. Come, let me show you.” He swept his hand toward the bed.


  She frowned and held her ground.


  Zephan rolled his eyes. “Not the bed, simple girl. The mirror.”


  She looked again, and the screen over the bed had transformed into an enormous mirror. “I don’t understand.”


  He beckoned her forward, and she grudgingly went along. When they reached the edge of the bed, the mirror transformed from a flat, silvered surface that reflected her and Zephan standing side-by-side to a close-up video of Lucian’s face. His expression was dark and angry with an intensity she’d never seen on him—it made her recoil and pity the poor fool in his way.


  She whipped a look at Zephan. “What is this?”


  His smirk was still ice cold. “A memory. A glimpse of the past through the prism of magic. Something to help you see the error of your ways. And why you should never be seduced by a monster like our irksome and brooding dragon prince.”


  She frowned again, but her attention was caught by Lucian moving. The view shifted to show him kneeling next to a very pregnant woman. Her belly seemed nearly ready to burst with the size of the baby contained within it. Lucian’s back was to the mirror frame, but Arabella could see him lay a hand flat on the hugely rounded belly. The runes on Lucian’s hand swarmed around his skin, pulsing and warping, and the pregnant belly underneath his touch surged with them. The woman arched her back, pushing up into Lucian’s hand. Arabella could finally see her face as she threw her head back, her long reddish-brown hair spilling all over the floor. Her mouth was wide in a silent scream. Not a whisper of sound came from the mirror—Arabella heard her own heartbeat yammering in her chest, but nothing from the scene splayed in front of her. Lucian’s hand shoved the woman down, holding her belly secure as he raised his other hand.


  It shifted into a fistful of talons.


  Arabella gasped and covered her mouth with her own hand.


  His claws slashed at the woman, splitting her belly wide. Blood gushed everywhere, great buckets of it, all over her belly, the floor, Lucian’s hands and arms.


  Oh God. Arabella’s hand trembled against her mouth.


  The woman’s endless, wordless scream finally forced her up off the floor, her eyes popping open.


  They were green.


  Oh, holy fuck, they were green.


  Lucian kept slashing and tearing at her body, opening it up wide, digging deeper, then finally, when Arabella thought for sure her own stomach would empty out onto Zephan’s pristine white bed, Lucian reached with human hands into the gaping, bloody hole and lifted the baby free.


  A dragon baby—tiny and golden and lashing out with fire.


  “Oh, God.” The words leaked out of Arabella.


  Zephan held up a hand, and the image froze—Lucian holding the bloody infant dragon over the horribly empty womb of its mother’s body.


  “No.” Arabella didn’t want to know this. Whatever this was, there was an explanation for it. Something that gave some reason for why Lucian tore a baby from its mother. But her mind was already spinning the tale. The woman was his mate. His previous mate. And the golden baby dragon was Lucian’s. Only he had no mate now, and no dragonling, either. Unless all of that was a lie, too.


  Tears crowded her eyes, and she fought to blink them back.


  The mirror returned to plain silver, reflecting back her red-blotched face as if she had already lost the war with crying.


  “Sadly, the baby died.” Zephan’s voice was cool. “Although, that’s typically the case. The mate dies. The baby dies. Truly a horrific business, reproduction in the House of Smoke.”


  Arabella just stared at him, horrified. “All of them?”


  Zephan shrugged. “Well, the man is five hundred years old. If there had been a successful spawning of a dragonling, you wouldn’t be standing here, now would you?”


  She shook her head, back and forth, back and forth… then stared at her reflection in the mirror. “He was trying to save it—”


  “He was trying to save the dragonling.” Zephan paused. “He tore the mother apart. You see, he doesn’t need her. Only the child.”


  Her stomach heaved.


  She didn’t want to believe it. She didn’t believe it. But the idea had snuck into her mind like a poison that had seeped through her skin and worked into every neuron fire of her brain. A poison that was killing her from the inside out.


  Lucian was using her.


  She was shaking her head, but no words came out.


  “I thought you should know.” Zephan touched the bottom of her chin, lifting her gaze to meet his. “It’s easy to love a dragon, little human. It’s very hard to survive loving one.”


  She yanked her face away from his touch. She wanted to deny it. She wanted to believe Zephan was lying. But all of it rang with too much truth.


  Which meant Lucian had been lying to her from the beginning.
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  Lucian was on bended knee before the King of the Winter Court.


  “Thank you for permitting an audience, your highness,” Lucian said, keeping his head bent and his gaze fixed on the strange, translucent flooring of the royal receiving chamber. The customs hadn’t changed in a dozen millennia, and he was walking a tight-rope with this situation as it was—better to give the arrogant fae royalty some deference than quibble about who should be bending to whom. Besides, the king was well-known as a tyrant. And being a mere five thousand years old—and thus younger than the treaty itself—he was rumored to be bitter about how it had been bequeathed to him, binding him with magic to an agreement he never fashioned.


  “You may rise,” the king said, his voice echoing off the translucent walls of the chamber and climbing through the column of air above them.


  Lucian rose to standing.


