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      Wait!

      This is the LAST book in the series! Make sure and read book 1 and 2 first so you can understand all the twists and turns in this one!

      Kiss of the Dragons (Bad Dragons Book 1)

      Heart of the Dragons (Bad Dragons Book 2)

      This is a reverse harem romance with six sexy male leads fighting each other and everyone else to win over and protect one human woman who is lost in their world.

      I hope you enjoy the journey of Anna and her dragons!

      Thanks,

      Terry

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 1

        

      

    

    
      Griffin and Rainier are finally here.

      I put up a hand to block the sunlight, though most of it is already blocked by Byron’s huge shoulders as he and Van stand in front of me on the front steps to greet the dragons.

      Griffin is storming toward us, wearing a green flannel shirt that he’s shoving up toward his elbows, his auburn hair tousled by the wind, his wide jaw set tight. When he sees Van and Byron, his stare only narrows, hands clenching into fists.

      That odd red aura starts to emanate from him, but then I see a hand on his shoulder as someone walks up from behind.

      Is that Rainier?

      That silver hair blowing in the wind and that handsome, sharp-featured face with those intelligent, glinting eyes could only be one person. The silver dragon.

      The last dragon I thought would comfort Griffin at a time like this.

      Rainier’s eyes gleam as his gaze meets mine.

      I glance around for Seth, then see something lying in the grass behind them, shaded by trees.

      “Oh no,” I say, running forward. “Is he okay?”

      “Yes,” Rainier says, putting up a hand. “He’s just resting. It’s been a long flight. We’ve been looking everywhere for word of Van and Byron.”

      “We move a lot,” Byron says, folding his arms and taking a step down from the porch.

      Rainier is wearing a gray sweater and tight dark jeans that show off his long, muscular legs. Just looking at him makes my mouth water.

      And Griffin is just huge. It’s interesting seeing him face off with Byron, since they’re both the biggest by far.

      “You have a lot of explaining to do,” Griffin says, pacing with his hands clenched, having shrugged off Rainier’s comfort.

      “Yes.” Rainier steps forward. “I would say kidnapping is one of those things that would necessitate violence.” He raises a hand, and a huge rock comes out of the ground.

      Van moves toward them. The buzzing in the air I heard last night in the arena is back, and Griffin puts his hands to his head.

      Rainier just glares, unaffected. “You can’t play with my mind.”

      “Then I’ll hurt his,” Van says, nodding to Griffin. “Control your partner.”

      “I won’t,” Rainier says stubbornly, though he waves his hand and drops the rock. “But if you don’t stop hurting him, you’re going to find out I can do more than throw rocks.”

      Van cocks his head. “Oh, I’m sooo afraid. I’m the leader, the purple dragon. Why would I care about the threats of the silver or red?”

      Rainier’s eyes turn to silver slits. “Because together we could crush you, you broken piece of shit.” He takes another step forward, Griffin following. “Now you’re starting to piss me off as well, because you stole the woman we were protecting, didn’t give us any heads-up, and who knows what you’ve been doing to her?”

      “Exactly.” Griffin slams his fists together. He hasn’t looked at me yet, and it almost feels like he’s avoiding my gaze. “Give her back.”

      “We were just having breakfast, weren’t we?” Van asks Byron casually, pushing his braid over his shoulder “It was nice.” His smile is slightly cruel as he stares at Rainier. “Not as nice as what came before it.”

      “That’s it,” Griffin says, and I gasp, wondering why Byron bothered to tell me to control my thoughts if Van was just going to taunt them like this.

      “Wait,” I say, running out in front of Van and Byron and putting out my hands. “Don’t fight. Please don’t fight. A lot has happened. Can we just talk?”

      The dragons all look at each other, and then I hear a low wheeze from the grass behind them. Seth.

      I run over to him, my worry for his health superseding all else.

      He’s on his back on the grass, still wearing that long black coat with the tubes on it, and he smiles at me when I lean over him, blocking the sun.

      God, he’s prettier than I even remember, his face a practical work of art. But his blond hair seems duller, and the tips seem even blacker. His face is devoid of color, and his beautiful lips are pale.

      “Long time no see, dragon heart,” he says weakly.

      I kneel on the ground next to him, taking his hand. Any touch should help, right? “It’s good to see you again. I’m sorry I couldn’t get you out of the dungeon. Get you serum.”

      “It’s not your fault,” he says, pushing himself up. “I should have known there might be a reaction between Griffin and Rainier. They’ve always hated each other.”

      I look over to see that Griffin and Rainier are talking to Van and Byron stiffly but politely, as if all are in agreement not to fight.

      They each glance over at us surreptitiously, then go back to whatever they’re talking about right now.

      I narrow my eyes, trying to hear what they’re saying, and realize their lips aren’t moving at all.

      “Dragons can read each other’s minds too,” he says with a low chuckle. “Probably working out a civil way to settle who you belong to.”

      I swallow. “I’m not sure I want to belong to anyone yet.” I just want to help my sister.

      Seth’s face is pensive, but he doesn’t say anything, just turns his face to the side with a sigh. “I’m tired.”

      I feel like he is talking about a tiredness few others could understand. “How so?”

      “The poison,” he says. “Trying to keep everyone from fighting.” He looks up at me. “From worrying about you. If you were safe.”

      I put his hand to my cheek, wondering how I can touch him to bring comfort. “I’m fine. Van and Byron… they aren’t as bad as they seem.”

      “I’m glad,” Seth says. “That was my bet. I tried to hold off Griffin and Rainier, told them that Van and Byron wouldn’t hurt you. But I worried. I felt like I was losing years off my life not seeing you.” He smiles, and it’s so bright it could black out the sun. “I’m glad nothing bad happened while I was gone.”

      I look at the dragons still deep in intense conversation. Then I bend, trying to get Seth’s arm over my shoulder so I can help him stand up. “Come on. Let’s get you inside. You need rest.”

      He pushes himself to a standing position, and though it uses all his strength, I can tell he’s trying not to overburden me.

      Which I appreciate, given that when he’s standing, it’s clear he’s much taller and heavier than I am, despite being small compared to the other dragons.

      “They’re just too big,” he mutters. “I’m snack-sized for your convenience.”

      I laugh. “You’re just right.” No matter what Lee said about trusting Seth, I’ve liked him since I met him. He has helped me multiple times, even though he is going through a lot. I know he mostly just likes that I alleviate his poison, but—

      “It’s not just that,” he says, though his voice is strained now that we’re walking. “Maybe it was that at the start. But you’re not afraid of me. You don’t think I smell bad. And you’re hot to make out with too.” He’s quiet as we approach the dragons. “But mainly, when you were gone, it felt like my heart was outside my chest, walking around unprotected.” He peers at me, and his eyes are glowing green, darker around the edges. “I don’t want to ever lose you again, Anna. Though, I know your position is hard.”

      I nod at him, my throat tight because I don’t know what to do with anyone’s feelings toward me just yet. “Thank you,” I say. “I appreciate that.”

      I wish I could say more.

      As we pass the other dragons, I send them a glare. “I’m taking Seth inside for a cuddle and some serum.” When Griffin’s eyes widen and Byron takes a step forward, I shake my head. “He needs my help. You all stay here and figure things out. Because if you’re going to hurt each other, I don’t want any of you around.”

      And I mean it as I keep Seth’s arm around my shoulders and we hobble together into the house.

      [image: ]
* * *

      I grab the serum off the table as we head upstairs, and for a second, I hesitate, remembering that Rainier’s had tranquilizer in it. But Seth is cool with Van and Byron, so it should be fine if—

      “I don’t even care if it has drugs in it,” Seth says, interrupting my thoughts. “I just don’t want to die.”

      “Here, come upstairs to my room,” I say, helping him. He seems to get a second wind and gently pushes away to pull himself up the stairs. I open the door to my room, and he collapses on the bed, facedown.

      “Why did I have to be the black dragon? Of all colors, why black?” His voice is muffled, and I help him roll over so I can give him serum.

      “What do I do?” I ask, holding up the vial.

      “Give it to me,” he says, and I do. He plugs it into one of the connections and sighs as it clicks in. Then he just lies back, quiet while it goes into his system.

      “So what is that exactly?” I ask. “Why is it blue?”

      He pushes up on his elbows. “Because it’s simulated to be from the blue dragon. That’s who I probably would have been paired with if things had gone well.”

      “Do you get along with Lee?” I ask, wondering if maybe Seth is a safer person to talk to about him.

      Seth shakes his head. “I don’t really know him.” His eyes shutter. “I don’t really want to either.” His eyes are a more normal green now that the serum is taking effect. And by normal, I mean the most gorgeous, verdant, emerald green I’ve ever seen in an iris.

      He smiles. “Still haven’t lost your appreciation for beauty, dragon heart.”

      “Anna,” I say, though my tone is fond.

      He reaches up to stroke my hair. “So what’s gone on since we’ve seen you, dragon heart?”

      “Not too much. What has happened with you guys? I’m glad Griffin and Rainier haven’t killed each other.”

      Seth lets out a long breath. “They realized how stupid it was once you were gone. Honestly, I felt Van approaching but thought it might be best if he took you. Griffin and Rainier had to work some things out, and I didn’t want you stuck in the crossfire… literally.”

      “Even though it helps you to touch me?” I ask.

      He moves to the top of the bed and lies down with his head on one of my pillows, motioning for me to join him. “You know, I’m almost more nervous to touch you simply for help with my poison now that you mean more to me.”

      After a moment of hesitation, I let him pull me into his arms. It feels good to be there. Feels right to see him again. To see all of them. How can I have so many complicated feelings? How can I even face Griffin?

      “It’s a hard place to be in,” Seth says, stroking my hair back. “But I’ve seen them make a lot of progress.”

      I smile up at him. “You always seem so level about it.”

      He gets a faraway look in his eyes, like he’s remembering something. “I guess I’ve been in the Blur a long time. Longer than any of them. Because I was the one who attacked the blue dragon.”

      My eyes fly open wider. “You what?”

      “It was an accident. I didn’t have control. My rage got the best of me, and I lost everything. I learned quickly here that I needed to control my rage or my poison would destroy me and everyone around me. So yes, sometimes I do have strong feelings, but I tend to suppress and control them because I’m aware of the effects.”

      “That’s mature,” I say uncertainly. “But it doesn’t sound pleasant.”

      “More pleasant than the alternative,” he says, keeping his arms around me. “God, it feels good to hold you. I can see why I wanted to hug you so much before. Plus, you’re cute.”

      I snuggle in against him. I don’t know if I’m enjoying this too much to stop or I’m just avoiding the inevitable reunion with Griffin, but I want to stay right here the whole day.

      “It’s going to be okay,” Seth says, releasing me to push himself up on one arm. “Griffin is doing better, I think, with the idea of sharing. I think he and Rainier mean to offer themselves as partners.”

      I gape at Seth. “You’re kidding. They hate each other.”

      “They worked some things out,” Seth says. “I mean, look at Van and Byron. They used to hate each other. We all hate each other. Yet, for some reason, we’re all here right now, and no one is trying to kill anyone.”

      “I guess they could be,” I say. “We aren’t out there. But Byron did promise—”

      “Byron?” It’s Seth’s turn to gape. His face is oddly youthful and innocent that way. “Byron made you a promise? He doesn’t answer to anyone but his own ego. Byron—”

      I clear my throat. “He’s a little prideful, but you’d be surprised what he can do when the chips are down.”

      “The gold dragon is powerful, no doubt about it,” Seth says. “It’s just… hm. Well, I’m glad to hear it. Any pairing you make will be fine for me, since we are missing a blue dragon.”

      “Missing?” I ask.

      Seth’s face goes a bit paler. “I… I don’t want to talk about it. But regardless, if a dragon group of six is complete, the dragon heart that mates with a pair will get a power that complements them. But if a dragon is missing from the grouping, then the first power given will be the missing dragon’s power.” He shrugs. “That’s just what I’ve heard.”

      “I’m guessing you’ve done some research,” I say.

      He gives me a wry smile. “Not wanting to die kind of motivates a person.”

      “So no matter who I choose, I’ll be able to help you?”

      “In theory,” he says. “But I don’t know. Whatever happens in the future, Anna, I’m happy to have met you.”

      “But what about you?” I ask. “What if I choose you?”

      His grin quirks up at the corner. “You can just add me on to one of the duos.”

      My face goes blank because I’ve already experienced two dragons. What would three be like?

      Seth laughs, loud and hearty, and rests one hand on his chest as he flops back down on the bed. His eyes are amused as he looks up at me. “No, I mean supervising only, probably. I’m too weak to be able to have sex.”

      “Even with serum?” I ask, slightly disappointed.

      He laughs again. “Well. We’ll have to see.”

      I laugh with him and, for a moment, feel the strong urge to also catch up with Griffin and Rainier. Maybe things really will be okay with them.

      But will they be angry with me for what I’ve done with Byron and Van?

      “You don’t owe them anything,” Seth says, staring up at me. “They know the other dragons are going to do anything they can to win you, and sex is something we have in our arsenal.”

      I wrinkle my nose. “That makes it sound like a weapon.”

      Seth blinks up at me. “More like an arsenal of skills.”

      I look out my window, wishing it had a view of the dragons instead of the woods. Still, the thought of facing Griffin—

      “He’s in love with you,” Seth says. “You should have seen him in the dungeon.”

      I snort. “Days before he was talking about selling me.”

      “You know Griffin. He keeps things hidden. He was hurt by Rainier locking him up, and he was hurt thinking you might want Rainier. None of us have had anyone to belong to us. To love us. It’s hard not to be possessive when you finally do. But it’s going to be better, I think.”

      I frown. “But if he’s in love with me, won’t that just make him madder that I betrayed him?”

      “You didn’t betray him,” Seth says firmly. “You aren’t his yet. And he’s had a talking to about his jealousy. He also knows that fighting other dragons leads to you possibly coming to harm.” He squeezes my hand. “You should talk to him.”

      “Are you going to be okay, then?”

      “I’m ready to rest,” Seth says. “Getting serum always wears me out. The relief from the pain makes me tired.”

      I nod, then can’t resist leaning down to place a kiss on his forehead. His eyes widen in surprise. “Thanks, Seth. For everything.”

      He grins as he closes his eyes. “You’re welcome, dragon heart.”

      And I don’t even correct him with my name. I just smile to myself as I walk out.
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      Griffin

      “You’re the piece of shit,” Byron shouted, hands clenched at his sides.

      “No, you’re the piece of shit,” Griffin yelled back, not proud of himself at all as he did so.

      He knew he was being immature, but the gold dragon just brought that out in him.

      “Ha! That the best you can do, asshole?” Byron was pacing with his fists on his hips now. The gold dragon was a pretty boy, and Griffin wondered what Anna thought of him.

      Then he remembered Rainier’s advice about not getting overly jealous and calmed himself down.

      Only a little while ago, he’d been a dragon in hell with no way out. He couldn’t be demanding now that the one woman who could help was wanted by all of them.

      So as much as he hated the dragons in front of him, he would just try to get along.

      “That’s rich,” Byron said, pacing back and forth. “You caused our big fight in the first place.” He jabbed a finger at Griffin. “You ruined the pairing ceremony.”

      Nope. That was too much.

      “That’s bullshit,” Griffin said. “We all ruined it. And there’s no point talking about it anymore, because we’re here in the Blur and nothing is going to change based on what happened so many years ago.”

      “I have to agree,” Rainier said, stepping forward calmly. Griffin had come to depend on him for assurance, a calm logic that countered Griffin’s near instant aggression.

      Griffin had even started to feel protective over the other dragon, though he was sure Rainier didn’t need it.

      Perhaps Seth was right about Griffin. In the dungeon, he had said that Griffin had the hardest heart on the outside, but on the inside, it was really soft.

      That made sense with how defensive he got sometimes.

      So he turned his back on Byron, counting to ten, while Rainier continued to try to make peace in a low voice.

      Rainier could look feminine with his silver hair in a ponytail and his soft sweaters, but his height and muscles still declared him a dragon. Plus, he had an innate confidence about himself that Griffin didn’t possess and sort of admired.

      He also had no problem going toe to toe with Byron.

      “I won’t sit and let you insult my partner,” Rainier said softly, looking up at Byron from only a couple inches below.

      Byron smirked down at him. “Oh? You won’t? Because—”

      They were all distracted by a screech from Van as he crouched on the ground, holding his head.

      Griffin’s brows lowered as Byron cast him and Rainier a terse look and then crouched by his partner.

      “Hey, Van,” Byron said, snapping his fingers a few times in front of Van’s vacant gaze. He was staring at nothing in particular, mouth open, eyes blindly terrified.

      And then a moment later, he was fine. He blinked, his expression returning to normal, and stood, running a hand through his long black hair.

      “What was that?” Griffin muttered to Van.

      Griffin had never seen one of Van’s visions. The whole thing made him nervous.

      Rainier glared at him. “Don’t try to make something up to get rid of us. It won’t work.”

      Van quirked a look at him before turning back to Byron. Clearly, they were exchanging thoughts, but only amongst themselves.

      Do something, Griffin thought to Rainier.

      Let’s see how this plays out, Rainier thought back.

      “Look,” Van said, cocking a hip so his long black trench coat fell away from his tall body. “I know my history with visions. Things were always muddled. I won’t say I haven’t lied, but that was partly to hide that I didn’t know which visions were real or not. I’ve gotten better at it. But honestly, the biggest difference has been Anna. Since she has been here, since I’ve used my vision to help her, they are becoming clearer.”

      Griffin and Rainier just stared at him, speechless. Their entire lives, the purple dragon who was supposed to lead their group had been broken.

      Van didn’t look very broken now.

      Van gave them a smile. “I’ll take that as a compliment. Now, as to my vision, it’s similar to one I had already. Byron and I ran into a little trouble with Azrael last night.”

      “The fuck?” Griffin asked. “Azrael? How did you—”

      Rainier put out a hand, stopping Griffin. “Was it because of Anna?”

      Van nodded. “His group picked her up. She was going to be used as a prize at one of his fight nights.”

      Griffin let out a curse and tried not to pull all his hair out as he thought about what could have happened to Anna.

      “We protected her,” Byron said, sounding smug. “The whole thing was a bit fun. I can see why you used to like fight nights, Griffin.”

      Griffin wanted to launch at Byron and knock him unconscious for letting Anna even get in that situation, but he could feel Rainier watching him, waiting to see if he could hold back.

      Griffin let out a huff and looked at the ground, praying for patience.

      “Anyway,” Byron said. “You guys need to catch up, I guess. We told Anna we want her to choose, but you should know she’s had at least a taste of two dragons. Do your best, but you know you won’t be able to compete with us.”

      Griffin felt a rock lodge in his throat at Byron’s words. “What do you mean?”

      Byron sidled over to Van, putting an arm over his shoulder. “I mean we cooperate in all ways. Including the bedroom.”

      Rainier’s eyes narrowed. “We could do better.”

      Byron’s face fell slightly, but his ego recovered a second later, bringing back his cocky smile. “You can try.”

      “We’re going into town,” Van said. “I’m going to clear things up with Azrael’s men. Let them know that they had something of ours in the first place.”

      “Not that it’ll help,” Byron added. “But might as well see how big of a storm we’ve brought down on us.”

      “Azrael,” Rainier said, tapping the side of his temple lightly. “Which one is that?”

      Griffin glared at him. “We don’t need to talk about him. He won’t be our problem.” He smirked at Byron. “But we’ll make sure and mention to Anna when she is choosing that one of her options has a death fairy on their backs.”

      Byron’s golden gaze darkened. “Do what you want. You won’t win against me. Besides, if you remind her of that, you’ll just remind her that I rescued her from dozens of men while risking my own life and that Van saved us both after.”

      Van put up his hand, and everyone looked his way. They were used to him being the source of chaos, not the one stopping it. “It doesn’t matter. None of this matters compared to keeping Anna safe. And to do that, Byron and I need to get going.”

      Byron let out a sigh, glaring at Griffin. “Fine. We’ll go.”

      They both walked past Rainier and Griffin toward the edge of the property, getting ready to shift.

      “Like I said,” Byron called out, walking backward away from them. “Do your best. You won’t beat me.”

      And then with a sparkling veil, both he and Van were gone.

      Rainier let out a sigh, shoving his hands in his jeans pockets. A wisp of stray silver hair darted about his face. “Well, that was dramatic. I’m glad they seem willing to cooperate.”

      Griffin’s hands fisted. “They still kidnapped her. I don’t trust them at all.”

      “They left us alone with her,” Rainier said. “They are trying to make things up to us. They even left us their open house.”

      Griffin shook his head. “I still don’t like it.”

      “We have to work together,” Rainier said. “We just have to. Especially if someone like Azrael knows about Anna.”

      “What do you mean?”

      Rainier sighed. “I don’t know Azrael, but I have studied fairies in general. And I do know their feelings about dragon hearts.”

      “I know,” Griffin said. “But we—”

      “It can’t hurt to maintain good relations between all dragons, no matter who Anna chooses. You would still want to protect her, right?” Rainier asked, silver eyes gleaming in the sun.

      Griffin hated that Rainier was always right. “Fine. Yes.” Though his heart felt like it would break at the thought of it, of course he would still be there for Anna, even if she chose someone else.

      A bit of her love would be better than none of it.

      But was Byron right? Could Griffin compete? The gold and purple dragons were usually leaders, and—

      “No,” Rainier said. “You can’t think of it like that. You know Anna won’t. We’re as good as any of the dragons. We’re all different. No one is better than the other.”

      “But Van is supposed to be the leader,” Griffin said. “Hell, he’s even acting like it now.”

      “I know,” Rainier said, cocking his head pensively. “It’s odd.” He bounced his shoulders a couple times to relieve tension. “But regardless, right now we need to talk to Anna. Especially you. You have a lot of time to make up for.” His smile grew playful. “Did I mention I was sorry for locking you in the basement?”

      “Yes,” Griffin muttered, still a little sore about it.

      “Well, good,” Rainier said, eyeing the house. “Because based on what Byron and Van said, we’ll have to cooperate pretty well to compete with them.”

      “You mean sex,” Griffin said, trying to picture how that would work at all. He’d been raised a normal double dragon, so he’d always imagined he would share a mate. Then he’d thought he’d get no mate at all, ever. Then he’d met Anna and wanted her all to himself.

      And now, if that’s what it took, he was determined to pair with Rainier to mate her.

      To be honest, if he was going to be in the world with a dragon heart, he would want another dragon always watching out for her anyway.

      So even though it was awkward, Griffin straightened himself, trying to be adventurous about what they would have to do in the bedroom. “I’m willing.” He pressed his lips together. “But I’m in charge.”

      Rainier snorted, waving a hand. “Fine, fine. Works for me. Just get in there and make things right with her.”

      “I’m going,” Griffin retorted, heading toward the house, steeling himself for whatever she might say.