  The king peered down at him with nearly colorless eyes, his long, black hair floating in the unseen magic that also hovered his glass throne well above Lucian, such that he had to peer up at him. Typical fae, and so much like Zephan, his son—flaunting his power, ensuring that Lucian, a mere dragon, knew his place. “But make no mistake, Prince of the House of Smoke. I permitted Brokk to bring you to court only to satisfy the precise terms of the treaty, which require me to demonstrate that this vile accusation you’ve made is utterly baseless.”


  Brokk was a high-ranking fae in the king’s court—as well as Lucian’s temporary guide and guard, the one who appeared when he made his request through the limited fae magic Lucian possessed in his DNA. Brokk stood next to Lucian, flexing his hands, which were crawling with runes just waiting to strike against the Summer Court blood running through Lucian’s veins. Treaty or no, if Lucian stepped one millimeter outside Winter Court protocol, the king’s enforcer would take great pleasure in meting out some kind of punishment. Strictly speaking, according to the treaty, Lucian couldn’t be killed or irreparably harmed. But if Lucian acted first, committing some offense against the court, they could plausibly make him suffer for it without triggering a war with the Summer fae.


  “Your son has taken my treasure.” Lucian kept his words even, in spite of the hammering in his chest. If Zephan had harmed her, Lucian would have a hard time controlling himself. “The treaty strictly prohibits interference of any kind in—”


  “Do not lecture me on the wording of the treaty!” The king’s bellow pounded Lucian’s ears, enhanced by the magical space of which the entire court was comprised. The court itself, and everyone within its walls, existed in a netherworld that was neither heaven nor earth, but somewhere in between—magic space. Another dimension, as the humans would call it. The Court was as much an idea as it was a place—a powerful construct of energy, wards, and magic—and while Lucian was in it, he was even more vulnerable to the fae’s considerable powers. He could travel here only with the expressed permission of the court and when accompanied by a fae guide; this realm was only accessible to fae, true angels, and the devil himself, beings Lucian seldom had occasion to encounter and always wished he hadn’t.


  The king drifted down from his floating throne, his pointed ears tipped red with his anger. “I’ve summoned my son. You may have your plaything back. Although, having visited my son’s bedroom, she may prefer to stay.”


  It took every restraint Lucian had not to snarl, growl, or otherwise breathe dragonfire on the king’s smirking face. “You must leave her free of your mind fuckery; her choice must be a true one.”


  “I understand the terms, dragon.” The king’s clear eyes bored into him. “See that you follow them as well. To the letter. And then leave.” He lifted his chin and wrinkled his nose. “Your kind pollutes the magic of my court every moment you’re here.” Then he turned his back on Lucian and disappeared—Lucian knew he had opened a trans-dimensional door and flitted to some other location, but it all happened so quickly that, even with his enhanced senses, he couldn’t see the transition. The king was simply gone in less than a fraction of a second.


  Brokk stood coolly next to him, his rune-covered hands curled into fists, waiting.


  And Zephan would no doubt make them wait. It would both annoy his tyrannical father and show the proper disdain for Lucian, the treaty, and all the mortal realm.


  As they stood awkwardly in the king’s chamber, Lucian finally had a moment to reflect on what in the name of magic he was doing. He had hurtled after this girl—this beautiful, strong, innocent girl—without hesitation. Without thinking it through. He was risking the entire treaty just to bring her home unharmed. He could have left her to Zephan’s devices—she was human, and he was forbidden to kill her—but instead, Lucian was turning over half the world to get her back. To get her out of that asshole’s clutches. And to bring her home to Lucian’s lair. To reclaim a treasure that not only didn’t belong to him, but that he should, by all rights, leave completely alone, for her own good.


  He knew what that meant—and what it said about how he felt. Running off pell-mell to ensure her safety, first from Tytus, and now from whatever twisted games Zephan would play meant Lucian had already lost his heart to her. The consequences of that… he wouldn’t face, couldn’t face, not until he had her safely back again.


  Between blinks, Zephan and Arabella appeared in the king’s chamber. He must have brought her by way of another door, but the surprise of that was quickly replaced by horror.


  Blood. She was covered in blood.


  Lucian stumbled forward, but Zephan held up a hand, and an invisible force slammed into Lucian and threw him backward across the room. He crashed into one of the rock-hard walls of magical ice-energy that comprised the room and fell to the floor. He was instantly up again, seething hot dragonfire leaking from his mouth.


  Brokk was laughing under his breath.


  Zephan just smirked. “Oh, do try that again,” he taunted. “I would love to see how far we can take the game of Mop the Floor with Lucian before my father puts an end to it.”


  Lucian ignored him, transfixed by the dazed look on Arabella’s face and the bloody condition of her body. Her clothes were torn from the waist down, and her gauzy, nearly see-through shirt not only wasn’t the one she had at the keep, but she’d obviously been cut across the chest and stomach. The diagonal red lines plastered the sheer fabric to her body, leaving a lurid view of her breasts underneath, smeared with blood. There was even a razor-thin cut across her cheek—it wasn’t bleeding any longer, but a smudge of it colored her cheeks. He hadn’t seen blood on a woman’s body since… he forcefully shook his head to keep his thoughts from diving down that black hole. The abyss where at the bottom lay his mate’s dead body.


  “What have you done to her?” Lucian croaked.


  His words seem to rouse Arabella, and her gaze finally met his. She frowned, those gorgeous green eyes still glazed, as if she was lost deep in her thoughts and troubled by them.


  His heart sank.


  “Only told her the truth.”


  Oh no. “About what?” His heart spasmed. Did Zephan tell her about Cara? Or the treaty? Both? The lies were so thick and heavy, they were choking Lucian.


  “Well, I guess that’s for you to discover,” Zephan sneered. “But as you can see, she’s unharmed, relatively speaking. You can thank Tytus for her wounds… although, I suspect you already have. Clearly, I can’t be held accountable for those.”


  “Arabella.” Lucian’s voice cracked. “Tell me you’re all right.”


  Her gaze had dropped to the floor but then found his again. “I’m all right.” But she frowned.


  Holy fuck, what did Zephan do to her? Lucian held out his hand, and it felt as if he were holding his heart in it, offering it up to her to crush in her slender hands. “Come with me. Let’s go home.”


  “Home, is it?” Zephan smirked again. “Well, I guess that’s the question of the hour, isn’t it?” He brushed her hair from where it spilled across her shoulder and turned her to face him. She didn’t fight it, but her gaze stayed trained on Lucian.


  His hand still hovered in the air, asking her to take it.


  Zephan used a single finger under her chin to direct her gaze to him. He stared deep into her eyes. “What will it be, my sweet young thing? Would you like to stay with me? I promise you won’t regret it. Or would you rather return to the lair of this…” He turned his head to curl a lip at Lucian. “…beast.”


  Arabella sent a tortured look Lucian’s way, searching his face.


  She’s hesitating. It tore into him as if Zephan had lodged magical blades in his chest, and he was slowly twisting them, degree by degree.


  “You don’t belong here,” Lucian begged, his hand still out for her.


  The frown drew deep and slow across her face. Then she turned back to Zephan. “I want to go home.”


  He let out an elaborate, dramatic sigh. “Very well.” But the smirk tugging at his lips made Lucian’s blood run cold. The fae were nothing if not complex—lies within lies, always telling the truth, but never revealing their hand. Zephan was playing some kind of game here, and Lucian wasn’t foolish enough to think Arabella’s choice held a losing hand for the dark fae.


  Zephan shooed Arabella away, then lifted his chin to Brokk. “As much as I’d love to strand them in the Mojave desert, that might run afoul of that pesky treaty.”


  “Perhaps a return to the Drakkon keep?” Brokk smiled. “Not our fault if they tear one another apart.”


  “Points for style, but no.” Zephan gave that fake sigh again.


  “A return to the perimeter, then?” Brokk asked.


  Zephan nodded, turned his back on them, and vanished.


  Arabella was back to studying the floor.


  Lucian realized his hand was still reaching for her.


  He slowly let it drop to his side.
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  Every time she traveled through a magical door, Arabella’s stomach lurched.


  But when the tall fae from Zephan’s Winter Court escorted them to a rocky ledge on the side of a mountain, depositing her and Lucian there, it wasn’t the thousand foot drop off the edge that had her stomach still twisting in knots long after the fae guard left them.


  Lucian stared off into the distance at the House of Smoke, all lit up from within, blazing a warm light that spilled across the night-shrouded mountainside around it. The fae had said something about the perimeter, and they must be near it, or at least inside whatever cloaking magic they used to conceal the House from the world. When Lucian turned to her, the torment and sadness on his face was too much for her to bear. Two parts were warring inside her—the part that wanted to throw her arms around him and take away that pained look, and the part that was terrified of touching him.


  What if he were secretly a monster, just as Zephan said? What if he had simply been using her and manipulating her all along? That thought had her stomach doing Olympic-level gymnastics as she second- and triple-guessed herself. When had she ever been able to see a man’s lies and manipulations before it was too late? That familiar distrust of her own instincts was a poison rivaling the idea that Lucian had torn apart his own mate to get at the dragonling spawn he needed to survive.


  “Let me take you to the keep,” Lucian said softly, his dark eyes flashing a glimmer of the golden dragon inside him. “You can decide what you want to do from there.” The pain on his face was too much. She didn’t care if it was past midnight. She didn’t care if they were standing on a cold, rocky ledge in the middle of the mountains. She had to ask him. Now.


  “I need to know why you did it.”


  His wince was so painful to watch, Arabella felt like something physical was actually spearing through her.


  Lucian dropped his gaze to the dirt at her feet. “Why I did what?” His voice was a whisper.


  That soft question angered her. The heat of it welled up and mixed with her fear, and she threw the combination into biting words directed squarely at him. “Why did you kill your mate with your bare hands?” A sob followed the words on their way out of her mouth. Why? Why couldn’t you be the dream man I thought you were? That was the question she really wanted to ask.