      No matter what it was, he would hear her out. And then tell her he wanted her to be his for life and beyond.

      Yeah, that should go well for him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 3

        

      

    

    
      I’m nervous as I head down the stairs for the front door because I’m not sure how much dragon fighting has happened while I was upstairs with Seth.

      I reach for the door, just about to yank it open, when it swings forward on its own and I have to jump back to dodge.

      “Whoa,” I say, and then green-checked flannel on the most beautiful chest ever fills my vision.

      My eyes slowly move up to see Griffin gazing down at me, looking as nervous as I am.

      He shuts the door and takes a quick step back, rubbing his neck. “Sorry about that. Didn’t hear you.”

      “My bad,” I say nervously. And then silence falls between us.

      My eyes take a moment to memorize Griffin. His auburn hair. Those blue-gray eyes. The small freckles. The hard jaw. The perfect lips.

      The way he rolls his cuffs up to show off perfect arms. The way he doesn’t seem to realize he’s a gorgeous, tall dragon like any of the other dragons.

      And then I watch his lips, thinking about what it was like for him to kiss me. I look to his hands, thinking about the way he touched my body, almost reverently. And I meet his eyes, remembering the way he stared at me as he licked my clit, making me—

      He clears his throat, flushing, and I remember how cute I thought it was that this big man could get so embarrassed. “Can we go talk? Outside maybe?”

      “Sure. Is Rainier still out there?”

      Griffin nodded. “But he’s coming in soon. He’s just flying to make a perimeter check.”

      “Where are Van and Byron?” I ask. “Did they go to town?”

      “You already knew about that?” Griffin asks as I lead him to the door that opens to the back deck. It’s a little shadier back there but still surrounded by beautiful landscape.

      “Yes,” I say carefully, not sure how much Van told him. “I think so. What did he tell you?”

      “Van had a vision right there on the ground,” Griffin said.

      “Oh,” I say. “I thought they were just going in to check on things.” I bite my lower lip, hoping Van and Byron aren’t in trouble. “Well, I guess I’ll hear about it when they get back.”

      I open the door to the back deck, and Griffin follows me out, shutting the door behind him.

      I sit down at the table, and he sits on the other side. When we’re like this, he’s almost at my eye level, which makes it easier to talk to him.

      “So.” His auburn hair is sticking straight up, blowing in the wind slightly. It’s such a pretty combination of colors. Brown, auburn, copper. Even his eyelashes are dark red, a striking contrast to his eyes. “How has it been with Van and Byron? Have they treated you well?”

      It’s my turn to blush. “More or less. I mean, they kidnapped me, but they haven’t hurt me at all. Van is kind of a scary person at first, but not when you get to know him.”

      “Good to know,” Griffin says, but it feels like he’s still holding back.

      The wind whistles by us as we sit silently. Then Griffin straightens up.

      “I missed you,” he says. “We’ve been looking for you constantly. Seth promised us Van and Byron wouldn’t hurt you, which is the only reason I didn’t lose my goddamn mind.”

      I chuckle. “I’m glad you didn’t.” I tentatively out put a hand to stroke his arm. “I’m sorry to worry you.”

      It’s electric when I touch him. Seeing him, having these feelings reignited, it’s only more confusing.

      He tenses slightly, eyes meeting mine. “I’m sorry I haven’t been there for you, Anna.”

      “What do you mean?” I pull back my hand, sitting up. “It’s not your fault.”

      “It is,” he says, putting his hand in his hair again. I want that to be me stroking it. Honestly, Griffin was the first dragon I met in the Blur, and I still feel most connected with him.

      He was always saving me, even when he couldn’t admit it.

      He saved me from the wolves. He saved me from the bears. He saved me from the vendor. He saved me from the kidnappers at the market on our way to Rainier.

      “You’re too kind to me,” he says. “I kept insulting you. Threatening to sell you. To be honest, I didn’t know how to feel when you came into my life.” His hands are in front of him, and he’s rubbing them together slowly as he tries to compose his thoughts. “I’ve been too busy fighting everyone. I didn’t know how to feel, having someone to protect. It felt good, but in a way, I didn’t want it to. Like it was a constant reminder of what I couldn’t have.”

      “I understand.”

      “But it doesn’t matter,” he says, looking up at me, a muscle ticking in that hard jaw. “I should have been better to you. I should have told you from the moment I saw you that I wanted you. I should have let you know you were safe by my side.”

      “It’s okay,” I say. “You did so much for me. You didn’t owe me anything.”

      “That day in the hotel, it means a lot to me,” he says. “I want to continue from there. I want to claim you. But I know you’re considering other dragons, and I want you to know I’ll try to be fair.”

      “Fair?”

      He looks to the side. “Not beat up whoever you choose. Let you pick.”

      “Wow.” I give him a teasing smile. “Not wanting to beat everyone up within a ten-mile radius. What’s gotten into you, Griffin?”

      His blue-gray eyes are serious as they lock on mine. “You. You got into me. I had accepted that this place was going to be my home. I had gotten… comfortable. But then you came into my life and made me want more. And without you around, this place doesn’t feel like home.”

      My throat is tight because I missed him so much too. I put a hand over his again, feeling the warmth. “I—”

      “But I understand that other dragons feel that way too.” Griffin continues, his eyes darting away now. “So I’m going to try to be okay with it.” He peeks back up at me. “But I want you to choose me.”

      I laugh. “I appreciate that. But why the change of heart about beating up the other dragons?” And why is he suddenly so much better at sharing his feelings instead of hiding behind a cruel wall?

      “It’s Rainier,” Griffin says softly. “He convinced me to team up with him, mainly to find you. After all, it was my stupid fight that led to you being kidnapped.”

      “It’s okay,” I say.

      Griffin shakes his head. “No, it’s not. I’ve been selfish. I was so cruel to you in the dungeon.” His eyes are tortured as they meet mine. “I relive that every day. See the hurt in your eyes—”

      “Honestly, I forgave you already,” I say. “I know you were stressed. You were trying to help and ended up in a dungeon.”

      “Rainier and I go way back,” Griffin says, leaning back on the bench slightly. “We were supposed to be paired, but we always hated each other.”

      “Why?”

      “Mainly because we were raised to be so different,” Griffin says. “Besides, the family that raised me, the dad, he was too competitive about me being stronger than the other dragons. He was constantly putting me in fights, even when I was really young. With adults. With shifters. With anyone willing to beat on me.”

      My eyes are wide with horror. “Why?”

      “Because I needed to be strong,” Griffin says. “The villages that raise us, the oracle blesses them. I guess the more powerful the dragon, the more blessing. My ‘dad’ cursed the fact that he’d gotten the red dragon, but he said if I was supposed to be strong, he’d make me stronger than any other red dragon.”

      I suck in my cheek. “I don’t like the sound of that.”

      “I didn’t get my powers very young,” Griffin says. “I got the durability that came with my dragon powers, but not the strength. For a lot of years, it was just beatdown after beatdown.” He takes a deep breath. “And if I lost a fight, I got another beatdown at home afterward.”

      My hands tighten into fists under the table. “I’d like to get my hands on him.”

      Griffin smiles at me, amused, though there is still hurt in his eyes. “No need. He’s dead.”

      My jaw drops. “How?”

      “He drank himself to death,” Griffin said. “I think the shame of us not getting partnered contributed, but honestly, he was already on his way there. He hated everything.”

      “I’m sorry. You deserved better.”

      “It’s fine,” Griffin says. “But it explains why I think everyone is out to get me. Why I think I have to fight everyone. Beat everyone or I’m going to get a beating. Or get beaten.”

      I nod. “But it turns out some people aren’t trying to beat you.”

      He laughs. “Yeah. I mean, in the Blur, it’s actually pretty accurate to see everyone as an enemy.”

      “Except the other dragons,” I say somewhat nervously. I still don’t know how to tell him about Byron and Van.

      “I already know about Rainier,” Griffin says, reading my thoughts. “And I’m fine with it. Why wouldn’t I be? I have no claim on you.”

      I flush. “But you got so angry even thinking I might be with him.”

      “No, I got angry thinking about you loving him. He’s so different from me that I thought if you loved him, you couldn’t possibly love me. And that was more painful than I could have imagined.”

      “That’s ridiculous,” I say. “Although, Rainier thought the same thing. Just because you’re different from each other, it doesn’t mean I can’t love you both.”

      “I know that now,” Griffin says. “And I know you have been with Van and Byron in some ways, and it’s not my business. Nothing you do with them changes anything for me, Anna. What I want is your heart. I want you to love me. And choose me. And I want you to know your options first.”

      I feel a deep flush on my cheeks. “That’s… good to know. So you’re really not going to kill any of my friends?”

      “Not unless they give me a reason to,” Griffin says. “Not that I would mind being given a reason.”

      I snort. “Jerk.”

      His lips quirk up in a smile. “You know it.”

      I stand up and walk around the table to sit down next to him and lean my head against his big, solid arm.

      “I’m glad you found me.” It feels good to just have him around, especially now that he’s not putting up a front with me. I feel like he’s just the Griffin I always wanted to see.

      The real one.

      I reach up and brush his hair back, loving how soft and thick it is in my hand. “I do want to explore more with you and Rainier. And I do have feelings for you. But I’m confused right now, and I might have feelings for other dragons and…”

      I trail off as Griffin puts his hand up to my face, stroking his big thumb lightly over my cheek.

      The wind blows my hair around my face, and Griffin brushes it back, then leans in and closes his lips over mine, making me immediately go warm.

      I could sit just like this forever, with Griffin’s lips on mine, his hand softly brushing my cheek, his other snaking around my waist to pull me closer. My hands rest on his chest, and I’m helpless as he simply continues the kiss, the gentleness of it making difficult emotions well up in me.

      Then he pulls back, cupping my face in those big, capable hands that have done so much for me.

      “I think your heart might be big enough to accommodate a lot of love,” he says softly, making me just melt into him.

      Because he’s right. It is easy for me to love people. To love dragons.

      It isn’t easy to tell what I really want.

      “Am I interrupting?” A cool voice floats toward us on the breeze as I see Rainier walking around the side of the house.

      I shake my head quickly, pulling back. Griffin pulls back with a groan, more reluctant.

      “Good,” Rainier says. “Because if it’s all right with you, I wanted to talk with Anna also.”

      Griffin stands, looking stiff and a bit awkward. “I’m gonna go check on Seth, if that’s all right.”

      Both Rainier and I nod at him.

      I let out a little shiver as he walks back inside, shutting the door behind him.
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      I turn to Rainier, trying to give him my full attention and not think about Griffin’s kiss.

      Though, the minute I see Rainier’s sparkling silver eyes and intelligent smile, all I can think about is what we last did together.

      The wonderful, heated moment in that little alcove by the ocean.

      We went so far. Almost as far as we could go. We could go further now that we’re together again…

      His lips turn up in a smirk. “Glad to see I made an impression.” He rests his cheek on his hand as he looks at me. No one makes me feel as seen as Rainier does. Like he’s looking through me, reading my mind and my heart.

      “I’m just logical,” Rainier says. “Curious. Like Griffin was raised to value only brute strength, I was raised with a cold, scientist mentor who thought everyone was beneath us if they weren’t as educated or intelligent.” He purses his lips. “Though, I’ve always thought we were all smart in our own ways.”

      I chuckle. “Sounds like something a smart person would say.” I give a shrug. “That’s never been my forte.”

      “I would say you’re smart,” Rainier says. “After all, you’ve survived this long in the Blur. And you have all of us dragons eating out of your hand.”

      Except Lee, I think.

      Rainier cocks his head at me. “Any update on that front? Have you heard from him?”

      I shake my head. “No. It makes me nervous thinking about that contract.”

      “Don’t be,” Rainier says. “Lee was a blue dragon. If you can trust anyone, it’s him. Blue dragons are always softhearted. They’re healers.”

      “What happened to him?” I ask.

      Rainier frowns. “There are other things I’d rather talk about. But sure, as a curious person, I know what it’s like to crave information. He was injured by Seth. He almost died. The black dragon fire wouldn’t stop burning, and the oracle had to separate Lee from his dragon form in order to save him. His dragon form burned.”

      I gasp, covering my mouth. “Oh my God, why would anyone burn him?”

      “Seth lost control of his fire,” Rainier says carefully. “Seth was… different before. Now he lets his poison hurt himself instead of others. But he didn’t always have such control.”

      I feel tears biting at my eyes, thinking about that poor hurt dragon. “That’s awful. Seth must feel terrible too.”

      “Well, Seth was banished to the Blur before anyone. The rest of us were given a chance. Lee stayed in the human world. The other dragons fucked up and got sent here. I’m somewhere in the middle.”

      “How so?”

      His silver eyes twinkle. “Naughty enough to cause problems, too smart to get caught.”

      “I see.”

      “Not that it matters,” Rainier says. “Whoever we were, we were fractured. Unable to move on. To mate. To take our place as heroes.”

      I nod. “It’s awful.”

      “But Lee kind of got the best deal, I suppose, other than losing his dragon,” Rainier says carefully. “Because he could make a normal human life with any woman, whereas we can only mate with dragon hearts.”

      I shake my head. I still feel terrible for Lee, losing his dragon like that.

      “But we can’t do anything about that,” Rainier says. “And maybe Lee sent you here because he wants at least some of his friends to be happy. Lee was always the friendliest of us.”

      “But he got hurt…”

      “He was trying to protect the crowd,” Rainier says. “Seth hit him on accident. But as I said—”

      “Yeah, yeah, I get it,” I say, trying not to let myself get too sad about it. After all, Lee is the one I know the least, despite him being the reason I’m here.

      Rainier lets out a sigh. “You really are benevolent, aren’t you, Anna?”

      “I suppose,” I say, twisting my hands in my lap. “I always have been.” I look up at him. “So you think Lee just wants me to mate with one or more of you?”

      “Could be,” Rainier says. “I couldn’t pretend to know. But I do want you to make your choice carefully.”

      I nod. “I will.”

      He puts one foot up on the bench so it’s propped next to him. A few strands are free from his low ponytail, framing his gorgeously masculine face.

      But those eyes. Those eyes are hard and dominant and uncompromising. “And when I say careful, I mean that you should make sure and do your research. Spend time with each of the dragons or pairs. Go all the way with them. Then make your choice.”

      I swallow. “All the way?”

      He nods.

      “But isn’t that—”

      “You’d have to share blood to be mated,” he says. “So no worries there. And I know Byron and Van have already showed you a taste of two dragons.” He leans in, eyes narrowing slightly. “Just for research purposes, how did you like that?”

      I flush, realizing what he is asking. For a moment, all my brain can do is conjure an image of Griffin and Rainier together in bed with me.

      Rainier, all hard eyes and hard body and cunning moves that take my breath away, and Griffin, all strength and muscle and possessive intensity to contrast with him.

      I don’t think I can breathe right anymore.

      Rainier laughs. “I’m glad you’re interested.”

      My jaw drops momentarily. “But… but won’t that be weird for you? For both of you? Griffin is so possessive.”

      “Griffin does want to possess you,” Rainier says. “But he sees being with me as his best chance for that. Besides, remember that dragons like us are meant to be paired. It’s an extra person watching our back and protecting our mate. It won’t bother us once we adjust.”

      “How long will that take?”

      He shrugs one shoulder lightly. “I’m not sure exactly. All relationships take work. I’m sure ours would as well. Though, the fact that the sex is so good would definitely help things.”

      “But you weren’t sent here like Griffin was,” I say. “You don’t… belong in the Blur.”

      “I belong where you are,” he says simply, and I can feel my heart skip a beat in a way that aches. “I want you to choose me and Griffin. I don’t know which world we would inhabit, but I know I would want to inhabit it with you.”

      I just smile at him as it sets in that I’ve had my first real offer. One that considers the difficulties of living in different worlds.

      Van and Byron have made their intentions plain, but Rainier is discussing how life would actually be.

      It’s hard to remember that I used to work in a call center. It’s hard to think about my sister.

      And it’s hard to realize that I’m actually considering making such life-changing decisions after such a short amount of time.

      But then again, I don’t think I could go back to my other life now that I’ve met the dragons. It feels like I would leave most of my heart behind with them. And besides, there is nothing tying me to that world.

      When my sister recovers—if she recovers—of course I would want to be there. But for now…

      “If you mated with us and got the blue dragon’s power, it could also help you heal your sister. You wouldn’t need anything from Lee,” Rainier says. “You and I can still travel to your world even if Griffin can’t.”

      I shake my head. “I would hate leaving Griffin behind.”

      “Well, the oracle who decides these things is super romantic,” Rainier says. “I suspect she wouldn’t want to leave a mated pair of dragons in the Blur. Griffin would probably be forgiven.”

      “But if he wasn’t?”

      “Then we’d just have to work around it,” Rainier says. “But honestly, worry about choosing the right people. Once you do that, the work is worth it.”

      That’s a good point. “I don’t know what to do.”

      “Use your heart,” Rainier says. “I was raised to think only my brain mattered, and it’s a good brain. But all of the scientific experiments I’ve done mean nothing compared to the way I feel about you. No amount of study or work would make me happy. So I’m trying to learn to listen to my heart. You taught me that.”

      “How could I teach you anything?” I tease. “You’re the smart one.”

      He ruffles slightly. “That’s not all I am. If you recall…”

      I go bright red. “Right. Totally. I never said that was all you are.”

      “Think of the kind of things I’ll be able to come up with once we’re mated.” His grin is calculated. “Two big dragons. One mastermind. One brute.”

      I laugh. “You’ve been thinking about this.”

      He sits back. “Of course. Now that I know what, or who, I’m working with.”

      I cover my face, blushing. “Oh my God, it’s going to be so weird.”

      “It won’t,” he says, reaching over to pull my hands away, leaving me blushing with no way to hide.

      His smile is reassuring and frightening at the same time. So calm and collected. But his silver eyes are hot. “Trust me, Anna. I won’t let anything happen that you don’t absolutely love.”

      “Oh?”

      “I plan to have you feeling so much pleasure you can’t see anything but how good it is to have two dragons. That’s if you’re up to try.”

      I press my legs together, trying to keep dirty thoughts out of my mind. Already I’m picturing it. Being with either of them would be everything, but both at once? Going all the way?

      Rainier cocks his head, peering at me. “Van and Byron won’t be back until late. Have you eaten?”

      I nod. “I just had breakfast.”

      He stands, shoving his hands in his pockets. “Well then, come and see Griffin and me in the guest room at the back of the house if you want to see what we have to offer. And Anna?”

      I look up at him, stupidly aroused. “Yes?”

      “It’s a lot.” Then, with a wink, he’s gone, leaving me trembling on the bench, considering my future.

      How can I even be thinking of doing such a thing when I have feelings for other dragons?

      But perhaps Rainier is right. Perhaps this is just research. I’ve always been a physical person, and though I’m a virgin, I’ve always known sex would be a big part of the way I love.

      I wasn’t saving myself exactly. I just never met anyone in my limited free time who I wanted in that way.

      It’s ironic now that I have feelings for five dragons.

      But the longer I sit here waiting, the harder my heart beats in my chest.

      I want them. I want to do this. I want to figure out who I feel the most for.

      I stand up, straighten my spine, and go off to find my dragons.
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      Griffin

      “She’s not coming, is she?” Griffin’s throat was dry as he paced back and forth. Rainier looked perfectly calm, standing across from Griffin on the other side of the small guest room in Van and Byron’s odd, cozy house.

      After spilling his feelings, Griffin felt like he was waiting for someone to just set fire to his heart and start laughing.

      Anna, thankfully, would never do that.

      “She’ll come.” Rainier peered at him thoughtfully. Then a small grin curved up the corner of his mouth. “Just calm down so you don’t screw it up when she does.”

      Griffin had every intention of saying something in return when several light taps at the door made his entire body jump inside. For a second, he wasn’t even sure it was knocking.

      It was knocking, right?

      “I’ll get it,” Rainier moved past him like a silver blur, the click of the door handle giving Griffin something to focus on instead of the million other things in his head.

      The door opened slightly, and Anna stood there, hand still up in a fist like she’d forgotten how to put it down. Then, realizing it was still there, she clapped her hands together and put them down.

      “Um, hi,” she said nervously, looking up at Rainier. A second later, her gaze drifted toward Griffin, and he could see her cheeks turn an even brighter red, the dark blond of her hair a stark contrast.

      “Please, come in.” Rainier motioned for her to come inside, and she did so obediently, taking little steps that seemed to match to the rhythm of Griffin’s heart.

      How was Rainier acting so normal? Griffin had never been so nervous, expectant, and excited all at one time.

      Just remember who we’re really here for, Griffin. Rainier’s voice seeped into his mind like words carried on rain.

      Right. Anna.

      He could do this.

      “So I was thinking…” Anna kept looking back and forth between them, and each time her eyes fell on Rainier, Griffin had to fight his jealousy.

      “About what I said?” Rainier asked, casting a glare at Griffin while he ushered Anna to take a seat at the edge of the bed.

      “Yes. And—”

      Damn, Griffin’s whole soul hung on her every word.

      “I want to try it. With both of you.”

      “Did you have any questions?” Rainier asked.

      Griffin just wanted to cross the distance between him and Anna and take her right now.

      “I mean, do we need…?” She bit her lip, flushing as she trailed off.

      Rainier shook his head. “You don’t have to worry about any of the precautions humans have to usually take with these things. We can’t get you pregnant when we’re not mated yet. We would have to share blood for that. And we can’t pass anything on to you.”

      Anna visibly gulped. “Well, that’s good.”

      Rainier knelt next to her, and Griffin just stood there frozen because he didn’t know what to do next.

      She seemed so small compared to the rest of the room, though maybe that was just because he and Rainier seemed to be filling the space. The bed was, thankfully, dragon-size, with teal covers and plenty of pillows.

      “All that matters now, Anna, is that you want us,” Rainier said, his voice seductive, patient. “That you want this. If the answer is yes, leave the rest to me and Griffin.”

      Anna’s nod was everything.

      Rainier’s hand immediately came up to her cheek as he leaned in to kiss her. When she made a muffled moan, jealousy raged in Griffin, and for a second, he thought he might lose it.

      Then Rainier was looking up at him from the base of the bed, one eyebrow raised high.

      “What are you waiting for? Get over here, Red.”

      He didn’t need to be told twice.

      Griffin strode to where Rainier was kneeling next to Anna sitting at the edge. He liked the way her eyes widened as he towered over her.

      Then he leaned over, kissing her deeply, feeling the very depths of his soul reaching out to her.

      Without hesitation or fear, Anna’s lips parted, and he entered her with his tongue. With each stroke, each tease along the ridges of her mouth, Anna seemed to melt into him, reminding Griffin exactly why he’d fallen for her faster than a rock could fall from the sky.

      Anna was his world.

      “Ahem.” Rainier coughed lightly from the side, and Griffin’s eyes opened as he and Anna both looked over at him. How long had they been kissing?