  He wasn’t answering her. Wasn’t moving. Just stared at the ground. It took her a moment to realize his fists had turned to talons and were clenching and unclenching.


  A shot of terror struck her heart. She was alone with him. On a rocky ledge in the middle of nowhere. He could kill her in an instant, toss her over the side, and no one would ever find her body. She backed up, breath catching in her throat, but there was really nowhere to go—her body was quickly plastered against the stony wall of the mountain.


  Her motion made him look up.


  Tears were streaming down his face.


  She gasped in a breath, and all her fear fled, even before he spoke.


  “I loved her.” Tears dripped off his chin. “So very much.” His hands returned to human and hung limply at his sides.


  Her heart was both breaking and swelling at once.


  “She begged me to…” He seemed to be trying to say more, but the words wouldn’t come. He looked away, peering over the edge of the ledge, and for a heart-stopping moment, she thought he might simply step off. Of course, he could fly—he was a dragon—but flying wasn’t what was written on his face. Pain. Despair. Agony. If those runes that scrawled across his arms could spell out what was happening inside this beautiful man, Arabella was sure that’s what they would say.


  He spoke to the gaping darkness below the ledge. “She begged me to save our child. She was sealed with dragonfire, made immortal and impervious to any normal scalpel or blade or anything short of dragon talons.” He turned to Arabella with eyes glistening in the moonlight. “My dragonfire sealed her. My talons ripped her apart. Our baby was dying, and he was burning his way out of her. I tried to save her by saving him and ended up killing them both.”


  Her heart cried out for her to go to him. To believe his words and kiss away his pain. She hesitated only a moment, but then she realized—no man in the world could fake this. No man would. There was no excuse-making, no manipulation, just raw pain that she wanted to smother with her love.


  She shoved away from the mountain wall and hurried over to him.


  He stared at her fast approach and caught her shoulders, holding her away from him. “Did you hear what I said?” he asked, incredulous. “I killed my mate.”


  “I heard.” She worked her hands up to hold his face with her two hands. She peered into his eyes. “I heard a story about a man with a horrible choice. A choice that broke him. You’re not to blame for that. You’re not to blame for any of it, Lucian.”


  He blinked and stared at her. “I chose her for a mate.”


  “And she chose you, didn’t she?”


  He cringed, uncertainty pulling at the corners of his eyes. “She did.” He paused. “And I shouldn’t have allowed it.” Then he stepped back, pulling away from her, a scowl darkening his face. “Come with me.”


  Before she could reply, he shifted into his dragon and bowed before her, beckoning her to climb aboard his glistening golden form. He was beautiful and powerful and glowing in the moonlight. She wouldn’t have said no under any normal circumstances, but especially not now—not on the cusp of him facing this dark secret he’d carried for so long. This horrible guilt for something that wasn’t his fault. She recognized it, saw it every day in her clients, her best friend, her mirror… that kind of guilt, trying to own something terrible that happened, as if owning it meant you could prevent it from happening again. That was a poison that would eat you alive.


  If she knew nothing else, she knew that.


  Arabella practically leaped across the few feet between them and scrambled up on the warm, silky smoothness of his scales. Her feet were barely braced against the edge of his wings before he swooped into the air and banked toward the keep.


  He was taking her to his lair.


  And then she would show him exactly how she felt.
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  The feel of Arabella on his back was a form of torture.


  A sweet, hot, insanely sexy torture.


  It was the perfect distraction from the insanity going on inside his head. This woman—this woman—was more than anything he deserved. In fact, he should run the hell away from her as quickly as possible because the chances of him resisting her were dropping by the second.


  He told her. He’d cracked open his chest and showed her everything broken and wrong about him, every reason she should run in the opposite direction, and she’d run across a steep mountain ledge to throw her arms around him. To comfort him, for fuck’s sake.


  There was no more deadly strike she could have made directly to his heart.


  He would take her back to his lair… and then he would send her packing. He could barely talk about what had happened to Cara. It had been years—decades, really—and the words coming out of his mouth had brought it all back. The darkness that threatened to take him down. The inescapable pain. There was no possible way he could go through all of it again.


  He might love Arabella, but that was precisely why he couldn’t keep her.


  He simply couldn’t afford to love someone again… and lose them.


  He might as well turn wyvern; the result would be the same.


  As they approached the keep, he signaled the rooftop entrance to his lair to open. He landed, let her slide from his back, then turned away and strode purposefully toward the door.


  “Lucian!” Her footsteps were light and fast behind him.


  He threw open the door and pounded down the stairs, but what the fuck was he doing? He couldn’t run from her. Even now, her scent was still on him from the ride, the feel of her legs wrapped around him still heating his body. He reached the bottom of the stairs and slowed to let her catch him. When he turned to face her, the words were already in his mouth.


  You have to leave.


  But before he could say anything, she was on him—delicate hands in his hair, sweet lips crushing his, the entire softness of her body melting into him. Without thinking, he spun her and pressed her into the wall, devouring her with his mouth and his hands and his body soaking up every sweet touch she offered. He needed this forgiveness—this unhesitating understanding—like he needed air to breathe. He pulled it from her lips and her hot mouth and her warm skin where he’d shoved up her shirt to reach it.


  She made a small catching sound in her throat, and it ripped fear through him—it sounded too much like pain.


  He jerked back, eyes wide at how quickly he’d lost himself in her.


  “No, it’s okay!” she said, but she was holding her side.


  Fuck. She was still sliced up from that unholy beast, Tytus.


  “Arabella.” Pain rippled through him as he reached for her. “Beloved, I’m sorry. So sorry. Let me…” But he let his hands finish for him, lifting the gauzy shirt away from her wounds, still sticky with blood, and dropping to one knee in front of her. The gashes weren’t wide—talons were nothing if not razor-sharp—but they were deep and long and nothing that belonged on the sweet beauty of her body. He kissed her wounds, running his tongue gently along them, using the healing properties of his saliva on one terrible red line while using his hands on two others. He summoned his runes to perform a simple healing spell to speed the process and leave no scars on her beautiful skin. He had her up against the wall again, her head tipped back, small breathy moans coming from her mouth as he worked his way around all the gashes on her body. He licked and kissed and palmed her sweet flesh, healing every nick and gouge. It was a slow, erotic dance of healing and relief and pleasure until her skin was perfectly smooth and tantalizing again. When he was done, the gauzy, bloody shirt was on the floor, with her shredded pants beside it. Her nipples were taut and pointed, and her arousal perfumed the air.


  He’d never been so hard in his life.


  Sliding his hands and tongue up her body, he finished with the hairline cut on her cheek. Then he came face to face with her. “Did I get everything?” His voice was so rough with lust, he could barely speak.


  “Almost.” Then her green eyes blazed, and she took his hand and slid it between her legs.


  He groaned, slipping his fingers against her sex, already so wet. “Tell me you’re all right,” he panted into her mouth. “Did I heal all your wounds?” But his hand was moving to deepen his touch. He couldn’t help himself.


  Her hands were clawing at his shirt, trying to pull it from his body. “I won’t be all right until you’re inside me.”


  He moaned, and a shudder of lust rocketed through his body. He should stop this. He should send her away. But he was lost in the sweet mercy of having her back in his arms, safe and whole, hot and squirming against him. Raw in her need… and his.


  “Fuck.” He magicked away his clothes, instantly naked against her sweet, sweet skin. He had to have her. Just one more time. Just once. He was beyond even trying to justify it. The need for her was simply too great.


  She gasped as he pulled his hand from her sex. Then he gripped her bare bottom and lifted her, bracing her against the wall, legs spread and wrapping around his waist. His cock was aching for her, so he wasted no time, thrusting deep inside, burying himself to the hilt. She cried out and clutched at him. He moaned into her neck, holding her soft and warm, impaled deep on him for a sweet, golden moment. Then he gripped her bottom harder and pulled back to thrust in again. The hot wetness of her was so damn tight, every thrust was like taking her for the first time. Her whimpers of pleasure were driving his aching need higher. He slammed into her, bracing her against the wall, holding himself back from his full strength, but dammit, she felt so good. Sweetness and light and everything right in the world, all wrapped up in her feminine scent and luscious body around his cock. He pounded and pounded, but he was already rocketing toward his finish.


  He panted in her ear, “Come for me, my love.” Both a whisper and a plea, a demand and a command. The words seemed to shove her over the edge. She shrieked as he kept pounding, and he felt the convulsions of her climax all around him, hot and sensual, drawing him right to the edge. His own cry was full of wonder and blinding pleasure as he came inside her, violent and sudden and full of hot spilling need. For her. For everything she was. For everything that had been missing and torn from his life—his soul—since that night so long ago.


  When he was spent, he collapsed into her, pressing her firmly against the wall, every muscle draining tension as the last of his seed ebbed inside her. He whispered her name, over and over, into her ear, her neck, her hair, every sweet spot he could bury his face.


  He wanted to stretch this moment. He wanted it seared into his memory. Every sweet pant and whispered touch and aching relief. He loved this woman more than his own life. And he would give them both up before he let a single thing in this world ever hurt her again.


  Including himself.
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  If any shadows of doubt lurked in the corners of Arabella’s mind… they were now gone.


  Banished in a mind-blowing orgasm. An erotic healing of her wounds, both internal and external. And that confession Lucian made of the darkness that haunted him. All of it pulled her like the sun pulls the earth—inexorable and powerful and searing.


  She loved this man in a way she’d never felt before.


  This was the True Love he had been talking about. It had to be. She couldn’t think of any more truthful love than knowing the most horrible thing that had happened to someone and loving them more because of it. And now she understood why he needed a mate with a love that was True—because that kind of love had power. She didn’t know if it could move mountains in the magical world—or the dragon equivalent, successfully spawning a dragonling—but in the human world… in her world… it was everything her heart had ever wanted.


  Lucian was still inside her when she decided she had to tell him.