      “Oh. What’s next?” Anna asked, lips swollen.

      Rainier stood, coming alongside Griffin and folding his arms.

      “We haven’t even started yet. But first—” At that, he grabbed the hem of his sweater and pulled it and his undershirt off in one smooth motion “How about we all get a bit more comfortable?”

      Rainier’s sleek, muscular physique looked especially good in just the jeans he wore. And as Griffin saw Anna’s eyes go up and down his body, he practically ripped off his flannel shirt so she could look at him like that too.

      Anna looked between them and just sighed helplessly. The sound was like music inside Griffin.

      “This is the fun part,” Rainier said, offering a hand to Anna to lead her up to the top of the bed, helping her lie amidst the plush pillows. Griffin followed, getting on the bed on the other side of her.

      Rainier put his hand on Anna’s hip, caressing her skin and pulling up the thin tee shirt she wore as he leaned down to place kisses on her shoulder.

      Your move, Rainier thought to Griffin, looking up at him.

      Griffin leaned down to kiss the base of her neck, savoring the soft skin, the way Anna gave a light shudder at the contact. He moved down to kiss her collarbone and felt lust shoot through him as she writhed.

      He looked over to see Rainier nibbling on her earlobe and Anna fighting the contrast in sensations as her face contorted with pleasure, and he suddenly lost all of his inhibitions about what they were doing.

      He was all in.

      “Oh God,” Anna sighed as Griffin and Rainier each reached for one of her breasts.

      Griffin pushed away her bra easily, stroking his thumb over her nipple and watching with ecstasy as she arched against the bed.

      “One second,” Rainier said, reaching behind Anna to flick her bra open. He helped her take her shirt off and get out her bra, leaving her naked from the waist up. “That’s better.”

      Griffin didn’t skip a beat, leaning down to take her entire nipple and part of her breast in his mouth, suckling and flicking his tongue against the hardened tip.

      Rainier, who’d moved from her chest and gone lower, was running his hands over her waist and down the curves of her hips to the soft jeans she wore. Griffin expected jealousy to flare again, but in that moment, he was just grateful to be sharing this moment with a fellow dragon that was as obsessed with Anna’s pleasure as he was.

      Her other breast free, Griffin leaned across her body to taste it as well. His cock throbbed; he was so turned on by the sight of her, the feel of her.

      He heard a zipper and looked down to see Rainier’s hand moving into Anna’s jeans to stroke over her gray underwear.

      Gray was probably his new favorite color.

      “Take them off,” Griffin growled at Rainier, nodding at Anna’s jeans before moving up to nibble at her neck where she was extra sensitive.

      “Yes,” Anna said, sighing again as Griffin laved his tongue over one of her ears, wanting to tease her as far as he could.

      Rainier pulled her pants off the edge of the bed, followed by her underwear, leaving her completely bare to them both.

      Griffin felt the dragon inside him roar with the need to possess her. To claim her.

      He looked over at Rainier, knowing he felt the same.

      Anna was theirs.

      Rainier moved onto the bed across from Griffin and propped up on his left elbow while his hand slid down to the apex of Anna’s legs, dipping into her curls. A second later, she cried out, writhing harder. Griffin’s entire body went warm, the sound of her gratification and the sight of his partner pleasuring her erotic in a way he’d never imagined it could be.

      He went back to kissing her neck, cupping both breasts in his big hands and using his thumbs to press into her nipples. And as her hips bucked, he claimed her mouth with his, covering her moans and thrusting his tongue inside to conquer Anna’s.

      He was caught off guard by a small hand tugging on one of his belt loops, and he looked down to see her fingers pulling at his jeans. Rainier looked over, paused for a moment, then smirked.

      “Give her what she wants, Griffin.”

      “Please,” Anna said, biting her lower lip, her whole body glowing. Griffin could never say no to her.

      Before he even got his jeans undone, her hand reached for his shaft, clutching him and making Griffin’s entire body clench from the inside out. Her touch was like heaven.

      And then she started moving her hand up and down his hard length, and Griffin froze, not knowing if he should stay there or go back to kissing her.

      He decided on the former, just letting her stroke him, her lips parted in arousal as her gaze darted up to study him, then away shyly.

      “Stay with me, Anna,” Griffin said, and she did, her hungry gaze locked on him.

      Rainier’s expression was intensely focused as his fingers slid lower to dip inside Anna, testing and making her arch back in response. “You said you’re a virgin, correct? We don’t want to hurt you.”

      Anna shook her head. “You won’t hurt me. I haven’t been with anyone, but I’ve had toys. My fingers. Fantasies…” Her voice was breathless, her tone elated. “But I’m ready. With you two. I can feel it. Like it was always meant to be.” She let out a sigh, moving her hips hungrily against Rainier’s fingers while her hand stroked Griffin.

      God, she wanted both of them, and it turned Griffin on to no end. Her hand was still moving up and down, and though it normally wouldn’t have felt like much, Anna’s touch was almost electric.

      Griffin opened his mouth to speak, but she mewled and he could sense she was close to the edge.

      So he reached his left hand down her body, his fingers wanting to feel her wetness.

      It was hard to not come just from the sight of her being so wholly aroused. This woman that was his everything.

      “I don’t think I can…” Anna trailed off, her whole body tensed. And then Griffin’s middle digit caressed her clit just as Rainier’s fingers hooked up inside her, and Anna orgasmed.

      Fuck, she’s beautiful, was all Griffin could think as they both watched her come.

      Griffin was lost in observing her every movement, every expression of a thousand that crossed her face in those perfect seconds.

      Mate, the dragon inside him demanded.

      “Mate.” The word was so quiet on Rainier’s lips that Griffin almost thought he hadn’t heard it as Anna continued to come, orgasming hard as the bed sheets crinkled against her moving body. And at the last moment, just before she was finished, Griffin couldn’t help but lean down to give her one more kiss.

      Her body relaxed against him, her soft lips calm again as she melted into him. Then she surprised him again by bringing her hand up to curl her fingertips in his hair, gripping him tightly as if keeping him as close as she could.

      “I need more,” she exclaimed against Griffin’s lips while one of her hands reached out to bury itself in Rainier’s hair. “I want…”

      “Griffin,” Rainier said softly. “You first.”

      Griffin looked down at the woman between them, thinking of all their memories together. How much he wanted to just keep her safe and make her happy.

      “You’re mine,” he said against Anna’s lips. But then he sensed Rainier waiting patiently, and Griffin laughed to himself at the situation he never thought could happen between the three of them. But it was inevitable and wonderful all the same.

      “You’re ours.” Griffin corrected, amazed at how good it sounded.
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      You’re ours.

      I’m so shocked by Griffin’s words, by the way they strike to my core, that all I can seem to muster in response is a nod while his gray-blue eyes watch me as though the world begins and ends with me.

      Rainier too. I look down to see him staring, features tense and hungry, silver hair free and hanging around his face, fingers just as deft as I remember them being.

      Suddenly, both men step off the bed to remove the rest of their clothing. Rainier calmly undoes his pants and slides out of them, while Griffin almost trips on one of the legs of his jeans while trying to get them off.

      Then they’re both naked, and I barely have time to suck in a breath at the thought before Griffin comes toward me.

      He gets on the bed next to me, picking me up in his arms like I weigh nothing in that uber-masculine, almost caveman-like way he does. It sends shivers of anticipation up my spine. Then he sits back against the headboard, and it creaks against his massive frame as he sets me down, letting me straddle his thick thighs and trim waist. I look down and see his cock, and just the memory of it in my hand a second ago makes my legs feel like jelly.

      So hard. So silky. So big.

      “As much as I want to just take you, Anna, I want you to go at your speed,” Griffin says, the sweetness in his voice belying the intense arousal I can see in his eyes.

      “And I’ll be right here too.” Rainier’s calm voice is right at my ear, and I can feel his muscled body behind me while I face Griffin. A moment later, his hands rest lightly on my hips, making me feel safe and wanted at the same time, and he places a soft kiss on the back of my neck, then my cheek.

      How could I not fall for these confusing dragons when they make everything so wonderful?

      I may not be experienced with sex, but I know these dragons. Know that they’d never hurt me, that they only want the best for me, both in and out of the bedroom.

      My whole body shivers from head to toe as I position myself over Griffin’s length. I don’t even know how we’ll fit together, but my heart just tells me to push forward.

      I wriggle downward a bit, letting his sculpted tip tease at my entrance. I’m so wet from arousal that the sliding friction between us instantly makes my back jolt. Even the smallest taste is just so good.

      Then I take a deep breath and sheathe Griffin slowly within me.

      Oh. Damn.

      It takes several full seconds for me to finally take him in all the way, and my entire body feels like it’s on fire. The stretching, full sensation from his cock makes my knees go wobbly, and I dig my hands into Griffin’s chest, gasping for air.

      I can feel his eyes on me, watching. Rainier too. Both of them are observing closely like hawks, slight worry showing in the corners of Griffin’s face as he places his hands softly on my legs.

      And then the tight pressure shifts into orgasmically good heat, and I almost come right there.

      “I—I…” My mouth won’t cooperate with me as I try to explain how wonderful it feels from the inside out.

      “Don’t try to talk.” Rainier’s voice is husky, his command behind my ear barely noticeable amidst the sea of arousal I’m swimming in, waters so deep I could lose myself. But my entire being responds to him.

      So I push up with my hips, needing even the strength in my arms to do so, and thrust back onto Griffin’s iron-hard length, filling me again. It makes my senses go haywire in a pleasurable way that’s practically addictive.

      These dragons definitely weren’t overselling how good the sex would be.

      I move again, and this time, Griffin helps me with his rough hands on my hips, making the motion easier, less taxing on me so I can just revel in pure, white-hot pleasure that spreads through every part of me. And right behind me, Rainier is holding me closer now, arms wrapped around me, cupping and squeezing my breasts. His dick is pressing into my back, steel velvet on my skin that makes me wish I had extra hands.

      But I’m too focused on the way Griffin’s eyes seem to light up more with each thrust. Each time we come together, him disappearing within me and making me go wild for more, his stare becomes more intense, his attention laser focused on me as we move together.

      “Anna, you’re so beautiful,” he exclaims as we meet once more. But this time, he thrusts up slightly to meet me, and it sends little fireworks of tautness up my arms, seeing him lose even a little of his restraint in wanting to pleasure me.

      “Yes. You are.” Rainier kisses up the back of my neck, dragging my earlobe into his mouth and biting just hard enough to be on the edge between pleasure and pain.

      Exactly where the rest of my body is right now.

      My breathing is so shallow, everything on fire, as I start to go quicker, wanting to finally see Griffin’s eyes roll back and needing desperately to find release after so damn much arousal.

      Griffin is almost completely in control, letting me ride him again and again as he pulls me off him, then thrusts into me with such speed my G-spot would be crying for mercy if it wasn’t so hot and so pleasurable.

      Rainier’s movement is more heated against me too, and my hands entwine with his as I watch Griffin’s face tense. For a split second, I can see his eyes become slitted, bright red like his dragon. But then it’s gone in an instant, and all I can possibly focus on is gray-blue irises, brow furrowed in tension, muscular body taut as we both push so close to the edge.

      “You’re going to come now.” Griffin’s words are an oath, a promise. And as the last syllable slips out of his mouth, we meet together one last time. He’s so deep inside me it feels like my entire core is being lit up.

      I come immediately.

      “Griffin. Griffin.” I can’t help but call his name over and over as if all my words belong to him right now. A split second later, I can feel him jerk within me, pulsing to the rhythm of my orgasm as my vision blurs and I lose any reasonable ability to control my body in that moment.

      I’m grateful Rainier is there behind me, holding me up so I don’t collapse mid-release while powerful waves roll through me. My entire body arches, and his shoulder is there for me to fall on, hands wrapped tightly around me.

      It doesn’t help that Griffin’s release seems to keep going, and I open my eyes to see his entire body flexing, hands practically tearing through the bedding beside him.

      Seeing the overbearing dragon I first met here in the Blur coming like that is so hot I lose my breath for a minute.

      Then I gradually come back to reality, taking stock of the fact that I’m naked with one huge dragon beneath me and another behind me, all of us breathing heavily, and I have no words.

      Except that this is amazing.

      I wait a couple moments before I slowly slide off of Griffin. When I look down, I marvel at how I could possibly have fit him inside me. And also at the fact that there’s nothing but the sheen of my own arousal on Griffin, which makes me blush just thinking about it.

      “We don’t ejaculate when we aren’t mated,” Rainier says. “That’s what I meant about not getting you pregnant. Though, we do orgasm.”

      I saw that.

      As I lock eyes with Rainier, I want to see it again.

      I hate that I have to pull away from Griffin, though he seems tired and relaxed and sated. I wish we could do what we did all over again.

      But I can feel my heart pulling me toward Rainier. I want to join with him too. Share this experience together.

      Make us all one.

      Suddenly, I’m whirled around, facing Rainier, my body pressed into his sleek, sculpted muscles. And then his lips crash into mine, tongue thrusting into my mouth as I let out a muffled moan.

      As Rainier kisses me, it feels like hot rain drizzling over my body. Dominant. Intense. Sometimes he’s so controlled and rigid. Sometimes he’s unleashed and hot.

      I love both sides of him.

      Rainier breaks off the kiss and licks his lower lip carefully. “Are you sure?”

      I nod quickly. “I want everything. You said I needed to—”

      “Experiment,” he says. “Right.”

      Griffin has moved behind me now, sandwiching me against Rainier. All I can feel is warmth and muscle and intense arousal making the air thick with sex in every direction.

      A girl could definitely get used to this.

      Through the window, a ray of light falls over Rainier’s face, making the silver in his eyes gleam, and I can sense the deep want he has, though he keeps it hidden better than Griffin.

      I throw myself forward, and with lightning-fast reflexes, he catches me, cupping my ass as I straddle him. The feel of his hard abs pressing against my pussy makes my spine zip with little jolts. But as I arch, Griffin’s there behind me. The rough palms of his hands are moving up my arms, stimulating my sensitive skin that’s crying out for more, more, more.

      Rainier, holding me up as if I literally weigh nothing, moves me lower until we’re almost hip to hip and gives me one last glance, waiting for my approval.

      I shake my head yes so hard that I feel like a bobblehead for a moment.

      And then slowly, carefully, Rainier thrusts up into me in one slick, perfectly timed motion that makes my insides scream in pleasure.

      Damn. He moves so faultlessly, just the speed I want, just the pressure. Like he knows my wants better than I do.

      “Silver dragon,” he says, his voice husky and sensual. “Quick learner.”

      His eyes are intensely focused, watching me as he fills me over and over with his cock, making me gasp with pleasure.

      In the meantime, Griffin’s still behind me, supporting my back and head, letting me lean against him even while he allows no rest, his hands on my breasts, tweaking my nipples lightly. I don’t know how these dragons can time what they’re doing as though they’re communicating with each other in every moment, asking, How can we make this even more intensely pleasurable?

      Actually, maybe they are.

      Rainier is pushing into me in a steady rhythm now. Each thrust feels like heaven. Each split second we’re fully together touches my soul in some deep, erotic way. And each time he withdraws, it just makes my body that much hungrier for the next joining.

      Griffin leans over my shoulder, tilts my head to the side, and claims my lips in a kiss just as Rainier starts to go faster. The pressure inside me is building, high as a skyscraper. Each thrust draws a ragged, nearly breathless moan from me that Griffin catches with his lips.

      Then his hand is moving down my midsection until his finger is just above my mound. And even while Rainier is going quicker, his sexy face straining as light pours over all three of us, my body can sense Griffin’s finger moving down over my clit.

      Not fair.

      I watch Rainier and see his eyes become bright, silver, dragon-like irises for a split second just as I realize I’m about to fall one last, earth-shattering time. His hands are squeezing my hips even harder, and the sensation of our skin colliding as I race to meet him just stokes me further.

      But Rainier doesn’t stop. He gives me everything. I press my hips forward as his cock thrusts into me, filling me and taking me to the very brink.

      Then Griffin’s fucking finger presses against my clit.

      And my insides explode with pleasure.

      “Rainier!” I can muster his name only once before my throat goes tight from the orgasm that’s so overwhelming I think I’m losing my grip on reality.

      But Rainier’s eyes—so lost as they watch me, even as his dick pulses within me—keep me centered. Give me something to focus on as my skin feels like it’s ablaze with want and release and energy all at the same time.

      “Anna,” Rainier says through partly clenched teeth. His hair is cascading over his shoulder and partially covering his face, giving him the appearance of a stoic warrior in the throes of pleasure.

      Meanwhile, I feel like I might actually die from coming too hard.

      But Griffin, surprisingly, is the calm one now. His gentle kisses on my shoulder, my neck, are grounding. And as I float back down to inhabit the very real body that two dragons have just pleasured senseless, my heart fills to practically bursting with emotion.

      I can’t name what I’m feeling. I can’t fully understand why everything is so strong.

      Rainier moves to pull out of me, and I put an arm on his shoulder so he waits. I want to just soak in one last second with these men.

      Griffin. Rainier. Can you hear me?

      I love you.
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      I can tell Griffin and Rainier both heard my thoughts about loving them because Rainier’s eyes widen slightly and Griffin’s expression goes soft.

      I push myself up awkwardly, my body still so aware of where they just were. What we all did together. How good it felt.

      But as I stare into Griffin’s blue-gray eyes and then Rainier’s silver ones, I can’t bring myself to feel awkward about it. I can’t go back to the world where other norms mattered.

      This world is magical and dangerous. And this world is where I’m in love.

      Griffin is gathering clothes, looking slightly awkward about what we should do next. God, I just want to watch him walk around with those big muscles, that adorable blush that clashes with his auburn hair. That wide chest that’s so perfect for cuddling.

      And Rainier is walking toward a door that must lead to the bathroom, not caring that he’s buck naked.

      Not that I mind. His wide back, silver hair, taut ass, and long legs are all heaven for my eyes as I watch him go.

      But it’s not just that he’s good-looking. It’s not only that with any of the dragons.

      I can appreciate a good-looking man, but not feel the way I feel about these dragons. Like they need me. Like I need to help them. Like they are what’s been missing from my life for so long.

      The shower turns on, and as steam begins to fill the other room, Rainier leans out, facing Griffin, who is still picking up clothes.

      “Bring Anna in here,” Rainier says. “The shower is warm.”

      My heart begins racing as Griffin walks over obediently, giving me a smirk as he easily picks me up, hauling me against his chest.

      “How are you feeling, dragon heart?” he asks in a low voice just for me.

      I lean my head against him, enjoying the moment between us. “Good,” I say softly. “More good than I have any business being. I don’t know what I did to deserve this.”

      Griffin just laughs, his voice slightly hoarse. Remembering how hard he came, the way his big body trembled, makes me wet again already. “You don’t have to do anything to deserve it. I want you. Rainier wants you. We want to make you feel good. We want to make you ours for life.”

      The shower is a big glass one like the one in my room. Griffin steps in and then sets me down so I’m standing between him and Rainier.

      Rainier’s silver hair is already wet, and his wide shoulders send rivulets streaming down his powerful biceps and arms.

      But his hands are gentle as he slowly brings a handful of foam up to me and begins soaping my body gently, moving over my shoulders, rubbing both hands over my hips.

      When Griffin gets soap and begins to join him, I feel like my legs are going to give out.

      I rest my hands on Rainier’s chest for balance. “Look, guys, that was amazing, but I don’t know how much I can take.”

      “Just a little longer,” Griffin says, playfulness in his voice as his soaped hand moves around my waist and then trails toward the apex of my legs, teasing the top of my curls.

      I squirm slightly, Rainier’s hands cupping my breasts, covering them with bubbles while Griffin is surrounding me from behind, his hand about to cause a lightning strike at my center.

      I let out a small moan, then writhe against Griffin’s hand, and he lets out a growl as his fingers dip into my folds, moving and stroking and feeling all at once.

      Rainier’s hands move to my waist, steadying me as Griffin continues his slow, torturous exploration of my sex, the soap making everything glide perfectly.

      I arch back, feeling Griffin’s chest behind me, and look up to his eyes, playful and intent.

      Oh God, I’m going to lose myself to these men, and I’m not ready…

      His hand pulls back, eyes shuttered slightly. “We’re pushing you. I know.”

      I pull his hand back down, letting him feel how even beneath the soap, I’m slick and wet. “Not too much.” I sigh. “I just don’t want to use either of you. Being together was wonderful, but I’m still—”

      “Confused,” Griffin says, stroking languidly.

      Rainier comes closer, pressing a kiss to my wet, soapy shoulder. I can feel his silky hair tickling my cheek. “It’s okay to be confused. It’s okay to not know. We’re just making sure you know how it would be with us. How much we want you.”

      He moves lower, kissing my breasts, sucking my nipple into his mouth as Griffin strokes more firmly, moving up to my clit.

      “Wait,” I gasp out, grabbing onto Rainier’s shoulder. “Wait, I—”

      But then Rainier bites down lightly on my nipple and Griffin holds his finger down on my clit, and I come apart in their arms as both of them come in to hold me between them.

      I feel utterly safe and utterly exhausted as wave after wave of pleasure flows through me, leaving me weak and sated and… free.

      Griffin nuzzles into my shoulder from behind, nipping lightly. “How are we ever supposed to resist you?”

      Rainier already raised his head from my nipple, and he’s now looking down at me, only inches from my face. “I don’t think it’s possible. Not while you’re in reach.”

      I gasp, still trying to catch my breath, caught between these two huge, pleasure-hungry dragons who are almost more overwhelming when they’re cooperating. “I… I think you’ll have to resist, because I need to be able to stand up straight.”

      “Do you?” Rainier asks, cocking his head.

      I laugh. “I don’t know.”

      Griffin sighs and grabs soap again, this time lathering his body as he steps back from me. “I suppose we should go out. Check on Seth. Get ready for Van and Byron to get back.” His grin looks almost feral. “Not that they can ever catch up to us.”

      Rainier is cleaning his body now, and I can’t help watching as the soap streams down around his toned muscles. “I think we have to be ready for the possibility that they will. And we should probably give all of them some privacy tonight.”

      Griffin stops washing, a hard expression on his face as he turns into the water and quickly rinses off.

      Then he steps out, grabs a towel, and runs it over himself quickly, leaving his auburn hair mussed and tousled.

      Rainier shares a look with me and then rinses as well, holding me against him as we get the soap off and follow after Griffin.

      Rainier goes first and wraps a towel around his waist before holding one out for me. He wraps me up in it as I step out and then lifts me in his arms, walking into the bedroom where Griffin went.

      Griffin is changing back into his clothing, and he looks away from us as we come in.

      Rainier sets me down so I can change also. Though, I’ll need to get up to my room for new clothes.

      “Griffin, we have to be fair about this,” Rainier says, stepping forward to open the closet and look into it.