  Even if they maybe took it slow for a while, didn’t rush into anything, he should know now while she was feeling it. While this emotion was burning bright as the sun inside her.


  She wanted to take this leap. With him.


  He eased back from pressing her against the wall and slowly, slowly pulled out of her body. He groaned as he left, and that was how she felt it, too—the disconnection left her empty and wanting him again. Immediately. And for always.


  He kissed her softly on the lips and the cheeks, his hands bunching up her hair just to run his fingers through it as it fell loose again. “So beautiful,” he whispered.


  “Lucian.” She skimmed her hands up to hold his face.


  “Shhh…” He playfully rubbed noses with her and then kissed her there. It was so sweet, it rendered her speechless more than his shushing. “You don’t need to say anything. I know.”


  He did? Her heart leaped, and she leaned back, trying to catch his eye. But he was busy peppering her with kisses—kisses that turned into small tastes and nips—and she thought for a moment that he might be wanting more already. It wasn’t unheard of. The one twenty-four-hour stretch when they had made endless love, he would come back for more only moments later, recharging like no human ever could.


  But then he pulled in a deep breath—scenting her, she was sure of it—and he pulled back, finally looking her in the eyes.


  “I want you,” she blurted out, then internally cringed. That was not how she wanted to say this.


  He just smiled, slow and lazy. “You just had me.”


  “I want more.” But this time, she managed to put seriousness into her voice, not bumbling.


  A tiny frown creased his forehead. “More.” His tone said he knew she wasn’t talking about sex.


  “I want to try at least. To see if it will work—” But she stopped as his eyelids dropped to half mast, a sudden look of pain dulling the glow in his face.


  He stepped back, leaving her naked against the wall. His expression went blank as he waved a hand at her. Clothes magically appeared on her body, and his as well.


  “No,” he said.


  That one word blasted through her, chilling her body ten degrees. “What do you mean, no?”


  “No, I will not take you for a mate.” His expression darkened, and he took another step back. Then another. Until he reached the other side of the hall and could go no further.


  “But you’ll… you’ll die if you don’t take a mate.” She was suddenly tearing up and awkward in the silk blouse and tailored pants he had conjured for her, covering up her nakedness like he was done with her now and would simply send her on her way.


  Torment flashed across his face, he dropped his gaze, and for a moment, she thought he might be reconsidering… but when he looked up, his expression was ice-cold. “I lied to you about a great many things, Arabella.”


  What? “I… I know about…” She was flailing, suddenly lost in a sea of emotional turmoil. What was he doing?


  “I needed a mate to fulfill my royal obligations.” His voice was so cold. “A treaty between the fae courts is the only thing that keeps your world and mine separate. Mortal and immortal. As long as a Dragon Prince lives in the House of Smoke, a direct lineage from my great-great-fae grandmother, the Queen of the Summer Court, then there is peace in the realms.” He lifted his chin and gave her an even colder, piercing stare. “For this, I require a mate who loves me and is capable of producing a dragonling. I seduced you with the intent of using you for this purpose. I thought you would be strong enough to survive the procedure. But it’s clear to me now that you are not suitable mate material.” A small muscle in his cheek twitched as he gritted his teeth. He was breathing through them.


  “Why…” Her tears were brimming, ready to crest. “Why are you doing this?” She didn’t understand. Why was he saying all this, throwing these words at her like they were daggers?


  The gold flashed in his eyes. “Because I am done seducing you.”


  Her heart squeezed. She couldn’t get a breath. “You said you would die...”


  “I lied, Arabella.” His eyes flashed gold again. His voice rose. “All of it was lies. All of it. Straight through from the beginning.”


  She braced her hand against the wall, her chest so tight she could barely speak. “All of it.”


  “Yes, it was all nothing but lies.” His lips twisted into bitterness. “Now leave before I—”


  Hope surged in her heart. “Before you what?” she asked, eyes wide.


  He didn’t answer, just glared at her, anger clouding his face.


  She flailed for something, some reason she couldn’t leave. Not right now. Not immediately walking out the door. How could that even be possible? He’d been making love to her moments before, pressing her up against the wall… “If I leave, I might tell people about you. About dragons and fae and… and… your treaty.” As threats went, that was all she had. It seemed so empty and cold, but they were throwing ice daggers at one another, and she had nothing else.


  The anger cooled into a hard look, like lava solidifying into volcanic rock. “Go on. Do it. No one will believe you, and they’ll never find us, regardless. Don’t you see, Arabella? That was just one more lie I told you to keep you here. One more manipulation to make you fall in love with me. I never needed to love you. I only needed you to love me.”


  The floor seemed to sway under her feet. “But I did.” The tears crested and fell, a hot mockery of her feelings spilling out for him.


  “I’ll have Cinaed bring a car to the elevator.” The cold tone of his voice shattered what was left of her heart. “You know your way out.” Then he turned his back on her and strode down the hall to his bedroom. The door opened with a flick of his finger and then closed behind him.


  He was gone.


  Or rather, she was gone. Evicted. Fucked in the hallway, one last time, then sent on her way with her heart in her hands, smashed into a thousand pieces.


  The dull shuffle of her feet on the carpet was the only sound she could hear. It haunted her down the hall. The clang of the metal spiral staircase rang out her departure. More shuffling, then the front door. She paused there, looking back at the apartment. There was nothing of hers here, not even her phone.


  It was all nothing but lies.


  She managed to reach the elevator before the first sob hit. She missed the car the first time and had to call it again. By the time it returned, her anger was fighting through the dull haze of pain. She swiped at her tears and punched the “G” button for the garage.


  As the elevator carried her down, her anger just grew. Who the hell did Lucian Smoke think he was? A prince among dragons? He was just a rat-bastard like every other man who had lied to her and bullied her and manipulated her. Every single one of them had used her for their own sick purposes and then abused her when it was convenient to do so. When she no longer fit inside the tiny box they had constructed for her to live in.


  The elevator dinged. She stormed out as soon as the doors opened.


  Cinaed was already waiting by the car, shoulders hunched, peering at her like he felt guilty for doing his prince’s dirty work in hauling away the little human trash, now that the prince was done with her. Lucian had been trying to seduce her all along? Well, he succeeded wildly in that! She fell right for it, like the fool she was for rat-bastard men of all species. And what was this bullshit about a treaty? More lies? And then, topping it off with some fucking abuse, he tells her she’s not good enough to be his mate?


  Well, fuck him!


  She reached the stretch limo with Cinaed standing by the passenger door. “Fuck Lucian Smoke!” she screeched, jabbing a finger at him.


  He winced. “Yes, Ma’am.”


  “Don’t yes, Ma’am me, you asshole! You were part of this!” She didn’t know why she was raging at Cinaed… except he had to know she was being played. Every dragon in the keep had to know it.


  “Yes, Ma’am.” Cinaed held the door for her.


  She stared at the inside of the car, but her body wouldn’t move. Instead, she yelled some more at Cinaed. “And another thing! Stay the hell away from my friend, Rachel! I don’t want any of your dragonkind coming around and ruining her life.”


  “No, Ma’am.” He looked terrified like he was trapped in a cage with a monster.


  “Rachel’s had all kinds of men treat her like trash. Like absolute filth. Like she wasn’t even a human being.” She was crying and yelling and fucking losing her mind. All on Cinaed, who probably didn’t deserve it, but then again, maybe he did. She spooled up again. “And whatever you do, do not fuck her right before telling her she’s the last thing you would ever want in a mate! That’s just fucking messed up and cruel.”


  Cinaed cringed and stood helplessly next to the door.


  Her breath heaved in and out of her chest, and she still couldn’t get in the fucking car. Her body just absolutely refused to move. And slowly she realized… it was because her body remembered Lucian pressing her up against a wall, but he wasn’t fucking her.


  He was making love to her.


  His words could lie to her. His haughty looks and tone could tell her more lies. But his body… his body wasn’t lying when it made love to her.


  I needed a mate to fulfill my royal obligations.


  But it didn’t have to be her. Why bother to rescue her from the super-powerful fae only to spurn her and send her away? If she wasn’t mate material, why not let Zephan keep her? Why not hurl her off a cliff and let her body be lost forever?


  Why make love to her one last time?


  She stared at the darkened interior of the limo. “He loves me,” she said, speaking out loud to the emptiness of the car. The words came out before she even grasped them in her mind. She slowly turned to face Cinaed.


  His eyes were wide.


  “He loves me. That’s why he’s sending me away.” It made perfect sense. Perfect, terrible sense.


  Cinaed’s face pinched in. “My prince bears the fate of the world on his shoulders.” His voice was hushed and choked. “He endures things that would break most men.”


  And that was it. That was truth. She could feel it ringing deep inside her.


  “Where is he, Cinaed?”


  “My lady?” he asked, bewilderment taking over his expression.


  “Where does Lucian go when he’s hurt? Angry. When he’s filled with rage and needs to vent.”


  His brows furrowed. “I’m supposed to take you home.”


  “Where, Cinaed!”


  He swallowed, glanced at the still-open door to the passenger side, and finally said, “His private pool—”


  She whirled around and strode back toward the elevator.


  “Arabella, no—”


  But she didn’t care. She knew exactly where Lucian’s private pool was from her wanderings around his lair, and she knew exactly what she needed to do. The elevator was still on the garage level, so the doors opened right up for her. They closed again before Cinaed could reach her.


  The slow climb gave her precious few seconds to think, but no matter. She wasn’t operating in the theater of logical and cool, rational thought. This was entirely, one hundred percent love-driven foolishness. Which was precisely what it needed to be. In fact, that was the only thing that could make it work.


  She hurried through Lucian’s lair, her footfalls faster and lighter as she went. When she reached the pool room, with its three-story glass windows and the round clock face at the top, along with the sheer rock walls that comprised half the room, she was only looking for one thing—Lucian.


  The water of the pool was boiling and roiling, a turmoil of heat rising to the rumbling surface like an active volcano was brewing underneath.


  She waited.