      There are rows of clothes, all with tags on them.

      “I think you might fit into Byron’s size,” Rainier says to Griffin. “I’m close enough to Van’s.”

      Griffin lets out a snort, coming over to look at the clothing. “How much did Van and Byron do for the fairies to be given this much human stuff?”

      Rainier’s expression darkens. “I don’t know.” He pulls a few things out for him and Griffin and lays them out on the bed before turning to me. “Anna, I want you to know both Griffin and I understand that you haven’t made your choice yet. But we support you in whatever you have to do.”

      I look at Griffin, who is still facing away from me, his back even stiffer at Rainier’s words. “Are you sure?”

      Griffin turns to face me, and a muscle in his hard jaw is ticking. “You have to understand I’m possessive. It’s hard for me not to want to keep everyone away from you. Hard for me to even share with Rainier. Though, I’m glad to have found a partner.” He shares a quick look with Rainier, who nods. “But knowing you have to be that way with the other dragons? Especially after what we just did… It’s hard for me. Damn hard.” His eyes are locked on mine again, blue-gray and sincere and sparkling. “But I’ll try. Because I think, no matter how difficult this all ends up being by the time it’s finished, it was all worth it just to spend a few moments with you.” His lips curve up. “Or more than a few moments.”

      I run forward into his arms and can almost feel his smile as he hugs me back. “Thank you, Griffin. Thanks for being so patient with me. I do love both of you. It’s just that…”

      “That it’s all been fast and you don’t know how you feel about the others,” Rainier says, pulling a gray sweater over his head.

      “Yes,” I say. I pull my clothes on.

      “Then we might want to go with Seth somewhere to find serum,” Griffin says, having already pulled on a pair of new jeans that makes his butt look awesome. He pulls a black tee shirt over his head, jerks the tag off, and then pulls the green flannel he wore earlier over the top. “I mean, I can respect that you need to try different things to make your decision, but I don’t think I can be here for it. My dragon might try to rip someone’s head off.”

      “Ah,” I say nervously. “And you did promise you wouldn’t hurt them.”

      “Yeah,” he says with a smile. “I’ll try to keep that promise as long as you like them. And as long as they don’t do anything stupid.”

      “Which is hard, considering it’s Byron,” Rainier jokes.

      Griffin stifles what looks like a smirk and goes back to buttoning his shirt.

      “I’m going up to get changed into new clothes,” I say once I look decent. “What should we do after that?”

      “Get some food, hang out with Seth, and wait for the other dragons,” Griffin says. “And try to stay out of trouble.”

      Rainier strokes his jaw thoughtfully. “It’s hard not to want to go for another round now that we know how compatible we all are.”

      Oh God, I get weak just thinking about it, but—

      “No,” I say quickly. “As amazing as that was, I need time to make a decision. To figure out what I want.”

      Griffin winks at me. “Well, if you need another round, hit us up.”

      Rainier nods at him, and I laugh as I squeeze past them to go out of the room.

      As I go, both Rainier and Griffin lean down to kiss me on the cheek, and I let out a giggle as I accept the kiss and force myself to stumble out into the hallway.

      Away from their caring, away from their pleasure. Away from the confusing thoughts running riot in my mind.

      Away from the sense that everything is only getting more confusing and high stakes as I get closer to each of these dragons.
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      “So you really did it,” Seth says later that evening when he joins us in the kitchen for dinner.

      We’re eating a frozen lasagna that Rainier heated up in the microwave. It’s humble and comforting and just what we all need after the sex we had.

      Seth’s eyes meet mine, sparkling mirthfully. “Wish I had been there.”

      “You were asleep,” Griffin says, frowning and poking at his lasagna. “Besides. Two dragons were already too many.”

      I remember the way they held me, their touch, and press my legs together. “No, it was just enough.”

      Seth laughs. “Next time, let me come supervise.” He winks at me. “I’ll make sure to add something hot.”

      Griffin snorts and shakes his head, but Rainier is thoughtful.

      “If you could add something to Anna’s pleasure, or if she wants you to be there, I’m amenable,” Rainier says.

      Seth’s eyes go a slightly hotter shade of green. “I’m so down. I’ve never been with a human.”

      “Have you been with anyone?” Griffin asks, stabbing a piece of lasagna and shoving it in his mouth.

      Seth bites his lower lip, worrying it slightly. “Only a couple of wolf shifters in the Blur who wanted me in exchange for serum.”

      Griffin’s jaw drops. “What?”

      “Alpha wolves,” Seth says. “Pretty horny. We never went all the way. I couldn’t risk my poison coming out. I do like watching, though.”

      I’m still shocked that Seth had to trade sex for serum.

      Seth smirks at me. “It wasn’t too bad of a trade. Remember, I’ve been here my whole life. So many years. Without any other dragons. Without any humans. Being touched, being wanted, it wasn’t so bad. Especially when most things run from me in fear.”

      I nod at that. Seth is so beautiful, with those big green eyes and that striking blond and black hair, that I can see women wanting to do anything to be with him.

      But I also feel sad for him. For how alone he’s been in this world.

      He smiles at me, digging into his lasagna. “Don’t worry about me, dragon heart. No matter what, I’ll be fine.”

      But I don’t know about that. What if mating me doesn’t work for fallen dragons and I don’t get the blue dragon’s power? What if Seth can’t ever be healed?

      “Don’t worry about that for now,” Rainier says, reading my thoughts. “There’s enough to worry about already, dragon heart. I mean, Anna.”

      I smile warmly at him for calling me by my name and catch Griffin looking over at me, his gaze tender when he thinks I’m not looking.

      Once I do look at him, he shakes his head and goes back to his lasagna, a slight smile on his face.

      God, I love his freckles. I want to count every single one when he’s naked.

      Griffin’s fork slips on his plate with a clatter, and Rainier barks out a laugh as Griffin tries to compose himself.

      “Maybe we should keep our thoughts a little more mundane while eating,” Rainier says. “You don’t want to make my partner choke.” He gives Griffin a fond look, which warms my heart.

      If nothing else, I’m glad to see none of them looking as lonely as they were when I met them. Griffin in the woods. Rainier in his tower. Seth always flying around, looking for help.

      Even if I wasn’t to choose them, they would have each other.

      Then again, the thought of not choosing them makes my heart hurt.

      I guess I’ll see how I feel when I see Byron and Van again. Perhaps my feelings for them were more rushed, more physical. Whereas with Griffin, Rainier, and Seth, we’re also friends.

      “So we’re flying out when Van and Byron get here?” Seth asks. “Even if it’s late?”

      “I suppose so,” Rainier says. “Griffin thinks he’d cause trouble. I told him I can just whip up something to make him sleep, but—”

      “I don’t need to be asleep,” Griffin says. “I have more control than that. But I also want Anna to have privacy. To do this however she feels most comfortable. Because I was thinking about it, and it has to be a lot to take in. Seeing this world, meeting all of us. All of us wanting you.”

      I nod hesitantly. “Not that it’s not a great problem to have.” I press my lips together. “But it does make me worry that I’m going to hurt someone.”

      Griffin finishes his plate and stands up to leave the table. “If you’re happy, Anna, we will be too.” Then he goes to the sink to run water for washing dishes, leaving all of us stunned.

      “That’s a big turnaround,” Seth whispers to Rainier and me. “Wasn’t he really upset before?”

      Rainier nods. “But he can be reasonable too, if given some time to think things over.”

      “I think you help,” I say softly. “I think you are just the perfect contrast to each other.”

      “I like to think so,” Rainier says, his eyes warm and glowing. “Thanks for bringing us together.”

      I wave a hand. “It’s nothing. You brought yourselves together. I’m just glad I don’t have to watch you all fight.”

      “They still might fight when Van and Byron get back,” Seth says. “Or when they get back after we leave you with Van and Byron.”

      “It’s true,” Rainier says. “It remains to be seen if Griffin’s quick temper will—”

      “Don’t talk about me like I’m not here,” Griffin says irritably. “And I already told you. I’ll try not to fight.”

      “Well, that’s that, then. Should we go watch TV?”

      I bite my lower lip. “It’s only monster truck rallies. I guess that’s what Byron likes, but—”

      “Monster truck rallies?” Griffin’s head jerks up, and he glares at me with a fervor I’ve never seen before. “Oh, hell yeah.” He dries off his hands and hurries into the living room, followed by Seth and Rainier, who seem excited as well.

      They all pile onto the couch, and I pick up the remote and join them, pulled by Griffin onto his lap so that I’m between Seth and Rainier.

      Just one big pile of dragons and me, warm and cuddly, as the monster trucks begin crushing smaller cars beneath them.

      Though I never would have pictured myself doing something like this, at the moment, it’s perfect.
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* * *

      Byron

      Byron was tired by the time they landed on the grass outside their small home.

      Tired from talking endlessly to a demanding fairy and tired of being away from the woman he now saw as his mate.

      A part of him was tingling, wondering if the other two dragons actually had the guts to go further with Anna than he and Van had.

      If so, they had some catching up to do.

      If not, Byron still wanted to be with her. Go all the way with her. His dick was practically aching just thinking of being sheathed deep inside.

      More than that, his heart, which he’d always thought was nonexistent, longed to be closer to her. To be fully accepted by her. To show her everything he was and let her feel everything he could give her.

      To let that protective desire that had bloomed in him when he saved her extend through all of his actions so she could feel how much he cared.

      “You’re nervous,” Van said, walking up next to him now that they were both in human form. “That’s rare for you.”

      “I know. But she’s unlike anything I could have imagined.” Byron rubbed the back of his neck. “I know she should choose us. That we’re the best option, but—”

      “But you know she has feelings for them as well,” Van said, peering up at him with those fathomless purple eyes.

      To be honest, making out with Anna alongside Van had worked better than expected, but Byron was still a bit nervous about sharing a mate.

      Especially when it came to going inside her. He didn’t know if he would be too possessive to share.

      Van cocked his head at him. “Then you watch first while I take her. Let that heat build in you. Then take her with everything you’ve got.”

      Oh yeah. Byron liked that idea. He rubbed his hands together as they walked up the steps to the front door of their house.

      Byron opened it without knocking and walked into the living room to see Anna spread across the laps of Seth, Griffin, and Rainier, who all looked very involved in watching a monster truck rally.

      Byron thought about telling them there was a way to see other shows but decided against it as a way to punish them for touching his mate.

      Not ours yet, Van reminded him in his thoughts.

      But soon, Byron replied.

      Anna turned to look up at them, and her eyes sparkled as she bit down on her lower lip and then gave them a shy smile. God, Byron loved everything about her, from those hazel eyes to that dark-blond hair to her smooth, soft skin.

      Plus the way she seemed to never hold back with her feelings, always transparent in her frown or her smile.

      And right now, while looking up at Byron, she was definitely smiling.

      It made everything in him truly feel golden for the first time.

      He wanted to use his shield. Wanted to protect those close to him. Could feel his dragon so close, excited that he was finally willing to accept his destiny.

      He was born to help and save. Anna had given that knowledge back to him.

      He wanted to sweep her into his arms, hold her tight, growl possessively at the other dragons. But as he looked at each of their faces, thought about everything they had been through over the past years, he couldn’t bring himself to start a fight.

      Not when it would only hurt Anna.

      So instead, he simply put out a hand. “Can we talk to you? Upstairs?”

      Anna nodded, pushing herself off Griffin’s lap. Griffin helped her stand, and his eyes met Byron’s, ready to accuse him.

      Byron gave him a small nod, as if to reassure him. He would always treat Anna well.

      “How did things go in town?” Rainier asked. “Any trouble with Azrael?”

      Van shook his head, though he was radiating tension. “There may be trouble at some point, but it’s not going to come from that direction.” His dark hair had come out of its braid and was twisted and unruly from the wind. “I guess we’ll just have to be ready.”

      “Can we even take down a fae?” Griffin asked. “I thought they were basically immortal.”

      “So are we,” Seth quipped. “Doesn’t mean we can’t be killed.”

      “Unkillable, then,” Griffin said.

      Rainier looked pensive. “I’m not sure. All of us together? Maybe. But you know, some of them rival the oracle in their power, based on my studies.”

      “Don’t you know any?” Griffin raised an eyebrow.

      Rainier shook his head. “Not personally. That’s not my place. Sometimes they do interfere in this world, but they don’t ever reach the other one. They can’t.”

      “Which is good,” Griffin said. “Because they’re so damn greedy for power it would be a disaster if they ever did.”

      Seth frowned. “I didn’t know they were so evil. I’ve run across a couple in my day. They were nice.”

      Van raised an eyebrow. “That’s because you’re the one most likely to be able to kill them. The most powerful.”

      Seth grinned at that. “True. Though, I’m not sure all of them are aware of that.”

      Byron couldn’t believe they were all getting along for once. He was used to them fighting anytime they crossed paths.

      He supposed that was Anna’s true power. All the dragons cared for her and, as such, couldn’t hurt her by hurting each other.

      Which forced them to get along. Which forced Byron to see that maybe not all of them were so bad.

      Even though Byron still hated Griffin.

      “Thanks,” Griffin muttered, looking up at him.

      Byron smirked. “You’re welcome.”

      Okay, so not all of the dragons had to get along. Not yet.

      “I can go talk with you,” Anna said, heading for the stairs. “Have you had anything to eat yet?”

      Byron nodded. They’d eaten in town before leaving. He and Van were hungry, but for something more than food.

      As Byron walked to the stairs to follow Anna, he saw Griffin rise from the couch stiffly, followed by Rainier.

      Then a reluctant Seth.

      “You’re leaving?” Van asked, turning to face them.

      “Yes,” Griffin said. “I want to be fair to Anna. But I can’t be here right now. Not while she’s with you.”

      And for a moment, Byron shared with Griffin a moment of deep understanding. That after everything they’d been through, it was hard to share the only good thing they’d ever had.

      “I promise we’ll take care of her,” Byron said, surprised at himself for even trying to reassure the red dragon.

      Griffin just gave them a wave, then headed out the front door, followed by Rainier and Seth.

      When the door closed, Anna glanced down at them, and Byron’s heart tightened in response to her slight sadness at seeing the others go.

      Come on, Van said in his mind. We can distract her, and she wants to see us anyway.

      Byron’s lips curved in a wicked grin. Oh yeah. He’d distract her.

      He’d distract her until she was screaming his name, lost to more pleasure than should exist in the cosmos.

      Until she chose him and Van as she should.
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      I can feel the dragons following me as I head to their bedroom.

      I pause at the top of the stairs, watching Griffin head out with the others, and wonder at the weird situation I’ve found myself in.

      Watching men I have feelings for leave so I can figure out my feelings for other men.

      Then again, my body still remembers perfectly what Van and Byron did to me in the early hours of the morning, and it seems like only foreplay when I think of all the things I want now.

      I know how it felt to connect with Griffin and Rainier. I know I have strong feelings for them and that our bodies worked together perfectly.

      But I agree with Rainier that I should do all of my research. That I should compare my feelings for all of them as best as I can.

      That means experimentation.

      As I stand at the door to Van and Byron’s bedroom and watch them come up the stairs, I can barely breathe from anticipation.

      Byron’s wearing a light-blue polo that shows off his tanned skin, powerful arms, and perfect golden hair.

      Van has on his usual trench coat, and beneath it, he’s still wearing the black sweater from earlier.

      I still get a little shiver every time I see him because I never know what he’s going to do.

      “Have to keep you on your toes, right?” He smirks as he crowds me against the door, amethyst eyes sparkling.

      “Um…” I say, unable to stop as I inhale the scent of dark licorice and sin that comes with his close presence.

      His smirk deepens, and then I hear a little click as the door opens behind me, making me stumble as Van passes by.

      Before I can lose my balance, Byron’s arm is instantly around me, holding me up like I’m nothing.

      I can’t think when I look into Byron’s golden eyes, shimmering even lighter at the center. Twenty-four-karat gold.

      “Careful, dragon heart,” Byron says, his tone teasing as he slowly rights me, keeping his hand on my waist as if he’s loath to let me go.

      He smells amazing, like grass and sunshine and wind on a meadow. And he’s so tall, making he feel so safe as he leans over me like this.

      “We missed you,” he says, tilting down so his face is close.

      I can feel my cheeks burning. It’s hard to believe that just a couple days ago, I hated him and Van. So much has changed for us.

      I dodge to the side when his lips get closer because I know we need to talk, and if I kiss him, no talking will be happening.

      Because I will just melt in his arms, all the way to the ground.

      “All right,” he says softly, pulling back and urging me into the room with his hand protectively on my lower back. “We’ll talk first.”

      I walk in to see Van sitting in a chair next to the bed. I sit on the edge of the mattress, and Byron takes another chair, pulling it to face me.

      Just feeling this bed beneath me makes me nervous. This room is different from the guest room. More luxurious, darker, and… filled with dragons who might be more dangerous.

      “More dangerous?” Van raises a black eyebrow at me. He has shucked his long coat and is only in his sweater and khakis now, looking oddly civilized. “If I’m going to take my role as leader, I thought I should dress a little less… How did you say it, Byron?”

      “Homeless,” Byron says. “A little less homeless.”

      “Right,” Van says, snapping his fingers drily. “Less homeless.”

      I just gape at them from where I’m sitting, then force myself to shut my mouth. The worst part is that after being with Griffin and Rainier, I had hoped I would feel something less strong for Van and Byron. Things felt so right with the other dragons that I hoped I would feel wrong when I was alone with these two.

      But I feel so good around them as well. Like we’re connected by some invisible thread, no matter how I might try to deny it.

      “That’s romantic, dragon heart,” Van says. “But the truth is also romantic. We believe our fated mates are meant to come to us, or us to them, but that we can be with them and them only. As long as they are a dragon heart.”

      “What if I’m not one?” I ask nervously.

      “I told you,” Van says flatly. “That’s not possible.”

      I press my lips together. “I hope so.”

      Byron is watching me, and his tongue flicks out to lick his lower lip slowly. I watch the movement, trying and failing not to get aroused.

      “Don’t try to not feel anything,” Byron says, eyes narrowing. “I want you to feel everything, mate.”

      Mate. It sounds so primitive.

      “That’s because it is,” Byron says. “It’s for more than a lifetime because you will be immortal like us. As long as we all stay alive, that is.”

      I blink. “Immortal?”

      Van nods. “So be careful with your choice.”

      “Careful to choose us, you mean,” Byron says, smirking.

      Van nods at him. “True.”

      I glance between them, wondering how long they’ve gotten along this well.

      “Well, we’ve worked together almost since we got to this world, but honestly, ever since we met you, our cooperation has been different.”

      “Different how?” I ask.

      Byron glances at Van.

      Van gives me a dark smile. “Now we want to fuck together.”

      I clench my legs because, as always, Van is so dominant and hot.

      “Not just fuck together,” Byron says languidly, throwing a long leg over the arm of his chair. “Work together. Live together. Protect Anna together.”

      “Pleasure Anna together,” Van says, eyeing me hungrily.

      I writhe slightly on the bed, feeling their predatory gazes on me. Like they are going to move in at any moment.

      “We can go all the way without mating,” Byron says.

      “She already knows,” Van says.

      “What?” I squeak.

      Van’s amethyst eyes are so intense. “I can see everything in your mind. I told you that.”

      I swallow. So can they see what I did with Griffin and Rainier?

      “I don’t want to,” Van says, standing slowly and walking to the foot of the bed. “But I don’t have to see you with other dragons to know I can do better.”

      “Oh,” I say, almost shaking as he puts a hand on either side of me on the bed, pushing me back so I’m forced to look up at him. Trapped.

      “Yes,” Van says, cupping my neck and then running his hand into my hair, winding his fingers to trap the silky strands until his hold on me is absolute and I can do nothing but helplessly wait for his kiss. “I’m going to show you what it would be like if you were mine.”

      Then he uses his hand in my hair to force my lips up against his, and I writhe as pleasure rushes through me and his tongue pushes inside my mouth, staking his claim.

      I let out a low moan as the kiss gentles, as his lips caress mine, pulling away only to come in again, his tongue playing at the seam of my mouth, licking along my lower lip.

      Finally, he takes my lower lip in his and bites down in a way that is just on the edge of pain but still pleasure.

      When I moan, he lets out a feral grunt and releases my hair.

      I have only a second to realize what’s happening before I feel him grab me by the shoulders and toss me back on the bed.

      I catch myself on my elbows, but he’s there in an instant, crawling over me and pushing my shoulder to roll me over so I’m lying on my stomach and he’s straddling my back.

      He reaches into my hair and pulls it up, forcing my head back as he brings his lips close to my ear.

      The position is slightly uncomfortable, but I’m so turned on by the way he takes control. The way I feel helpless.

      I struggle slightly against the bed just because it feels good, and Van’s lips bite down lightly on my ear.

      I hear a sharp intake of breath from Byron. “Hey, Van, are you—”

      “Your safe word is dragon,” Van says in a low, syrupy voice against my sensitive earlobe, making me jerk. “You say that at any point, and I’ll stop. But until then, you’re mine.”

      I gasp at that, and though his hand stays in my hair, he remains silent, as if waiting to give me a chance to get out of this.

      Hell no. I want Van just as he is. I trust him not to hurt me. Having a safe word only helps.

      “Good,” he says. Then his mouth comes down on the back of my neck, and there’s nowhere for me to go as pleasurable shocks shoot through me, making me writhe under his heavy body.

      “Ah,” I moan as he releases my hair and his hands grab my tee shirt instead. I’m letting my face rest against the covers when I feel his hands on my shoulders, digging into my shirt.

      I gasp as he pulls down, ripping it so my back is totally exposed to him. I squirm, trying to turn over, but his hand runs up my bare spine, making me moan as I flop back down on the bed.

      I’ve never been touched like this, in such vulnerable ways while trapped, and I never thought it could turn me on so hard.

      “Van,” I murmur because I’m already wet and aching.

      His finger is perfectly calm as it trails down my spine, stopping at the waistband of my jeans, right at the top of my ass.

      His hand moves down to squeeze one cheek lightly, then a little harder. I gasp, lifting my head, and he pushes me back down against the mattress, leaving me to squirm as his hand palms my ass possessively.

      “You’ll stay there until I’m done feeling you,” he says lightly, and oh God, it turns me on. I flush when I get an even hotter, more embarrassing thought.

      Is Byron watching?

      “Get over here, Byron.” Van’s voice is slightly harsh, like he’s not as calm as he’s pretending to be. “She wants you to watch.”

      I hear heavy footsteps as I feel something cold and hard against my skin, just above my jeans. Is that a—

      “Talon,” Van says, drawing it lightly up and down my back, making me shiver. “Remember, your safe word is dragon.”

      “I know,” I gasp out, so aroused I’m almost ticklish.

      Things only intensify when I feel the bed shake and watch Byron climb on to kneel at the head of it. In my current position, all I can see are his knees. And his thighs. Good God, is he wearing only underwear?

      I want to push myself up to take a closer look, but I hear Van let out a low chuckle.

      “You want to see him?”

      I nod fiercely.

      “You can wait. Wait until I’ve stripped you. Then I’m going to show him how you’re aching. How wet you are. Then I’m going to take you in front of his face. Make you look into his eyes as I fill you with pleasure so intense you’ll feel ashamed by how lewd you are. And it. Will. Turn. You. On.”

      I gasp helplessly as his hand, now fully human, tears my panties away and cups my sex, folding and fingering.

      Testing my wetness, stroking up against my clit.

      I hear him make a small noise of approval as he withdraws his hand. “What do you know? She’s already ready.”

      I squirm under him, embarrassed by my own wetness. “Weren’t we going to talk or something first?”

      “We were,” Van said. “But then you thought about the other dragons, what you did with them. You’re worried we won’t want you. Nothing could be further from the truth. But we do get jealous. And personally, I know what I offer that no one else does.”

      “And what’s that?” I gasp out as his finger finds my clit again and his hand holds my back down, preventing escape.

      He strokes harder against my clit, then pinches it lightly between his fingers, making me cry out. “The fulfillment of deep, dark desires you never knew you sought. Though, I can see them in your mind.”

      I let out a moan, ashamed and turned on that he read me like that but glad that we’re going to do naughty things either way.

      I think a lot of women like men to be forceful when they’re the right men. When they get consent. When there are safe words.

      It’s not that we don’t like feeling male strength. It’s just that it’s so often used against us that we fear it in the real world.

      I’m not afraid right now—except of coming so hard I pass out.

      I like what I did with Griffin and Rainier, slow and romantic. But I’d be lying if I said I didn’t like this as well.

      And Van’s hand, covered in my wetness, is proof.

      “Come on,” he says softly, removing his weight from me as he wraps an arm around my waist and lifts me, setting me on my knees in front of him.

      Suddenly, I’m looking right at Byron.

      Van’s naughty promise echoes in my mind as I stare into Byron’s molten gold eyes.
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      Byron simply stares back at me, his handsome face tense and rigid. He bites his lower lip, and my eyes dip to the black boxer briefs he’s wearing to see a hard length there.

      So he likes this too.

      “Seeing you pleasured is everything,” Byron says in a deep voice. His tanned chest is so beautiful. I reach out to touch it and feel myself jerked back by Van, who has hold of my shoulder.

      My torn shirt has fallen down around my wrists with no back to hold it up, and Byron reaches down and jerks it away.

      “I want you naked,” he says. “And I want you to look at me. I want you to show me everything you feel. And I want you to know that very soon, it’ll be me inside you. Remember that.”

      I bite my lip because Van is caressing my bare ass, dipping down to cup my sex from behind, which is now almost dripping.

      “Kiss her,” Van says harshly, and I feel something hard pressing between my cheeks as I bend slightly forward, putting my hands on Byron’s shoulders.

      As Byron moves to kiss me, I feel Van tilting up my hips, making me moan as he nudges at my entrance.

      Oh God, if he enters me from behind, I—

      But then Byron’s lips close over mine and I feel Van pushing into me, forcing me to arch my back and lean against Byron for support.

      My hands are on Byron’s chest, his tongue is owning my mouth, and my hips are pulled back and up against Van as he continues to thrust all the way into me, filling me with a deep, indescribable pleasure that makes me ache for more.

      I rock back against him, barely able to maintain the position.

      “Move back,” Van commands, and Byron releases my lips and moves back to the head of the bed as Van puts a hand on my back and forces me down so I catch myself on my hands, propped on all fours with him still inside me.

      He can go deeper now, and just when I think I can’t take any more, I feel his hips meet my ass and we’re fully together.

      God, he’s big, and he feels even bigger in this position. I want to see his beautiful eyes as he takes me and—

      “You’ll see my eyes when Byron takes you,” Van says. “You had it the normal way with the others. I’m not giving you normal now.”

      But normal is the last thing I want as Van pulls back and then thrusts into me, making my body clench with pleasurable heat.

      He feels so good, and as he continues to stroke, being in this position only helps him hit my G-spot until I feel like I can barely hold on.

      I feel something caress my chin and look up to see Byron kneeling in front of me, watching me with those golden eyes.

      “You’re safe here, Anna,” he says. “We’ll always be watching you. You’re safe to feel whatever you want.”

      And then, as Van reaches around and caresses my clit while slamming deep inside me, making me almost lose my grip on the sheets, I come so hard I can’t see straight.

      “Oh my God,” I cry out, almost dropping to the bed until I feel Van’s hand around my waist, holding me up.

      His strength allows me to simply sink into the pleasure, getting lost in the waves of sensation as I helplessly rock back against him, wanting his stroking even as I come.

      He complies, thrusting even harder, setting off stronger sparks as the waves move through me.

      I never thought I would like being taken from behind or that it would be so hot, but as Van slowly lowers so his chest is to my back and his hand tilts my face up so he can kiss me, I’m so blissful that I’m totally lost.

      And then he pulls out, thrusts in again, and comes inside me, jerking as he cries out my name in a low voice. And the pleasure starts all over again.

      Pleasure that I can make him feel this way. Pleasure that he’s now the helpless one. Pleasure that it seems to feel so good for him as his whole body tightens. As his palm splays over my stomach, holding me possessively. Holding me up.

      Holding me everywhere.

      And then he’s pulling out, and Byron is coming forward, pulling me into his arms, eyes gleaming.

      I can physically feel his need for me, and my body aches for him as well.

      He kisses me while I’m still throbbing from the aftershocks of Van’s orgasm, and the thought of it is so hot.

      I never thought I was like this. I never thought I would—

      “We all have a dark side,” Van says, wrapping his arms around me from behind. “Some of us are just more… in touch with ours.”

      I gasp as he moves out from behind me and I feel Byron lowering me down so I’m on my back.

      He crawls over me, propping himself up on his forearms. He gives me an apologetic smile, flashing perfect white teeth. “I guess I’m a little more old-fashioned.”

      “Fine with me,” I say, running my hands up his arms, feeling the tiny hairs there, the smooth muscles beneath.

      God, he’s huge, even compared to the other dragons. And egotistical and—

      He reaches down to pull off his boxer briefs. “Let me show you why I’m egotistical.”

      And then he’s naked, and it’s magnificent. Long, thick, perfectly shaped. I writhe just looking at it.

      I feel Van get off the bed and look up to see him standing at the foot, staring down at me.

      Then his hands each grab one of my wrists, holding me down. It’s like when I was holding on to Byron before, but this time, Van is holding me.

      I look up at him, confused, but Byron holds my chin, making me face him.

      “Look at me now,” he says, gently caressing my lower lip with his thumb. “Van can hold you so you can feel so much pleasure and not escape, but right now, you’re mine.”

      I gasp, but my legs fall open as he moves between them, forcing them apart. He hefts them and moves in, pushing my thighs so they are against my chest, and my sex is wet and aching and bared totally to him.

      I mewl as his big hands find my breasts, squeezing them and tweaking the nipples. Above me, Van is silent, but the echoes of what he did are still thrumming in my soul.

      “Poetic.” Byron moves forward, teasing his tip against my entrance. God, I can’t move my legs. I can’t get away at all, and I love it. “I’ll fuck you so well you’ll write me a sonnet.”

      I gasp and wriggle against my trapped hands, my trapped legs, as Byron begins to push into me.

      He’s so big I let out a gasp, and then inch by inch, my sex accommodates him and I let out a moan of sheer disbelief at how stretched I feel.

      I can’t even believe it can feel so intense, like a sensitive button inside me is constantly getting pressed, just from his girth. I let out a desperate moan as I wriggle forward, trying to take him in all the way.

      “Easy,” Byron says, putting a soothing hand on my stomach, stroking lightly, trying to relax me. I can feel my sex clenching around him as he holds me there, letting me adjust to him.

      Then I look up at him with a little mewl, and he sighs and pushes all the way in.

      I gasp, and Van releases my hands so I can put them around Byron’s shoulders as he falls forward, a hand on either side of my face.

      “I’m sorry. I want all of you,” he says, leaning down to kiss me. His lips are harsh, pushing mine apart so his tongue can swipe in voraciously, so deep he’s almost in my throat.

      I moan, liking being on the edge of sensation where everything is almost too much. Byron’s tongue. Byron’s big, beautiful body.

      Byron’s huge, thick—

      “Ah.” I gasp, withdrawing from his lips as his dick slides out of me slowly, making me ache, my body feeling emptier than ever without him inside.

      He pushes back in, and I sigh because it feels so right to be filled by him. I wrap my arms around his neck and look up, so turned on I can’t think about being too embarrassed to beg.

      “Faster,” I say breathlessly. “More.”

      “Yes,” he says, pulling out a few inches and then pushing deep inside me, making me stretch again as that delicious tension goes even higher. I’m so hot inside, so tightly drawn around him that just the thought of it turns me on. “Take all of me. It’s only for you, my little dragon heart.”

      I mewl, scrabbling at his back as his pace increases and pleasurable, intense strokes fill me and light me up inside, making me feel as though I could break.

      It’s too hot. It’s too good. I can’t take it, I think as we come together again and again. He takes me to the brink of falling, making me bite back a scream every time he thrusts, filling me with a delicious, almost painful sensation that’s hard to describe.

      I don’t know what I’m feeling, but I know what I’m heading for. The way my body is tightening, the way my mind is racing, the way all my eyes can see is him and his body. And occasionally Van when I glance that way.

      He leans over us, looking down, dark hair falling over his face, his eyes wicked as he watches me.

      And then I look to Byron, so focused, so intense. He looks like he’s on the edge with me, brought to the brink.

      “Anna, so hot. So tight. I can’t… not much longer—”

      I thrust up against him, taking him all the way inside, letting him stretch me completely as I feel myself roll over into a free fall of utter euphoria, release claiming my entire being.

      “Anna,” Byron says, and then he closes his eyes and his body goes tight. I don’t know if he has ever been more beautiful than at that moment. Joined with me. Vulnerable. Orgasming so hard I can feel each jerk inside me.

      I’m gasping, writhing, and Van catches my hands again, holding them down, making everything more intense as I’m forced to just feel.

      Making me helpless to do anything but watch Byron as he finds release, big body flexing, dick pleasuring me senseless even though he’s barely in control.

      When it’s over, when I’m panting and Van slowly releases my hands and Byron slowly withdraws, all I can do is lie there listening to my heart race.

      Oh God, that was hot, I think as Byron pulls me into his arms and I feel Van get onto the bed next to us.

      To my surprise, I feel a light kiss on the top of my head and look up to see Van there, his expression uncharacteristically gentle.

      He strokes my hair back, his expression pensive. Byron just holds me against him, still breathing hard.

      “I know you have a hard decision,” Van says quietly. “But I just want you to know, no matter what you choose, I will never forget you, dragon heart.”

      I feel emotion well in my chest, as strong as when I was with Griffin and Rainier.

      I look up at Van and then Byron, and I can’t help the thoughts that come openly to my mind, sitting here still shaking from everything they’ve done.

      I love you, I think, and I see Van’s eyes widen, the bright amethyst gleaming. He looks at Byron, but his head is still lowered over my shoulder.

      Still, from the way Byron’s hand tightens on my waist, I know he heard.

      “We love you too,” Van says quietly. “We want you. We need you. And we will respect your decision.”

      I swallow, pushing myself back from Byron, trying to take a deep enough breath. I know it’s a bad thing I’m doing, getting feelings for all these dragons.

      Feeling my heart pulled in so many directions.

      I want to stay here, want to spend time with them, but I want to see Griffin and Rainier as well.

      I thought being with the dragons would help me make a decision. Instead, I’m even more confused.

      I push off the bed, run for a robe I saw draped on one of the chairs, and throw it around my shoulders.

      Van and Byron look up at me curiously, and for a moment, I’m tempted to just join those two beautiful, naked dragons on the bed.

      But I know this isn’t fair to any of them, so instead, I simply shake my head at them desperately and run out the door.

      I don’t stop until I’m safely alone in my room with only my thoughts.
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      I shower because it’s the thing that calms me lately, though as I soap my body, it’s all I can do not to remember Griffin and Rainier in the shower.

      Just like the slight ache between my legs makes me think of Byron and Van.

      I still can’t believe what I’ve done. I know we all wanted it and no one was taken advantage of, but when Lee told me to come find his friends in the Blur, this isn’t what I was imagining.

      I doubt it’s what he was imagining either.

      But I want to help my sister. I want to help Seth. I want to bond with Van, Byron, Griffin, Rainier, and Seth.

      I want to think straight. Get my head on right and stop letting my hormones lead, because they aren’t making my decision any easier.

      I do believe in love at first sight. I thought that was what I felt for Lee when I first saw him in the library. I thought I felt it for Rainier, too. And every other dragon.

      And it’s not like I go around the world falling for regular people, no matter how good-looking they are.

      I can’t explain why it all feels fated. Perhaps I’m just good at wishful thinking. Perhaps that’s why everyone gave up on my sister and just left but I stayed.

      My love doesn’t know how to give up.

      I get out of the shower, change into a pair of red plaid pajamas, and walk out into my room to stare at my lonely bed.

      Moonlight streams onto it, and I’m tired enough that I know I should just fall onto it and pass out.

      But it looks too lonely, and I know if I lie down, I won’t be able to stop my racing thoughts and I’ll just be sleepless all night.

      I don’t want to see Griffin and Rainier yet, and I don’t know how to face Byron and Van. How to face any of them.

      Well, there’s maybe one dragon I could go see. If he’s home yet. I’m pretty sure I heard the front door open while I was taking my shower.

      I’m still rubbing my hair with a towel as I creak open my door and peek out into the dark hallway. When I don’t see anyone, I tiptoe down the hall to a door at the end.

      When I get there, I raise my hand to try and knock as quietly as possible, but it’s too late.

      “Anna?” Seth’s low voice calls out. “You can just come in.”

      How did he know I was there? I slowly turn the doorknob and walk into the room. Seth pushes himself up on his bed, rubbing his face before looking over at me.

      I flush as I realize he’s shirtless. Was he sleeping naked?

      “No,” he says, still looking drowsy, his pretty eyes hooded, some of his hair draping over his face, the blackened tips calling to me to wrap them around my fingers.

      He smirks. “Though, I could get naked if you wanted me to.”

      “Did you find serum?” I ask, noting that the dark circles under his eyes haven’t totally receded.

      “No,” he says simply. “But we’ll find some tomorrow. Or something.”

      I walk over to him, wondering how he stays so brave sometimes.

      “It’s just practice,” he says, leaning on one hand as I try not to check out his bare chest, which is toned and muscled and a perfect contrast to his pretty face.

      “Practice?”

      “Sure,” he says. “When you think you’re going to die all the time, you get used to it and the fear can’t hurt you anymore. If you think about it, all humans live with that fear all the time, being mortal.” He cocks his head, and I just can’t help thinking he’s acting calmer about this than he feels.

      I run my hand over the covers, biting my lower lip nervously. “Can I get in?”

      His eyes go a bit wide, and I notice there is glowing green at the center. A sign that he isn’t feeling well. “Of course. The more the merrier.” He lifts the covers, and I’m relieved to see he’s wearing a pair of low-slung black pajama pants.

      I jump onto the bed before he can change his mind and lie on my side awkwardly, pulling the covers back up around me.

      He moves in closer, his hand coming up to stroke my arm. “Rough night?”

      His chest is almost touching my back, and I can’t resist the heat radiating from his body.

      I scoot back until we’re spooning and sigh because it just feels right.

      “Well, I’m not complaining,” he says softly, propping his head up on one hand while his other hand comes around my waist, stroking lightly. “But if you’re upset, we can also talk.”

      I shake my head. “I wouldn’t even know what to talk about.”

      “Why did you come to me, then?” His hand moves lazily over to my hip, his fingertip stroking along it carefully. “I told you it’s a bit much to do sex when I’m holding back this much poison. Though, if you’re down for some really dangerous play, I suppose we could try.”

      I roll over, offended, hoping there’s no way he’s serious.

      His eyes are heavy-lidded as he watches me, and his face is relaxed and tired. He slowly drops the fake smile, and when I look in his eyes, I can see the true pain he carries.

      This time, it’s me who strokes his hair back, watching him close his eyes in pleasure as his body starts to relax.

      “That feels good,” he says softly.

      “I’m sorry you feel so sick most of the time,” I say, continuing to stroke his hair, massaging his scalp lightly with my nails. I can’t help enjoying his light groans or the way his big body seems to relax with my actions.

      “It’s fine,” he says. “Most of the time, I try not to think about it. It’s not so bad. Besides, I deserve it.”

      That last part, spoken in a low, broken voice, makes me pause in stroking my hand through his hair. “What do you mean?”

      He rolls onto his back, letting his hand fall over his taut waist as he stares at the ceiling, seeing something I can’t as his mouth twists with stress. “It’s my fault we’re all in this mess. I guess that’s why I try to cooperate so much. Try to help pair up the other dragons.”

      I curl up next to him, stroking his arm, so I can listen and soothe him at the same time without being overwhelming.

      I do like that about myself. I tend to be able to figure out what people need. And it’s maybe the only thing that could have cheered me up right now. Being able to be there for someone else.

      Plus, seeing what Seth is going through makes my problems seem so small.

      I’m trying to decide which of the many good men I want to be with. He is trying to reconcile with the fact that he might die.

      “It’s not dying I’m afraid of,” Seth says. “Though, I am afraid of it. It’s more not living up to my destiny. What was the point of being born with all this poison if I’m not able to help people? Deep down, I suspect all of us wants to protect and be the heroes we were meant to be, but things just got in the way.”

      “What happened that day?” I ask.

      Seth lets out a deep sigh. “I guess you’re in too deep for me to hide it much longer. Besides, it will feel good to tell someone who has never heard. A confession, I suppose.”

      I squeeze his hand. “I won’t judge you. No matter what.”

      He raises an eyebrow at me and purses his perfect lips. “I’d love it if that were the case, but I doubt it will be.” He removes his hand from me and puts both behind his head.

      It does look comfortable, but I get the distinct impression he doesn’t want to be touched while he talks about this. That it would only make him feel more vulnerable.

      So I pull back but make sure to still give him my full attention.

      “So… I guess that day I was looking forward to getting a partner,” Seth says. “But I was aware the other dragons were probably gonna screw things up.”

      “Right,” I say. “Because dragons.”

      “Because dragons,” he says with a grin. Then his eyes get tight again. “I suppose… I could have done more to try and stop them from fighting, but I was tired and already having a hard time keeping the poison inside. I was much younger then and disturbed and—”

      “Disturbed?”

      He looks over at me. “It’s not much fun being raised as the black dragon. From a very young age, I was kept in solitude, not trusted because of my poison. Lee even came to visit me once, and I was excited because I wanted to see the dragon who would be my future partner. Who would heal me and who I could protect. But my ‘mentor’ sent him away.”

      “I’m sorry,” I say sincerely, wanting to touch him again but not knowing if I should.

      He shakes his head mildly, reading my thoughts. “Not yet. Anyway, I was glad to be out that day but nervous because I wasn’t used to controlling my poison. They kept these bands on me all the time instead of having someone teach me to control my emotions so the poison wouldn’t get out. They left me in that cell day after day, year after year, those bands barely containing my poison.

      “I think by the time I went to the pairing ceremony, I was a little insane from isolation.”

      “Anyone would be.”

      “And not just the isolation, to be honest, but the visits…”

      There’s suddenly a lump in my throat. “Visits?”

      “The one person my ‘mentor’ let through to see me. The head elder.” Seth looks over at me again, and this time, his eyes appear vacant. “I suppose not everyone is afraid of the black dragon.”

      I blink. “What do you mean?” My heart is pounding wildly in my chest now, and I don’t even know why.

      “I told you I had sex with shifters here. For serum.”

      I nod.

      “Well, it wasn’t that foreign to me. Because when the elder visited me, he said I had an extra job.”

      Seth is looking at the ceiling again, and I’m just trying not to cry.

      “I’m only telling you all of this because it’s part of the whole story. How I injured Lee. How I killed his dragon.”

      I nod, trying to keep my breathing regular since my throat is tight.

      Seth keeps his eyes on the ceiling as he speaks to me. “Are you disgusted by me?”

      “No,” I say, coming closer this time, curling up by his side. “Why would I be? That man was sick.”

      Slowly, Seth lets his arm fall around me. “You’re so different from anyone I’ve met before. I don’t think I’ve ever told anyone about that man. If I had, I might not…”

      “Not what?”

      “I might not be here.”

      “Why?”

      Seth sucks in and then lets out a deep breath. “Because I killed him that day.”

      I press my lips together. “I can’t say I’m sorry to hear that. Though, you never should have paid the price.”

      Seth nods. “I should have. I still have no right to kill. But I saw him up there watching, looking so proud. The dragons were all fighting at that point, and my bands were burning my hands, the poison ready to erupt at any moment. And then I looked up and saw his face and just lost it.”

      “Lost it?”

      “Black dragon fire,” Seth says. “It burns and poisons. And it doesn’t stop once it finds a victim.”

      “So how did it hit Lee?”

      “Stupid Lee,” Seth says, though I can tell he doesn’t mean it. “He jumped in the way. Thought I was trying to hit a bunch of innocent people in the crowd. I’m still not sure if I would have. I didn’t want to hurt Lee. I know that.”

      “But Lee didn’t die? And the elder did?”

      “The oracle was there,” Seth says. “You’ve heard of her. In the other world, she sort of makes the rules for paranormals who mingle with humans.”

      “Got it,” I say, wondering if I’ll ever get a chance to meet her.

      “Honestly, you might since you’re cavorting with all of her least-favorite dragons.”

      “But it was an accident,” I say. “Anyway, isn’t Lee the blue dragon? Aren’t dragons immortal?”

      “Black dragon fire is one of the only things that kills them pretty easily, and my poison is stronger than any other black dragon known. We thought Lee was fine at first. The oracle brought back the head elder, but when she got to Lee, he was writhing on the ground again. That’s when we knew something was really wrong.”

      “What happened?”

      “The oracle said the fire wouldn’t stop and that the only way to save him was to separate him from his dragon. He took the fire in dragon form, and that’s what was burned. Since he took the majority of the blast, the oracle couldn’t heal him.”

      “So he’s just a human now?”

      “Sort of,” Seth says. “Though, he’s really only half of what he was. Some of the other dragons—I don’t know if it’s just to make me feel better—but they insist he got the best deal. Staying in the human world. Not banished. But I don’t know. If it were me, I’d go crazy if I lost my dragon. Even if I had a good life after that. It’s a part of my soul.”

      “I understand,” I say. “I mean, I can’t all the way, obviously, but there are parts of yourself you can’t let go of and still feel whole.”