  Lucian was a dragon prince with fae blood, but he was also a man.


  Eventually, he would have to breathe.


  After a long stretch of seconds, he flew up out of the water, golden wings raining a waterfall of pool water down on her head. He burst into the air and soared above her. But then his sleek, golden head whipped her way, and a stream of blue dragonfire drifted away from his mouth. A rumbling roar filled the poolroom as he arced over and dove back down, heading straight for her… but she stood her ground, soaking wet at the edge of the pool.


  Lucian landed and shifted at the same time, standing gloriously naked and dripping wet in front of her in human form. His chest was heaving, and his face was livid, but he seemed to be struggling for words to express all his fury.


  Which was fine. Because she knew exactly what to say.


  “I’m not going anywhere, Lucian Smoke.”
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  Lucian and Arabella's story continues in...


  HEART OF A DRAGON 


  (Fallen Immortals 2)
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  Grab Heart of a Dragon Now!
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  Leonidas pulled in a breath, and his face opened. Less suspicious, or maybe just relaxing. “Lucian needs a mate to fulfill his duties, and for our own particular reasons, neither Leksander nor I will be taking mates. But I doubt you’re here to find out why I’m bedding my females instead of mating with them.”


  Want to know more about Leonidas and why he can never take a mate?
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  CLICK HERE



  to get your free Leonidas story!


  



  **if you are already subscribed to Alisa's newsletter, you can still get the book! Just click through and subscribe again!**


  



  Of Bards and Witches

  London, The Year of Our Lord 1600 


  Leonidas is a dragon shifter, a century into his allotted five, and he’s entranced by Master Shakespeare’s theatre and the comely and lusty women of London’s bankside. But when he finds a witch in the practice of her art in clear view of the stage, he must act… for dragons are the keepers of the peace between the mortal and immortal realms. But never has duty been so sweetly sexy and delicious to the touch as a witch whose very skin sparks pleasure. He becomes lost in his bed, breaking his own cardinal rule—never seduce a woman for more than a night. As one pleasure-drenched night bleeds into the next, he runs afoul of a danger he ought already know… never cross a witch. 


  



  CLICK HERE


  to get your free Leonidas story!

Subscribers get new release pricing and giveaways!


  
    

  


  


  Get a FREE book!

(no need to subscribe)
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CLICK HERE to get your FREE STORY!



 
  


  


  AUDIOBOOKS


  Do you love hearing your favorite narrator bring a story to life?


  



  Join Alisa's Audiobook Club!


  **audiobook code giveaways monthly


  **notice of new audiobook releases


  **Club Member giveaways
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  CLICK HERE to JOIN ALISA'S AUDIOBOOK CLUB


  



  CLICK HERE to see all of Alisa's audiobooks


  



  GET A FREE AUDIOBOOK by joining Audible!


  



  


  


   Check out all of Alisa's bestselling Paranormal Romance...


  



  READING ORDER


  



  Shifters in Seattle
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  True Alpha (Book 1)


  Dark Alpha (Book 2)


  A True Alpha Christmas (Book 3)


   



  River Pack Wolves
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  Jaxson (Book 1)


  Jace (Book 2)


  Jared (Book 3)


   


  Wilding Pack Wolves
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  Wild Game (Book 1)


  Wild Love (Book 2)



  Wild Heat (Book 3)


  Wild One (Book 4)


  Wild Fire (Book 5)


  Wild Magic (Book 6)


  



  Fallen Immortals
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  Kiss of a Dragon (Book 1)


  Heart of a Dragon (Book 2)


  Fire of a Dragon (Book 3)


  Chosen by a Dragon (Book 4)



  Seduced by a Dragon (Book 5)


  Touched by a Dragon (Book 6)


  Loved by a Dragon (Book 7)



  Marked by a Dragon (Book 8)


  Claimed by a Dragon (Book 9)





Don't miss Alisa's Exciting NEW Angels series!
(follow-on series to Fallen Immortals)

FALLEN ANGELS
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TAJAEL (Fallen Angels 1)

ORIEL (Fallen Angels 2)

ASA (Fallen Angels 3)

RAZAEL (Fallen Angels 4)

MICAH (Fallen Angels 5)





  



  GET a FREE BOOK!


  Subscribe to Alisa's Newsletter


  


  Subscribers get special new release pricing and giveaways


  



  AUDIOBOOKS


  Many of Alisa's stories are now on audio!


  CHECK OUT ALISA'S AUDIOBOOKS


  and join her audiobook club for free audiobook codes every month!
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  Alisa Woods lives in the Midwest with her husband and family, but her heart will always belong to the beaches and mountains where she grew up. She writes sexy paranormal romances about alpha men and the women who love them. She enjoys exploring the struggles we all have, where we resist—and succumb to—our most tempting vices as well as our greatest desires. She firmly believes that love triumphs over all.


  



  All of Alisa's romances feature sexy alphas and the strong women who love them. 


  



  Get a FREE story: Subscribe to Alisa's Newsletter


  



  Alisa's website: www.AlisaWoodsAuthor.com
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