      For me, it’s my ability to care for my sister. Even at the call center, people were like, “Move on with your life. Leave her behind and forget it. You have a life of your own.”

      But I couldn’t. There would always be a hole in my heart.

      Seth is looking at me. “Tell me more about your sister.”

      I shrug. “I wasn’t trying to change the subject. I still want to hear about you.”

      “Not much to say after that,” he says. “I was banished. I didn’t even get to apologize to Lee before I was sent here. I was angry at first, and then I realized I at least wasn’t stuck alone in a cell anymore. That no one had bands on me to ‘control’ my poison. And that the head elder could never visit me again.”

      I nod, wanting to go hunt the guy and kill him with my own two hands.

      “He’s already dead,” Seth says. “I heard from Rainier later. He died later that day by his own hand because he was ashamed that the dragons he’d overseen had failed so spectacularly.”

      “I’m sure you aren’t sad about that,” I say.

      Seth shook his head with a grin. “Not at all. Though, I don’t want you to think I’m dwelling on it. Really, so much was awful growing up that there’s no one thing that stands out to me. And sure, when I came to this world, people were cruel to me as well. They hated the way I smelled of fear and death. They hated my presence. But I lived all the same. I lived and flew and met other dragons and was finally… free.” There’s a blissful smile on his face for a moment. “So even the poison in me can’t really bother me because I probably have a better life than I deserved after what I did to Lee.”

      “I’m sure he doesn’t blame you,” I say.

      “I’m not sure,” Seth says. “Others have seen him, but I haven’t. He might hate me.”

      “You said you didn’t want to know him.”

      “I don’t,” Seth says. “And I know that might be cowardly, but I don’t want to know how I’ve ruined his life. I don’t want to know if he hates me. I don’t want to face what I did that day. It was an accident. Since then, I’ve tried to be better. But Lee is always on my mind in some way. That’s the only thing I regret about that day. I’m glad I flamed the elder, and I’m glad I was sent here instead of going back to that cell.”

      I rest my hand on his chest, stroking lightly, while my brain tries to process everything he has said. “You know, I think you’re really amazing. And after hearing more, I’m only more impressed.”

      His arm tightens around me, pulling me in against him, making me feel safe. “You’re so different from anyone I’ve met. Even the dragons still seem afraid of me sometimes. You come to me to feel safe.”

      I nod.

      “Why?”

      “I guess because you’re a good person and it shows. And the self-control you exhibit is incredible. The way you manage to smile when things are so bad. I came to see you because I wanted to check on you, but honestly, I find your presence soothing. I don’t worry about poison or smell any dread. I just see my friend who manages to stay positive despite everything. You inspire me, I guess.”

      He lets out a sigh, and I look up to see he’s blushing. It only makes him look prettier. “You inspire me, dragon heart. Because as much as I appreciate you trying to figure out what to do with pairing up with these dragons, I know it has to be hard.”

      “It is,” I say with a groan. “Seth, I don’t know what I’m doing.”

      “They do,” he says with a grin. “And I promise none of them will hold anything against you.”

      “I know. It’s just that—”

      “You don’t like hurting people,” he says.

      I nod.

      “Well, it’s simple,” Seth says. “You can’t worry about that. None of them want you to make a decision because of that. Dragons get feelings quick for the woman they want as mate, but it’s genuine. That means they want you to be happy. Even if it’s not with them.”

      “I can’t imagine not being with any of them now that I know them.”

      “I get it,” Seth says. “No, really, I do. I’ve gotten to know each of them pretty well separately. They all have good qualities and they’re all a little complicated, but they could get along a lot better than they think. It’s kind of nice to see, actually. At least with Griffin and Rainier. But honestly, I think they could get along with Van and Byron as well. I think perhaps, through all these years, what we really needed was each other. Even though we couldn’t connect.”

      My mouth falls open because I can kind of see that. The way they’ve all been lonely. The way they overreact while suffering alone. The way Griffin has paired with Rainier and Byron has paired with Van. Honestly, I can even picture Byron and Griffin getting along.

      But what if I end up pulling them all apart?

      “You’re doing the exact opposite, dragon heart,” Seth says. “You’re forcing them to face each other.”

      I put a hand up to my forehead. “I just don’t want anyone to get hurt. And I don’t want to hurt anyone.”

      Seth watches me carefully. “I know. You’re the kindest person I’ve ever met. But you’re the one I’m worried about. You got in bed with the black dragon to feel safe. You worry about hurting immortal dragons who know damn well they are putting you in a difficult position. Whatever you decide, Anna, make sure it’s for you.”

      I nod silently. He’s right. We all have only one life, and I need to make decisions for me in mine. Not anyone else.

      “You have time,” Seth says, stroking his hand through my hair again. If I could purr, I would. “I mean, I don’t know how much, but you can talk to me whenever you want to. And you can always walk away from all of the dragons if you want. I’m sure Rainier would help you get back to your world.”

      “But my sister—”

      “You shouldn’t mate someone just for that.”

      “No, I mean that’s why I came to this world.”

      “That’s right,” Seth says. “You never told me more about that.” His eyes narrow, glittering like slightly radioactive emeralds.

      I shake my head. “Don’t worry about that.”

      “Okay,” he says. “Then tell me what you think so far about the dragons, and I’ll tell you who you should choose.”

      “Really?”

      “No,” he says with a laugh. “But I want to hear all the same. I like your voice. Your touch. It’s soothing.”

      “Okay,” I say. “But it might make you jealous.”

      He smirks at me. “I told you. I’m all about the more the merrier.”

      I laugh at that, finally releasing my tension. It’s like just being able to admit to Seth how fucked up everything is makes it easier to deal with.

      I can’t imagine just giving up and going back to my world. Not only because of my sister, but because I have fallen for these dragons. I couldn’t leave them without it being hard to breathe for the rest of my life.

      I just have to decide which ones I can live without, which feels impossible.

      “Pros and cons,” Seth says in a teasing tone. “Go.”

      So I take a deep breath and start telling him everything.
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      Breakfast the next day is even more awkward than I imagined.

      Griffin and Rainier are sitting on one side of the table, and Van and Byron are sitting on the other, staring each other down like they are marking each other for death.

      This is just what I wanted to avoid.

      “It’s going to be fine,” Seth mutters, seated at the end of the table next to me. The other dragons don’t seem to be threatened by him. Maybe because he isn’t paired up. “They need to learn to get through this. It’s fine.”

      “The only fair way to do this, as I see it, is to give Anna a week to decide.”

      “A week?” I squeak in surprise. “I can’t possibly—”

      Griffin shoots me an irritated glare. He’s wearing a blue-checked button-up that makes his eyes look amazing. “How long would you need to decide?” He rolls up his shirtsleeves. “We knew when we met you that you were the one for us.”

      “We knew as well,” Byron says. He’s wearing a ridiculous gold jacket over his tee shirt and jeans, but it kind of suits him.

      “Besides,” Van says, wearing a torn logo tee and black jeans that give him his usual rocker look. “Weren’t you originally going to sell her?”

      Griffin scoffs as he stabs at his eggs. “I wasn’t actually going to. We’ve been over this.” His eyes meet mine, and the heat there burns me. “I’d do anything for Anna, and I’d do anything to take back that I ever hurt her.”

      “It’s okay,” I say, putting up my hands. “Honestly. Griffin helped me a lot. We’re very close.”

      “So you’re choosing him, then?” Rainier asks, intertwining his fingers on the table. He’s wearing a casual gray sweater with little silvery threads that match his eyes, plus light jeans. “Choosing both of us? Excellent.”

      Van and Byron both start to argue, and I put a hand to my head, trying to stave off a headache.

      “No, I haven’t chosen,” I say, because at this point, I don’t want any of them. No matter how sexy they are, I don’t want to choose when they all want to take each other down. It just doesn’t feel right to me.

      It all goes quiet. Then Rainier speaks up.

      “I’m sorry. I thought it was the logical conclusion. But I should have been listening to your feelings. You’re confused right now. I want to give you space.” He gives me an apologetic look, and I give him a relieved smile.

      “Me too,” Griffin says, running his hand through his auburn hair. “I’m sorry. I can’t stop pushing you.”

      “It’s hard,” Byron says, reluctantly sharing a grimace with Griffin before facing me. “Not to want to lock you down when you mean so much to us.”

      “To all of us,” Van says, looking almost thoughtful as he stares down at the table, his dark hair still damp from his morning shower.

      There’s silence for a moment before Seth resumes munching happily. Today he’s wearing a green tee shirt and black jeans, looking a little punk with his blond and black hair.

      He also seems to be feeling better. So perhaps being with me is best.

      I still want to figure out how I feel about these dragons, but I want to make sure to spend time with Seth as well.

      Griffin sets down his fork with a clatter and rests his cheek on his palm as he leans on the table. “We’ll give you all the time you need, Anna. As long as we can.”

      The other dragons nod in confirmation while I just bite the inside of my cheek.

      “And you won’t hurt each other?” I ask. “You’ll all try to get along.”

      There’s a lot of glaring and muttering, but then slowly, each dragon assents with a nod.

      Looking around at them, I can’t help but think how different they all are. How am I supposed to compare?

      “There’s time,” Seth says, squeezing my hand under the table. “Just try to enjoy this, because there is time.”

      And then suddenly my brain is filling up with all the things I can do with the dragons—in the bedroom and outside of it—and I can’t think straight.

      “I’m going up to take a nap,” I say, pushing away from the table.

      “When you’re back, we’ll go flying,” Griffin says.

      “Or I can take you on a walk,” Van says.

      “Or we could talk about fae lore,” Rainier offers.

      “Or make out,” Byron says, leering at me, making me giggle.

      I turn as I’m about to reach the stairs, putting a hand on my hip. “This is the Blur. Aren’t things supposed to be scary and dangerous?”

      The dragons all look at each other, puzzled, but Byron just gives me a shrug. “Maybe the Blur is only scary when you’re alone. Maybe it’s not so bad when you’re surrounded by dragons.”

      As he ducks his head to his plate, I almost think he’s talking about the entire room. How they all seem more relaxed together even though the world outside is against them.

      I bite back a smile. “All right, then. We’ll have fun.”

      At least until Lee catches up to me and tells me what he wants from the contract.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 13

        

      

    

    
      A few days later, I’m sitting on a log with Seth, watching a couple gray butterflies dance around each other, recounting my adventures with the dragons.

      “So flying with Griffin, that was fun?”

      “Yes,” I say, thinking about the feeling of sitting on his back and the wind in my hair. “I’ve always loved that.”

      Seth smirks at me. “And Rainier?”

      “Um… we were going to talk about fae stuff, but we kind of got distracted and ended up making out. Don’t get me wrong, I love talking to Rainier, but when he talks all smart, I just—”

      “You like it,” Seth says with a grin. “You like the smart ones.”

      “I do.”

      Seth cocks his head. “So you must hate Byron, then.”

      I laugh at the joke but swat at Seth playfully. “No. Byron’s smart. He’s just not interested in showing it. But he makes me laugh.”

      “What did he do, take you outside and show you his muscles?”

      “No, he wanted me to watch him lift heavy rocks, shirtless. Then he wanted to grill for me, shirtless.” I flush. “I guess he figured out I’m a perv.”

      “They’re all worse pervs,” Seth says. “So at least they won’t judge you for it.”

      There’s an odd chemistry growing between Seth and me, though we never get too physical. It’s not just friendship, though that’s the basis. There’s also attraction and a sense of longing, like we’re both holding back.

      “It’s just complicated,” he says. “You already have enough dragons fighting over you. As long as you’re happy, I will be too.”

      But I’m not sure if I would be happy without him.

      Each of these dragons fills up a different piece of my heart, and while I know it’s selfish, I just want to be with all of them. I mean, I want them all in my life in some way or another.

      Seth sighs. “And Van? How are things going with him?”

      “I don’t know,” I say. “I spent the night with him the other night. He said it kept the visions away. That his visions are getting clearer with me around. That he isn’t crying anymore at night.”

      Seth raises an eyebrow. “He cries at night?”

      I nod. “Sometimes. He says it’s because he sees things he can’t prevent. Things that already happened, even when they are terrible. Sees people die horribly. Many images at once.”

      “Damn,” Seth says. “Dude is haunted.”

      I nod. “But I’m glad it’s getting better. See, that’s another reason I can’t make up my mind. I’m helping all of them too.”

      “You help me,” Seth says. “Sometimes I wish things could never change. That we could all just live here like Snow White and her seven dwarves. You could be Anna and her dragons.”

      I shake my head. “Who would be the prince then?”

      “Good point,” Seth says. “Since we dragons would probably kill anyone else who came near you.”

      Each of the dragons is my prince in some way, I think, watching the butterflies circle each other higher and higher.

      “Or maybe you’re the prince,” Seth says. “Come to save us all. Break the spell. Set us free.”

      “Free?”

      “You know, from hating ourselves and staying alone,” Seth says. “Like we were for the most part before you got here. I mean, yeah, the guys kind of hate each other, but they’re getting along. We’re all under one roof, which is amazing considering the last time they all got together, they tried to kill each other.”

      The pairing ceremony. “Right,” I say.

      Seth picks up a blade of grass and sticks it in the corner of his mouth, chewing it. “So you aren’t any closer to deciding?”

      “No,” I say.

      “That’s too bad, because I think things are coming to a head.”

      “What do you mean?”

      Seth faces me, his expression dour. “I can hear their thoughts. They’re coming this way.”

      I sit up a little just as the front door to the cottage slams, and I see four huge guys piling out, shoving each other in a way that seems to be escalating.

      Once they’re outside, Van seems to be facing off with Rainier, while Byron and Griffin look ready to butt heads like rams.

      I run over to them, trying not to trip, heart beating wildly as I look from dragon to dragon, trying to figure out what is going on.

      When they’ve been with me, they’ve all been patient.

      As I reach them, all four dragons turn to face me, and all look frustrated as hell.

      Rainier, who’s wearing a gray jacket over jeans, his silver hair loose around his face, puts his hands on his hips and faces me. “Anna, we can’t wait much longer. I can’t stand to live in this house with these—”

      “Shut it,” Byron says. “We were nice enough to let you stay here, but I’m through with—”

      “Go back to the human world,” Van spits at Rainier. “You don’t even have to be here. Gutless whiner.”

      Rainier whirls on Van, looking tall and fierce as he corners the other dragon. “I’m not gutless just because I have some fucking self-control. You’re the one who’s always either shrieking or doing something awful.”

      “Not anymore,” Van says, poking Rainier in the chest. “I’m getting ready to accept my place as leader now that I have Anna by my side. The visions are clear now. Sorry you won’t get to take your place in the other world with Griffin, but Anna is clearly mine.”

      Griffin lets out a snarl. “Over my dead body.”

      Byron gets up in his face, blocking his route to Van. “That can be arranged.”

      “Don’t you have some bears somewhere missing you?” Van retorts mockingly. “At least you found someone stupider than you.”

      Griffin’s eyes go wide, but Rainier steps in front of him, placing a hand on his chest as he backs him up.

      “Stop it,” Rainier hisses at Griffin. “This is what they want. To provoke us into fighting so we look bad in front of Anna.”

      “You look bad anyway, compared to us,” Byron says, his stupid gold jacket sparkling in the sun, almost blinding.

      “We aren’t trying to provoke anything,” Van says. “We aren’t that stupid, though we aren’t all the silver dragon.”

      Rainier scowls at Van as if he can’t decide if he just received an insult or a compliment.

      “What does that mean?”

      “It means you’re so smart, so together,” Van says. “So above everything. You don’t even need to be here. So why try and take Anna from dragons who actually need her?”

      “I need her,” Rainier says, his hands in tight fists as he walks forward. “I need her as much as anyone. She’s my heart.”

      “She’s my heart,” Byron says.

      “Mine too,” Van retorts.

      “Mine,” Griffin says simply, his eyes darting to me.

      I’m only standing there, tears biting at the corners of my eyes as I try to figure out what to do now.

      If I mate with either pair of dragons, I know I could be incredibly happy. Just two of these men would be more than anyone could deserve.

      And I would get the blue dragon’s power, which could save my sister. And I most likely wouldn’t have to stay in the Blur or worry about Lee’s contract anymore.

      But choosing any of them now… just doesn’t feel right.

      “I’m sorry,” I say, blinking back stinging tears as I face them. “I don’t know what to say. You’re all wonderful.” I look down at the ground. The grass is swaying in the evening breeze. “You all have my heart, and I don’t know how to choose. I can’t picture my life without any of you. I can’t… I don’t know what to do anymore.”

      The dragons are all silent now.

      Van’s trench coat is blowing in the wind, which has picked up.

      He looks up at the sky, and some of the other dragons do as well. It seems like things are suddenly darker. Just a shade, like someone threw a filter over everything.

      I look up to see the sun behind the clouds. Is that why?

      “Do you feel that?” Van asks Byron, who nods, brows lowered.

      “I do,” Byron says. “Do you think…?”

      Rainier steps forward, looking nervous. “Is that—”

      “What should we do?” Griffin asks. “Should we fight? Run with Anna?”

      “It’s too late,” Byron says. “I can feel him. He’s close.”

      “Stupid teleporting fairies,” Griffin says, taking a step back toward the house. Then he looks at me and comes striding over. “Come on. Let’s get you inside.”

      “No, why?” I ask, dragging my feet as I see the other dragons, including Seth, walking toward the open field in front of the house as though they’re going to face someone.

      “Stay here,” Griffin says. Then he places a kiss on the top of my head and shoves me inside, shutting the door behind me. He thinks for a moment, then grabs a chair from the front porch and uses it to block the door.

      I grab the handle and rattle it, but it won’t open. I slam my hand on the door and go to a nearby window, but I can only open it a crack. I can hear, but I can’t go out.

      I want to run around the back, but I don’t want to lose sight of the dragons. What if they need my help? I mean, it’s laughable that I could do anything, but still…

      I see all of the dragons look up as something starts falling from the sky. At first, it’s small and dark, but it gets bigger as it descends to the ground. Bigger and taller, with large, menacing wings that unfold just as it’s about to hit the earth.

      It still lands with a menacing thump that shakes the ground all the way to the house. When it stands, I think it’s a man.

      At least sort of.

      He’s taller than even the dragons. His facial features are sharp, and he has long dark hair, not unlike Van’s except it’s thick and shiny with streaks of gray running through it.

      His ears are long and pointed, and they poke up out of his thick hair. His face is beautiful but cruel. His large black eyes, set against his pale skin, are topped by harsh slashes of eyebrows, and his full, lush lips are pressed together in a frown.

      He’s wearing what looks like leather armor in black and gray.

      His wings are something from a nightmare. Large and dark and veiny with little claws at every joint like I would picture for a vampire. A really large, scary vampire.

      But looking at the ears, I know there’s only one thing he could be, given what I know about this world.

      Plus the way the dragons are backing up, each of them rigid with fear despite the fact that I’ve never seen anything scare any one of them.

      It’s a fairy. And for some reason, just the sight of him fills me with fear.

      Rainier looks back at me, and I hear his voice in my mind so clearly.

      Stay back, Anna. Promise me you’ll stay back. Every type of fairy is different, but this one looks dangerous.

      I bite my lip as he turns back to face the fairy with the other dragons, knowing I can’t promise Rainier anything.

      How can I just sit still when someone is threatening my dragons?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 14

        

      

    

    
      Seth

      Seth felt jumpy as he waited with the others to see what the fairy wanted.

      He didn’t recognize this one, though he’d met a couple.

      They hadn’t ever been cruel to him, but they didn’t look like this one did.

      He wanted to glance back to check on Anna but didn’t want to give the fairy even more ideas of what might be going on.

      He didn’t know if the fairy was here to take a dragon heart.

      And Anna was so much more than just a dragon heart to him. She was kind. Loving. She made him feel not broken. She made it seem like they could all get along somehow, though Griffin and Byron kept ruining it.

      So yeah, Seth would burn the whole place down before he let anyone touch Anna.

      The fairy stood at nearly seven feet tall, lean yet muscled as they all seemed to be. Seth couldn’t guess what type this one was, with his pale skin, black hair, and dark wings.

      It didn’t seem good, though.

      “Sorry to interrupt,” the fairy said, withdrawing his wings magically until they were invisible and he just looked like an extra tall, extra muscular man. “But I believe you have something I need.”

      “Is that Azrael?” Griffin asked, walking forward and cracking his knuckles. “Because if you think you own Anna just because of that rotten fighting ring, you’re wrong.”

      Byron shot Griffin a look. “He’s not Azrael, he—”

      “We’ve never met him,” Van said. Then he turned his glare back to the fairy. “We don’t have anything you can take.”

      “Well… that’s not exactly true,” he said. And then he reached into his leather jacket and pulled out something small and folded and white. A piece of paper?

      The fairy’s large black eyes narrowed cruelly. “I mean, I suppose she doesn’t even know it.” He looked at Rainier. “But then again, perhaps someone smart, like a silver dragon, should have advised her not to sign a blank contract.” He flicked his hand, and the paper he was holding unfolded, showing a clean paper with a signature at the bottom.

      Seth’s mind went blank, and the poison inside him started roaring as he recognized Anna’s name.

      Why had she signed it? Why—

      “Give me that,” Byron said, stepping forward irritably. He grabbed the paper from the fairy and looked over it. “There’s nothing on here.”

      The fairy waved his hand, and words appeared. “My name is Nerrenth, and I’m here to pick her up. She agreed to it, though she doesn’t know it.”

      Byron’s face paled as he stepped back, dropping the contract. Then his tanned hands fisted, and he coldly stalked toward the fairy. “If you think we’re going to give her to you over some stupid piece of paper, you’re dead wro—”

      But Byron was interrupted by the fairy’s fist punching calmly into his face. Everything seemed to go quiet as Byron went flying backward, so far it didn’t seem possible considering how little the fairy had moved.

      Seth glanced to Byron lying facedown in the grass a hundred feet from them. Totally still.

      “That’s it,” Van said darkly, stepping forward. “If you want to take her, you’re going to take on five dragons.”

      Seth bit his lip, gnawing at it as he considered if he could really take this fight and keep his poison under control.

      Normally, he wouldn’t be worried, but they didn’t have a blue dragon on their team. If someone was hurt…

      But Griffin and Rainier were already shifting, filling the clearing with their hulking dragon forms.

      Seth ran forward to grab the contract, taking advantage of the fact that the fairy was distracted looking up at the two huge beasts.

      Van was still glaring, looking as if he was going to do this human-style.

      Seth ran back between them, reading quickly through the contract. He groaned, wondering how Anna could possibly sign this. How she could be so stupid.

      But then he remembered that night they had talked about her sister. With her dragon heart, of course she’d risk anything to help someone she loved.

      But did she see any of the risks listed? Did she sign a paper that was totally blank?

      Seth turned the paper over, and he could sense it was enchanted. Who had given this to her?

      He flipped it back to the front to continue reading, though there were more than a dozen paragraphs.

      “It’s binding,” the fairy called out to him. “I’m going to take her. It’s just a matter of how many of you are going to die first.”

      Seth had never seen a fairy fight a dragon, let alone five at once. But the fairy’s utter confidence made him nervous.

      They were magical creatures. Full of the kind of magic that dragons only had a tiny piece of.

      Seth might end up needing his poison, and that made him nervous as well. Still, he tried to scan the contract quickly, just in case it had any info that could help him.

      “Who’s first?” The fairy cracked his knuckles as his wings sprang out of his back again.

      “I am,” Griffin snarled in his dragon voice as he opened his fanged mouth to unleash fire. For several long seconds, the spot where the fairy stood was engulfed in flames, spreading out across the grass and consuming everything it touched in a large radius.

      But as the smoke cleared, the ground sizzling in the aftermath, Seth could see the fairy still standing there, looking completely unharmed.

      “You didn’t think I’d come prepared to fight dragons?” he asked, his tone cold and calm.

      Seth had heard of fairy magic, but he’d never thought someone could shrug off a blast like that.

      Griffin growled. “Your tricks won’t protect you from me.” With a thud, he advanced, snapping forward to grab the fairy in his jaws.

      But the fairy took off lighter than a feather lifted by a sudden breeze, and Griffin’s face found nothing but earth where the towering man had been just a moment earlier. Then, with another swift motion—so quick Seth had to focus hard to be able to watch it—the fairy’s leg swung forward, slamming Griffin in the side of his head, making his whole dragon body reel to the side from the force of it.

      Seth sucked his cheek in, gnawing it nervously. The fairy had a reason to be confident.

      Seth clenched his fists, trying to keep his poison back as Rainier, quicker on his feet than Griffin, came around his partner to attack the fairy.

      “Just because you’re fast doesn’t mean you can dodge this,” Rainier said angrily, just as dozens of rocks began to lift out of the ground and fly at the fairy.

      He flinched for a second as they pounded into him. Then he took off into the sky, a dark spot in the dim glare of the overshadowed sun.

      Then he dove, quick as a lightning bolt, and Rainier whirled, swinging his spiked tail upward. A loud boom resonated in the air as Rainier’s tail stopped midair, and Seth could see the fairy holding it, blocking it.

      “Don’t make me laugh, dragon,” he said, throwing the gigantic scaled tail aside as though it weighed nothing.

      Shock flashed in Rainier’s silver eyes, and he raised his sharp talons, swiping quickly at his foe.

      But the fairy dodged right, then left, then swung upward in an uppercut so hard that it made Rainier’s head snap backward. The huge silver dragon fell back, and a moment later, Rainier reappeared in human form, lying on his back and not moving.

      Fuck.

      Normally, the dragons’ size made them formidable to other shifters. But against something so quick, their size just made them easier targets.

      Seth could feel his poison bubbling forth out of the dark place inside where he kept it contained. He couldn’t afford to let it go right now. He couldn’t give in to the fear that was rising that they were going to lose. And the fairy would take Anna.

      He focused on taking deep breaths, determined to keep himself in check and watch the fight to know when the situation might go from bad to worse.

      When he might be needed.

      Anna was in the house, safe at the moment. If Seth had time, he’d run to her, try to fly her away from here. But right now, it would just reveal her location to the fairy.

      Griffin charged again, and Van had to dodge to the side to avoid being crushed underfoot in the red dragon’s warpath. The fairy’s attention turned immediately as Griffin attacked. He darted forward in the air like a firefly but so much faster.

      As the fairy fought Griffin, Seth could hear thunderous thudding sounds as each swipe, each bite Griffin attempted was met with a barrage of punches into his neck, his sides, his exposed legs. Punches so hard they seemed to send shockwaves over Griffin’s scales.

      Finally, Griffin’s dragon dropped forward, and a shimmering veil fell over him, replacing the dragon with a man on the ground on one knee.

      His fists were clenched, his face bloodied as he struggled to stand.

      Then the fairy landed and stood in front of him, folding his arms, his expression the same as when he’d first appeared. Unreadable. Emotionless.

      “Not bad,” the fairy said darkly. “I’d heard you could take a few punches, but I’m impressed by the sheer determination—”

      A masculine shout rent the air, interrupting the fairy, as Van (in his human form) sprang at him from seemingly nowhere. Caught off guard, the fairy stepped back as Van kicked upward, narrowly missing his groin before he redirected his kick, catching the fairy in the cheek.

      Maybe it was better to fight in human form.

      But the fairy shrugged it off like it was nothing, stepping back and reassessing. To the side, Seth could see Griffin, one hand on the ground, trying to push himself up but almost falling over in the process.

      How many bones had the fairy broken to make even the red dragon look like that?

      “I like it when people fight dirty,” the fairy said to Van. Their black hair whipped in the wind as they faced off. “It gives me an excuse to do the same.”

      Van didn’t respond, only charged again, black hair and trench coat flying behind him. Though he was noticeably shorter than the humongous fairy, Van didn’t seem to care as he swung, dodged, and counterattacked with all his might.

      He looked fearless, and for a second, Seth could see the leader he could have been.

      Then, just as Van was pulling his arm back, ready to strike again, Seth watched as the fairy made a lightning-quick jab right into Van’s throat. He immediately fell to his knees, and the fairy plucked him off the ground, holding him by his throat as Van clawed and struggled for air.

      Then Seth saw Van’s eyes fly open, and he could hear the telltale sound of their purple dragon’s unique power baring down on the fae probably at full strength.

      The fairy’s expression tightened in pain, his face turning away for a moment, and his grip slackened for a split second.

      Then the fairy’s teeth clenched, and in a flash, his free hand swung forward to pummel Van in the face. His focused intensity went dazed, blank, as his head lolled momentarily.

      “You think to pull apart my mind?” Seth could see the fae’s grip on Van’s neck tightening. “I think the things you’ll see there would scare even you, purple dragon.”

      “I doubt it,” Van gasped out, scoffing even as red dripped down the side of his battered face, his expression eerily calm.

      The fairy just sneered, watching Van struggle a moment longer before giving him one final crushing blow to the face. When he released Van, the purple dragon crumpled to the ground, unmoving.

      Seth’s insides were roiling as if his innards were millimeters away from a searing, poison ball of fire that would break out at any moment and kill all of them if he lost control.

      But if that was what it took to protect Anna…

      The fairy folded his arms, looking bored, and appraised Seth for a moment.

      “A little small for a dragon, I think,” he said. “I’m not sure how I should handle this.”

      Seth opened his mouth to speak back, to tell him exactly what kind of “small” dragon he was, when suddenly, a small gold dome surrounded the fairy, trapping him in place.

      “Seth, take Anna and go!” Byron called out, and Seth turned over his shoulder to look at him. Byron’s face was bruised, his gold jacket covered in grass stains as he ran toward them, covering the distance with surprising speed.

      The fairy raised an eyebrow, appraising the sudden development with irritation.

      “I’ll hold this guy off,” Byron said with a huff as he reached Seth. Pain flashed in his expression as he glanced at Rainier then Van lying on the ground.

      Seth tried to ease the gold dragon’s worry. “They’re not dead, I think. But that doesn’t mean we have much—”

      But they were interrupted by the sound of something shattering like thick glass being thrown onto a concrete floor, and they both turned just in time to see Byron’s dome erupting into a thousand shards from the inside out. At the center of it, Seth saw the fairy’s fist, which much have somehow had the force to break it.

      “Shields are made for keeping things out, not trapping things in,” the fairy said as the golden shards faded into nothingness, disappearing around his feet. Then he advanced toward them, taking long strides.

      “Shit,” Byron muttered. “Guess I’ll have to do this the old-fashioned way.” He cracked his knuckles, and before Seth could grant any advice whatsoever, Byron was charging headlong toward the fae.

      Seth froze in place. Even if he tried to run now, to save the others from the poison building inside him, he’d never make it. Not with how fast the fairy moved.

      No. Seth might just have to use the one thing he hadn’t used since that day. He might not have a choice.

      Byron threw all his strength into the first punch. But the fairy just raised his arm, blocking it, the loud clap in the air making Seth’s ears ring for a second.

      The fairy countered with a quick strike into Byron’s stomach, and Byron grunted, raising a hand to grab the impossibly quick second punch with his hand.

      Caught off guard for a split second, the fae swung his other hand, which Byron grabbed as well. Both men faced off, arms at ninety-degree angles as they both pushed forward, each trying to overpower the other.

      Byron’s entire body flexed, so big in spite of being noticeably shorter than the fae. And for a moment, Seth wondered if he could hold the fairy back.

      The fairy’s knee shooting up and pounding Byron in the chest subdued that notion, and Byron flew backward, landing in the dirt. He rolled onto his side and coughed up blood for a moment, coloring the burned grass red. Then he wiped it off with his sleeve, frowned, and got back up.

      The fairy strode forward again, indomitable, as a red-haired blur appeared in the corner of Seth’s vision. Then, like a feral beast, Griffin jumped onto the fae’s back, wrapping his long arms around his neck in a chokehold as the fairy staggered from the surprise attack.

      “Get him, Byron!” Griffin growled, struggling to keep his hold around the fae’s neck, biceps bulging from exertion. Byron, barely able to catch his breath from the last blow, ran forward, arm cocked.

      But in that moment, the fairy reached up, grabbing Griffin by the neck, shrugging out of his grasp, and slinging him forward like a heavy backpack. Shock registered on Griffin’s face for only a moment as he toppled right into Byron, throwing them both down onto the ground in a heap and knocking the last wind out of Byron.

      But Griffin wasn’t quite done, scrabbling to his feet, swinging wildly at the fae who dodged the exhausted, nearly broken red dragon’s blows with relative ease.

      Then, with a swift punch to the face and a loud crack, Griffin fell to the earth, lying face first on the ground.

      “Is this the best the human world has to offer?” He glared in a wide circle, finishing at Griffin lying motionless at his feet, then snapping his gaze up to meet Seth’s. “You disappoint me.”

      Fury and frustration surged through Seth.

      He couldn’t fight this man strength for strength, speed for speed. He knew it. Even with help, even with a blue dragon, it wouldn’t be possible.

      But his curse, the power of the black dragon, just might be able to.

      If he lost it, though… If he couldn’t control it…

      What if he hurt Anna?

      The fairy, no longer taking his time, was in front of Seth in an instant. The blow to his chest from the fairy’s fist was like being blasted by a ten-ton hammer, and Seth felt nothing but air and wind for several seconds before the ground shattered his fall with unforgiving harshness.

      He clutched the earth at his side, trying to push up, though every part of his body groaned from the movement.

      Then he inhaled deeply as he looked up to see the fairy coming toward him, ready to unleash on Seth during what was perhaps one of his last breaths. The pain inside was unbearable, but Seth could weather it a second longer if he could just get a good shot at that fairy bastard.

      But then someone appeared next to him. Someone tall and lean but muscled like all dragons. Someone with short black-blue hair and intense blue eyes.

      A face Seth hadn’t seen in so long it looked like a stranger for a moment.

      Lee.

      He stared up at the blue dragon—at the man who used to be the blue dragon—and had no idea what to say to him.

      Then Seth heard the door to the house open, and he let out a curse as he tried once again to restrain his poison and calm himself down.

      Anna was coming their way.
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      I almost trip as I run out the back door of the house, off the deck, and onto the grass toward my dragons.

      I know they told me to stay here, to stay safe, but I can’t. Not when they’re all in danger. Not when I might be able to help.

      That stupid contract. I saw the fairy hold it up and knew that either they were in league with Lee or they were tricking him as well all along.

      But when Lee showed up by Seth, looking utterly cold despite what just happened, I guess I got my answer.

      “Wait!” I yell out, running past fallen dragons, though I badly want to check on all of them, make sure they are okay. I hate myself for being human at this moment, for not being able to do anything for them.

      The fairy turns to me, and those haunting, huge dark irises make me feel frozen in place. He’s nothing like I pictured. He’s scary, and though he’s not exactly ugly, there’s something about him that just really repulses me.

      Maybe it’s the fact that he hurt my friends. Yeah, probably that.

      “What do you want, human?”

      “Take me with you. Just take me and leave them alone. I’ll go with you.”

      The fairy’s eyes glimmer as they narrow. “I was going to take you anyway. What are you offering?”

      “I’ll make it easier on you,” I say. “Look at Seth. He could go off on you right now, and we’d all be toast. But this way, I’ll just go with you. We’ll all be fine.”

      The fairy eyes Seth warily, and I can see that even he doesn’t like the thought of setting off the black dragon, though he seems ready to.

      He looks at Lee, who is standing back with folded arms. Lee is wearing a blue robe that’s darker than his swirling blue eyes. His black hair still glints with little bits of dark blue, even though it’s short.

      His face is still as handsome as I remember it, but right now, those perfect lines are set in cruel ways, making him less than beautiful.

      He watches me without saying anything, making me even more nervous.

      I see Griffin raise his head in my peripheral vision, and his eyes lock on Lee. “Traitor.”

      The fairy looks bored and impatient. “Lee, if I take her now, will that satisfy the contract? The deal was you get her here and prove she’s a dragon heart by gathering all the dragons, and I help you with the pickup since you can’t take down all your friends.”

      “You have to take Seth too,” I say because I don’t think he will make it if we leave him here. “Take both of us, and we’ll go quietly.”

      “I can’t have the black dragon inside my tower,” the fairy says, frowning.

      “Lee, please, he’s dying,” I say, going to Seth and wrapping my arms around him. “Please don’t do this. You don’t really want to hurt your friends.”

      “Oh no, I do,” Lee says, looking around at the fallen dragons and smirking. “They took everything from me, and now I’m taking everything from them.”

      “We didn’t take anything,” Griffin mutters. “We all fucked up that day.”

      “I lost my dragon,” Lee says viciously, turning to face Griffin, who can’t even get up yet. “I lost my heart. My soul. Now I’m taking yours.”

      Lee nods to the fairy, who walks to me and puts his arm around my waist, jerking me in against him. He ignores my struggles to get back to Seth.

      “Wait!” I cry out. “I won’t go without Seth. I’ll tell him to kill all of us right now.”

      Lee rolls his eyes. “But you’ll go if we take him?”

      I nod. I’m confident the other dragons can recover and get us both back. But Seth… Seth needs me with him. And maybe, maybe Lee could be persuaded to help him if I could offer whatever he wants from me.

      Lee is quiet for a moment, surveying Seth and the other dragons. Then he lets out a groan and nods for the fairy to take Seth also.

      The fairy grabs him around the waist and chucks him over his shoulder, where Seth stays still.

      Lee faces the dragons. “If you want her back, you can come to the glistening city and look for me. Search for Nerrenth. But I warn you. If you want to take her, you might have to pay everything. Like I did one time for trusting you.”

      Then he disappears, fading out like he has every other time I’ve seen him.

      Fairy magic, I realize.

      I send a helpless look at the dragons who can see me now, hoping they understand why I’m doing this. Hoping they understand that I want them to be safe even if they don’t want to come.

      That I’m sorry for signing that contract and dooming all of them.

      I just wanted to help my sister. I know it isn’t fair, but…

      I guess I had hoped Lee wanted to bring us all together. I didn’t realize I was just part of his revenge.

      The fairy tightens his hold around us and begins to mutter something ominous. I don’t understand the words, but my head goes droopy as he speaks.

      I’m trying to stay conscious, but it’s hard to keep my eyes open. The last thing I see is some kind of beam of light coming down from above us like a pillar of dark sparks and white light.

      I can see us beginning to disappear, feel the world get a little darker.

      Is this what Griffin meant by teleporting fairies?

      I pass out just as the world around us vanishes.
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      “Anna. Anna, you need to wake up.”

      I blink at the glowing green eyes above me, wondering how they can be real. As my vision clears, I see the rest of the face they belong to and sigh in relief. “Seth.”

      Seth grins at me. “Glad to see you didn’t hit your head or something. I was worried when I saw you passed out.”

      I rub my forehead drowsily. “He was muttering something that made me pass out.”

      “Maybe some fairy spells work better on humans,” Seth says.

      He’s sitting next to me on the bed, and when I look down, I gasp, seeing gossamer, iridescent sheets beneath me. “Where are we?”

      “A fairy castle,” Seth says. “Well, they call them towers because they have these huge spires where the fairy prince stays, but it’s a castle.”

      I blink. “Prince?”

      Seth rubs the back of his neck. His hair is slightly damp as if he’s been sweating, but he’s pale and looks tired. “It’s what they call the really big, powerful ones that protect the rest. They’re more like warriors.”

      “Is that what fought the dragons?”

      Seth nods. “Some people think we are descended from fae blood. That it’s what causes the magic in shifters, especially dragons. But I don’t know.”

      “Wow,” I say, pushing off the bed and walking to a nearby window, which is covered with iridescent drapes with a sheet of some kind of silver fabric under them to block the light. I pull it back and am almost blinded by the sight in front of me.

      Everything is glistening. Buildings rise around me, made of light-gray rock with speckles of iridescent glass. The windows shine in pastel rainbows of color. The lines joining rocks together are shimmering.

      The roads are made of cobblestones, but instead of mortar between them, there’s that odd, glistening, iridescent substance flowing around, joining every stone.

      Like liquid pastel rainbows.

      Some buildings are iridescent glass entirely, and I can make out some robed people walking in them. I can’t make out better details.

      Seth walks forward, shutting the blinds for me. “There’s enchantment everywhere in this city. You need to be careful. It’s made for fae, no one else.”

      I turn to him. “How do you know that?”

      “I’ve known a couple fairies in my day,” he says. “One of them warned me about it. The fairies I’ve met weren’t like Nerrenth.”

      “That’s good, I guess,” I say, rubbing my head. “How long have I been out?”

      “Only a few hours.”

      Seth walks back to the bed, and I follow him. The floor beneath us is creamy marble, interspersed with threads of gold and silver, like regular stone.

      Only the curtains and sheets give away that I’m in another world where the rules I’m used to don’t apply.

      “The others are going to come for us,” Seth says. “I guarantee it.”

      I shake my head. “I don’t even want them to. I never should have signed with Lee.”

      “All of us understand how good your heart is,” Seth says, brushing my hair back. “It makes sense you would do anything to help.”

      “It wasn’t only for her, though,” I say, feeling even guiltier. “It was for me too. I wanted an adventure. I wanted an escape. I’d been trying for so long to make things work, but I wanted something to change for once. I guess it did.”

      Seth nods. “That’s not a bad thing.”

      I feel like I’ve lived more fully in the Blur than I have at any other time combined. I’ve had brushes with death, been braver than I knew I could be, and gotten to know many complex, amazing men who will always be part of me.

      But I might have screwed everything up when I came here in the first place.

      “It’s going to be okay,” Seth says. “Everything always is. We think things in life are a catastrophe, but sometimes they end up working better than we think.”

      He should know. He was banished. He hurt someone. And he seems to have made the best out of being in the Blur.

      Still, I want a happy ending for him.

      “They wanted you to put this on,” Seth says, handing me a pile of clothing that shimmers like the drapes. “I don’t feel anything odd about it like I do when I look down at the city, so I don’t think it’s enchanted.”

      “Ah,” I say, pulling out a set of undergarments and a robe in silver fabric that has accents of iridescent silk.

      I study Seth, who is still wearing just a black tee shirt and jeans. “What about you?”

      Seth shrugs. “I don’t think they care what I do. I think they know I’m going to die.”

      The double doors leading to the huge bedroom creak open, and Lee walks in, still in a blue robe.

      He stops to look at me, putting his hands on his hips. “I can’t take you to dinner looking like that. Get changed right away.”

      I swallow. “No.”

      He raises a dark eyebrow. I used to love the way his dark brows and lashes accented the most amazing blue eyes I had ever seen.

      Now I only notice his cruelty.

      “What do you mean no?”

      I shake my head. “Not until you heal Seth. I’m not leaving him until then.”

      Lee’s blue eyes narrow. “That wasn’t part of the deal.”

      “I know,” I say, stroking Seth’s hair back as he lies on the bed, looking weaker than ever. His expression is defiant and I can tell he doesn’t want me to go with Lee, but he’s definitely losing the ability to even stand up straight. “It wasn’t part of the deal, but I made that deal because I can’t just let him die. So if you’re going to take me away from him, you need to heal him.”

      Lee shakes his head and comes forward, grabbing me by the wrist and dragging me off the bed.

      I dig in my heels, fighting him.

      “What are you going to do with her?” Seth rasps, struggling to pull himself off the bed, looking like he’s going to try and fight for me.

      Lee turns to him, not letting me go. “It’s none of your business. She and I have a contract. She’ll go where I want her to go.”

      Seth lets out a hiss as he falls back on the bed, his eyes still glowing ominously. Slowly, painfully, he pushes himself onto his side so he can glare at Lee again. “If I’m going to die anyway, I have nothing to lose. I’ll take you and her with me before I just let you take her out of my sight.”

      Lee stares at him, then sighs and releases my hand, walking over to Seth as he rolls up the sleeve of his robe. “I’m not a dragon any longer, but I still retain some of my healing factor.” He holds up a hand, and I see a sharp blue talon extend from his nail. He uses it to draw sharply into his forearm, and I gasp as blood wells up.

      He holds his arm up to Seth, and I gasp as I watch Seth draw back, considering it.

      “For fuck’s sake, I’m not going to hurt her,” Lee says. “She’s part of my plan.”

      Seth just glares at him, looking like he’s still considering whether to just use his poison.

      “I won’t hurt her,” Lee says quietly, holding his arm out again. “Now show me one of your insertion points. It should work just like the serum I hear you’ve been using.”

      Seth finally acquiesces, and I turn away as they do the exchange. I’m not sure if I’m squeamish or if I can just tell Seth hates all of this, but I can’t watch.

      Not until I hear Seth let out a sigh of pure relief and turn around to see him lying back on the bed, eyes closed, color better than I’ve ever seen.

      Like he actually has enough blood. His cheeks even look almost rosy.

      “He’s asleep,” Lee says, putting away his arm, which is already healing. It’s amazing he kept some of his abilities, considering his dragon died. “He’s only used synthetic blue serum, which is much less powerful than mine. Even though mine would be more powerful if I still had my dragon.”

      “Ah,” I say, torn because I want to stay with Seth, but I have to keep my promise. “Just let me change real quick.”

      I look around for the bathroom, but Lee just sighs and turns around.

      “There’s no real need for modesty, Anna,” he says. But nonetheless, he doesn’t look at me until I’ve finished changing.

      “Why do I need to wear different clothing?” I ask, though to be honest, the dress-like robe and the underwear and the bra might be the most comfortable, pretty things I’ve ever worn.

      “We don’t need you drawing attention with your human clothes,” Lee says. “And I want to take you to another part of the castle for dinner.”

      “Okay,” I say, following him as he opens the door and leads us out into a hall that’s full of marble with odd, old-fashioned portraits on the wall.

      As we walk, the place feels peculiarly empty. So quiet.

      “Just because you can’t see the fae, it doesn’t mean they aren’t there,” he says carefully.

      “Then how do you know if they’re there?” I ask, holding back a shiver.

      “You can feel it,” Lee says. “Like the light changes. And something feels almost… like static.”

      “So what, they can spy on me at any moment?”

      “No, there are rules. They won’t invade private chambers. And they can’t enter houses that aren’t theirs.”

      “Ah,” I say. “But they could be in the hallway.”

      “It’s possible,” Lee says. “But I don’t feel them. And I’m getting used to knowing how they feel.”

      “How long have you been in the fae world?”

      “I go back and forth. But ever since you’ve been in the Blur, I’ve been staying here to keep tabs on you and come up with the next parts of the plan. The fae are the ones who allowed me to show up sometimes when you needed to hear from me.”

      “Great,” I say. “So I was tricked all along.”

      “I never made any promises,” Lee says. “You signed a blank contract.”

      I stop walking, my hands in tight fists. “But you promised to help my sister.” I look up at him, accusing. “How can you do that if you aren’t a full dragon?”

      Lee’s lips turn up at the corners. “I’ll be a full dragon soon. Once I keep my deal with the fairies.”

      “And what’s your deal?”

      He doesn’t answer me. Just grabs my hand to force me to walk faster and pulls me down the hallway past portraits that seem to watch us as we walk.
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      We turn into a small room with a white door, and there’s a round dining table just big enough for two. Two shiny white chairs are waiting for us, and the table is set with two sets of dishes.

      I hear people coming in, carrying trays, but when I look at them, they aren’t much different than humans. Maybe a little shorter. A little more delicate-looking.

      They are wearing gray robes that shimmer when they walk, but it’s more subtle than other fabric I’ve seen.

      They have white hair, varying skin tones, but all have pointed ears that elongate upward.

      They set down our meal wordlessly and then go out, shutting the door behind them.

      I glance at them, perplexed. “Um, that’s not what I expected after the other fairy.”

      “He’s a prince,” Lee says easily, cutting into his steak. He sighs. “It’s human food, prepared especially for us. You can eat it.” He waves a hand. “If you end up poisoned or something, I’ll heal you.”

      Reassured, I cut into my steak and groan when I take my first bite. “That’s really good.” I almost feel guilty for it tasting so good while my friends are home suffering. But then again, I am kidnapped. So I guess I got what was coming to me.

      “I can’t believe you fell for all of them,” Lee mutters. His dark hair is pushed up and tousled but looks sharp with the short sides.

      I shake my head. “It wasn’t intentional. I just did.” I think for a moment. “What is a prince? Seth mentioned it too.”

      “He’s not really a prince. It’s what they call the strongest of their race. The ones born to protect the others.”

      “Interesting,” I say. “So those were regular ones?”

      “Yes,” he says, looking uninterested. “Normal fairies are even smaller than humans. They depend on the princes to fight and serve them in exchange.”

      I frown. “Sounds super complicated.”

      “It is,” Lee says. “I’ve learned a lot living among them, and even I am somewhat lost.”

      “Why did they help you?” I ask. “What could they possibly want?”

      “Oh, the contract?” Lee asks, looking somewhat smug. “Well, that’s kind of a long story.”

      “How so?”

      “Fairies of many kinds have been wanting to get into the human world for a long time.”

      “Why?”

      “Lots of reasons. Some want to get in to see if they can find magic. Some want to find humans for experimentation. Some wonder if a human female would be able to mate a fairy prince as long as she’s a special type.”

      “What kind of special type?”

      Lee eyes me. “A dragon heart probably.”

      I gasp. “So what, you’re going to sell me to a fae?”

      Lee shakes his head. “No. The fairy I’m working with isn’t like that. He just wants to cause chaos. It’s what drives him. He wants to go to the human world and cause chaos there. But basically, all factions of fairies are interested in the human world in some way.”

      “If they are so magical, why don’t they just go there?” I ask.

      “The oracle,” Lee says. “She keeps the world safe from outside forces like the fae. Some say she’s one of them. A rare queen instead of a prince. That she came to our world and created shifters. Though, our oracle could be only her descendent.”

      “Wow.” I take another bite of steak, mind blown from everything he’s telling me. “So anyway, what does this have to do with me?”

      “The dragons are the protectors of the human world,” Lee says. “There is one way for the fae to get through.”

      “And what’s that?”

      “Apparently, they just need dragon blood. A lot of it.”

      “Why?”

      “Supposedly, it breaks the seal between our worlds because the magic in the blood can nullify the work of the oracle. Supposedly.”

      I eye him. “And what is your reason for going along with this? For risking everyone getting hurt.”

      “Revenge,” Lee says. “And redemption. The fae promised if I could bring all the colors of modern dragons to their city together, then they would give me back my dragon. I’ll be whole again.”

      “But will you have a world to go back to?” I ask, realizing the whole world could be in danger.

      “I don’t believe Nerrenth will be able to cause too many problems. But if he makes trouble for the oracle, well, that serves her right for ripping my dragon out when she should have just let me die.”

      I gape at him. “You’d rather be dead than just a human?”

      He slams his fists down on the table, making it shake. His face is pale now, and his eyes burn like blue flames. With pure pain. “I’m not just a human. I’m constantly bleeding out as if half of me is gone. Like I’m a shell. Like my heart is gone. My soul. Like there’s no meaning to anything. I call out to a part of me that should be there and hear nothing in return. I’m haunted daily by what I should have been but could not be. When I was in the world, I would heal as I could, but I would see the people I should have been helping. I would feel so much rage at those who took my ability. I used to have the power to heal whole crowds at once. Now I’m just a shell.”

      I’m silent because I don’t know what to say to him. It hurts just hearing how much he has been hurting this whole time.

      It doesn’t make it okay that he’s betraying the world and punishing the other dragons, but it does explain it somewhat.

      “Oh, thanks for your understanding,” he says sarcastically, taking a bite of his steak.

      “No, I really do want to understand you,” I say. “I mean, you have to get it out.”

      He narrows his eyes at me. “Hm. Well, I’m only telling you because it involves you, so you might as well know anyway. Plus, what else do we have to do while we wait for your dragons?” He thinks for a moment, closing his eyes so that his long lashes rest on his cheeks. Then he opens them. “It’ll take at least a day or two for the dragons to reach us. Given the damage sustained.”

      I raise both eyebrows. “How do you know that?”

      “I was raised to be a healer,” he says simply. “I know about how much damage a dragon can take and how long it takes for them to get better.”

      “That makes sense.” I frown. “So how did you end up with fairies since you were in the human world?”

      “I came to visit Rainier,” Lee says softly, stirring his mashed potatoes. “I wanted to see the Blur, and he had created a makeshift portal for going back and forth. He didn’t want to help, but he understood I wasn’t doing well. None of us were, but I was the only one who was guiltless.”

      Not anymore, I think.

      Lee slants me a glare. “Well, anyway, I was in the Blur and ended up at a tavern in a bad area, drinking and hoping something terrible would happen to me because I’d heard the Blur was a really bad place.”

      “You didn’t even want to live anymore?” I ask.

      He shakes his head. “I couldn’t go on facing the people I couldn’t heal. I couldn’t keep hearing their cries, knowing I was useless, feeling the hole inside me that I did nothing to cause. I was going insane. Then Nerrenth found me.”

      “Nerrenth?”

      “The fairy,” Lee says. “He was enjoying the chaos of a bar fight. Only the worst fairies enjoy coming into the Blur for entertainment. They gave up some of their land for it to be a prison for creatures of both worlds, so they can come and go here as they please.”

      “I see.”

      “Anyway, Nerrenth got the whole story out of me and said he had an idea that he’d always wanted to run by a dragon. And he told me if I went along with it, he could bring my dragon back. He said he wouldn’t hurt our world too badly and I could go back to helping people, which would even things out. Honestly, I just wanted my dragon back.”

      “I can understand that. But is it worth people getting hurt?”

      Lee shrugs. “There are still a lot of dragons in our world. I don’t think Nerrenth will be able to do much there.”

      “But you’d risk it?”

      Lee gives me a shrug. “I lost my heart when I lost my dragon. What do you want from me?”

      I slam my fork down on the table. “Something more than this. You could be better than this.”

      He stands, looking even angrier now as he plants his hands on the table and leans over it, a dark lock of hair tinged with blue falling over his forehead. “You don’t understand what it’s like to try so hard to bring everyone together and be the only one to lose everything when it goes wrong.”

      “I know it’s not fair, but—”

      “Fair?” Lee asks. “I gave up on fair a long time ago. I just want my dragon back and my destiny. And if a few bad dragons have to go down, so be it.” He looks to the side. “Me and the other dragons out there can protect the world just fine without them.”

      “So it’s a double-cross?” I ask.

      Lee shakes his head. “No. I just don’t believe any fairy other than Nerrenth would be stupid enough to try to force open a breach between worlds. And I do believe the oracle can stop him.”

      I sit there wondering if that’s actually true or if Lee just wants to believe that because it makes him feel less guilty.

      “I don’t need to justify myself to you,” he says, sitting back in his chair with a huff. “I like you, Anna. It’s been fun watching your adventures. I might even be willing to mate you if you want to still be with a dragon. But the other dragons are going down. They’ve had it coming for a long time. They’ve had it so easy.”

      “They haven’t,” I say, my voice tight with emotion as I think of my friends. “They might not have lost their dragons, but they have not had it easy.”

      “Why?” Lee asks. “Because they’re so morally bankrupt that even the ones who had a chance in the other world ruined it?”

      I shake my head, trying to keep tears from blurring my vision. “No. They didn’t have a chance in the other world. They all lost it after that day. Maybe even before that day, to be honest.”

      “Why?” Lee asks, frowning suspiciously.

      I take a deep breath, not wanting to betray any dragon’s trust but not having any choice if I want to get through to Lee right now. “Seth was molested by the head elder and kept in isolation all the time before that. Griffin was beaten constantly until he got his powers. Rainier was kept isolated by some narcissistic scientist that taught him that only smart people matter. Byron was raised by a jerk who kept him emotionally isolated while telling him he was special all the time. Van was constantly tortured by those around him to bring out his visions. So yeah, Lee, while you might have it the worst right now, they haven’t had it just peachy. And at least they have tried to atone.”

      “Not with me,” he says firmly. “Not enough.”

      I slump back in my chair. “Last question. Why me?”

      He smiles at that slightly. “You started stalking me while I was at the library trying to convince Rainier to help me. I didn’t tell him about the fae, but I did tell him that as the only two dragons from our group not banished to the Blur, we might be able to make a pairing. I told him it had to be a dragon heart and we wouldn’t know unless we sent her to the Blur. To see if she was brave enough and if the other dragons would be drawn to her.”

      My jaw drops. “Damn.”

      “Anyway, I heard your thoughts when you were watching me and thought, She might be willing. Then I did a little digging and found out about your sister. Once I knew I had leverage, I just had to convince Rainier to go along. The guy might not be great at sniffing out liars, but he’s pretty logical about the fact that he owes me for helping start the fight the day of the pairing ceremony.”

      I sigh. “So there’s no way they could ever convince you they are sorry?”

      “There’s no way they could give me back my dragon,” Lee says flatly. “So while I’m sorry you had to get involved, I can assure you they deserve what they are going to get. Every last one of them.”

      He stands to leave the table, and I grab him by the sleeve.

      As he turns to me with hard eyes, I don’t even know how I could beg him to rethink things.

      There truly seems to be no mercy left.

      “You think they deserve mercy?” he hisses. “Sometimes I think being a dragon heart just means being a total idiot with no sense of self-preservation. I mean, think about it. They step in front of cars, jump in rivers, confront kidnappers and shooters… They’re stupid. Just like I was when I stepped in front of Seth’s blast and got ended.”

      “You weren’t ended,” I say, knowing I’m grasping at air trying to convince him. “You’re still alive.”

      He pierces me with a glare as cold as a thousand glaciers, as blue as the deepest sea. “I haven’t been alive since I lost my dragon.”

      Then he grabs my hand and drags me out into the hall, probably to take me back to my room.

      At least I’ll be able to see Seth soon.
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      Griffin

      Griffin watched as the other dragons slowly came to grips with what had happened.

      Byron was the only one who’d gotten to even read part of the contract, and he hadn’t gotten to see much before it was snatched out of his hand.

      Seth had read the contract, but he’d been taken.

      Rainier was still pouring over piles of books he’d retrieved from his wrecked tower for anything that might help them against the fae.

      Van and Byron had just gotten back from reaching out to fae contacts, and they looked worn out as well.

      Despite dragons having superior healing powers, all of them were still bruised and wounded from the fight.

      They’d done everything they could to protect Anna, and still they had failed. Worse, they were the strongest dragons of their kind, and they couldn’t stop him. So who else could?

      The shame was everywhere, choking them like poisoned air.

      “You found anything yet?” Byron asked Rainier, hanging his bloody jacket on a hook by the closet. Van set his coat there as well, then slumped on the couch, a hand over his face.

      “No,” Rainier said. “I mean, I have figured out some reasons why they might have taken her and why they want us to come there, but I haven’t figured out a way to win.”

      “There has to be something,” Griffin said, rubbing his hands over his face, oblivious to the pain there. “We need to find her.”

      “She’s safe with Seth,” Rainier said sharply. “And with Lee, though I never would have thought him capable of this. It’s my fault. I was there when she signed the contract. I thought it was just about going to the Blur.”

      “So you sent her here?” Byron asked.

      Rainier nodded. “She wanted to go. Lee wanted to mate her. I wanted to see if she was a dragon heart. I admit if my heart was in the place it is now, I never would have let her go somewhere so dangerous. But then, she was just a human. I figured if she wanted to do something, I shouldn’t stop it.”

      “You enabled it,” Byron retorted.

      “You fell in love with her,” Rainier snapped. “Maybe it was the right thing for her to come here.”

      “She’s going to be hurt,” Van said, sitting forward and cradling his head in his hands. “And we can’t do anything about it.”

      “Did you see a vision?” Griffin asked.

      “No,” Van said. “I just… What can we do?” His face was gaunt, framed by his dark hair, which was matted.

      None of them had really cleaned up since the fight. What was the point when Anna was still captured?

      “No,” Byron said, standing. “We have to heal. We have to get ready. We have to trust Seth to protect her while we find any other way that can help us win.”

      “I trust Seth,” Van said wearily. “I don’t trust those fae. Or Lee.”

      “I know,” Byron said. “But we don’t have a choice. If we go now, we lose even harder than we did. Maybe we die.”

      “We need to figure out how to fight them,” Van said. “Maybe I’ll get a vision tonight and we can learn more.”

      “Maybe I can get the fae to trade me info for something,” Rainier said, looking thoughtful. “I have a huge collection, and the fae like oddities.”

      Griffin slapped his hand on his knee. “I can go do one of the fighting competitions tonight, see if Azrael has any prizes that could help us. Fae magic.”

      “No,” Byron said, eyeing Griffin with concern. “You need to stay here and fight.”

      Griffin felt anger surge in him at the other dragon’s lack of faith in him, but Byron put up a steadying hand.

      “I simply meant that since you’re one of our strongest fighters, we need you to save your strength for Anna.”

      Griffin looked at Byron in confusion, but Byron just gave him an apologetic smile. And in his eyes, Griffin could see the regret he also felt.

      For never being able to get along.

      “I get it,” he said respectfully. “Thanks, Byron.”

      Byron shrugged, red tinging his cheekbones as he turned away. “Don’t mention it.”

      “Then I’ll make sure and rest,” Griffin says. “And I’ll still go to Arcwood Market and see if I can find anything.”

      Byron nodded. “I’ll go with you.”

      Van and Rainier looked over as if surprised to see the two most unlikely dragons working together.

      “That’s new,” Van said.

      “Anna’s more important,” Byron said.

      Griffin nodded. “I agree with him.”

      “Finally working together,” Rainier said drily. “The oracle would be proud. Until we all meet up with Anna again and start fighting each other.”

      Griffin frowned at that, looking at the other dragons around the room. Something about fighting together had bonded them. And something else had bonded them.

      Loving Anna.

      “I don’t want to fight over it anymore,” Griffin said. “Whoever she chooses, I’m fine with it.”

      “I almost wish she could choose all of us,” Rainier said quietly. “It’s hard on her, not knowing who to hurt.”

      Byron snorted. “I hope she doesn’t make a decision based on that. She needs to choose who she has feelings for.”

      “She has feelings for all of us,” Van said, sitting up slightly and pushing his dark hair off his face. “I’ve seen it.”

      Silence fell over the room as all of them considered it.

      “Could she mate us?” Griffin asked. “All of us? If we were okay with it.”

      Van frowned, considering it for a moment. “Maybe. I’m not sure. It’s never happened like that.”

      Byron pursed his lips. “I never saw myself sharing a mate with that many dragons.”

      “Did you ever see yourself having a mate at all?” Griffin asked. “Because I didn’t. Not in the human world and not here in the Blur. Not until I met Anna.”

      “Shit,” Byron said. “The answer has been right in front of us. We can leave it up to Anna, but—”

      Rainier perked up. “We could give her the option at least. Of choosing all of us.”

      “But how would that work?” Griffin asked.

      “I suppose like it would with only two dragons,” Rainier said. “More eyes on her when we’re on a mission. More protection. More dragons to watch our back.”

      “That could be the most powerful team ever,” Griffin said, eyes glazing over slightly. “If the oracle…”

      “I mean, she hated us for not working together. You’d think she’d like it if we finally teamed up,” Byron said.

      Yes, all of them seemed to finally be in agreement. They were battered and bruised, but each of them seemed to feel a little more hopeful.

      Griffin did. Which surprised him because he’d thought he would be too jealous to share Anna with one dragon. But the more he got to know the other brave dragons in his group, the more he realized none of them should be left behind without someone to love them.

      Anna loved them all. She’d been loving them all since she met them.

      It was time for the dragons to show her love back.

      And hopefully, their new resolve to stick together, to let Anna love all of them, would help them when they went to battle.

      Right now, they needed all the help they could get.
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      I stumble into the room as I feel the doors close behind me, Lee already striding away down the hall.

      Seth is on the bed, and he sits up as I come in. He’s in a gray robe now, and there’s an empty plate on the nearby dresser so I guess he at least got dinner.

      “What did you think of the food? Good, right?” He smiles, looking like he’s trying to stay positive, as always. But there’s something else in his eyes as I look at him. Something like heat.

      “It was good,” I say hesitantly. As I walk forward, it feels like everything is falling down on me. Lee’s words about his pain, the vengeance he wants.

      The fact that nothing will stop him from hurting the dragons I love.

      I almost wish I hadn’t come here if it meant I was going to hurt them.

      “Come here,” Seth says, putting out his hand. I run forward to take it and let him pull me onto the bed. Then he wraps his arms around me, holding me close. “It’s going to be okay. I promise.”

      I push away and look up at him. “How can you promise that? You saw what that fairy did to the dragons.”

      “I know,” Seth says. “But they’ll have learned. They’ll be better next time.”

      “If they come,” I say hopelessly. “They would have every right to stay away, given that they saw this is all my fault with the contract.”

      “I don’t think they think that,” Seth says. “And even if you made a mistake, they’ve all made mistakes too. It won’t stop them from loving you.”

      I look up into his eyes and realize what’s different. They’re not glowing, but they’re verdant, green, alive. Warm.

      “Just like it doesn’t stop me from loving you.”

      It’s the first time he’s told me he has feelings for me. He’s teased, yes, but he’s never been bold like this.

      “Because I didn’t have the strength,” he says. “I didn’t have the right to fight for you when I could barely hold myself together. I’m still not good enough for you. But I want you, Anna. I love you. And if I’m going to die, I might as well tell you how I feel anyway while I’m strong enough to do so.”

      I squeeze his hand back and put it up to my cheek with a sigh. “I love you too, Seth. I really do.” I pause for a second. Then my eyes widen. “Wait, what do you mean if you’re going to die? You look better than I’ve ever seen you. Healthy and strong.”

      Seth nods, and even his blond hair looks healthier, his skin smoother. His pretty-boy features are almost blinding now. “I am stronger. I do feel better than ever. But when the dragons come, they are going to need my powers to defeat Nerrenth. This time, I’m ready to do what is needed. Even if it ends in my death.”

      “You won’t die,” I say, brushing his hair back. I catch a lock in my fingers and touch the black ends where his hair looks singed. “You’re going to be fine. The other dragons won’t let you get hurt.”

      “They will if I tell them to,” Seth says. “And I will. Because I love you, Anna. I love the world too, and I even love those stupid dragons. I want everyone to be safe, and I’ll do whatever it takes to make it that way.”

      I shake my head, fighting back tears. I let go of his hair and sit back on my bed, lost. “Seth, don’t talk like that. Like it’s over.”

      “It’s not over,” Seth says, crawling forward to cup my chin as he kneels beside me, making me look up at him. “But I’m a realist, Anna. I know the fae’s strength, and more than anything, I don’t want them to win. If my poison can finally be good for something—”

      “You’re good for something,” I say fiercely as a tear trails down my cheek before I can stop it. “Even without your poison. You’re a good friend, a good—”

      “I want to be more than a friend,” he says, stroking his thumb over my lower lip as he continues to hold my chin. “I want to be with you. I’m stronger than I’ve ever been before, and right now, all I can think about is the fact that I can hold you in my arms. Finally.” He swallows nervously. “That is if there’s room in your heart for one more dragon.”

      I leap forward, throwing my arms around him, keeping him close. “There’s room because you’re already in there, you silly dragon.” I nuzzle into his shoulder, not wanting to let him go.

      “Thank you,” he says, resting his head against me.

      The longer I sit there reveling in his feelings, in the fact that he feels good, the more I can’t help becoming aware of his heat. The feel of his muscles beneath my hands. The way even his breathing is low. Male. Sexy.

      “Sorry,” I say, sitting back and flushing. “I just… well, you know. I’ve always found you attractive. And I’m a physical person, so when I have feelings, I—”

      He lunges forward, catching my hands and pushing me onto my back, trapping me beneath him.

      His hair falls around his angelic face, and his green eyes are sparkling. His hands are entwined with mine above my head, but his hold is gentle as he brings his lips down to hover over mine.

      “I think I can be with you tonight, dragon heart. I feel well enough. And I want to bond with you. And I know you love the others and you might not choose me… but you’re the woman I love, and I’d like to be with you. Even just for a night.”

      I swallow because despite the odd surroundings, despite everything going on, my body is ready.

      It’s ready because I love him. Because I do want to be with him. Have wanted to share this with him but couldn’t because he was sick.

      With each of the dragons, I had encounters that were more about being sensual and then encounters that were more about expressing love.

      But with Seth, we’re skipping right to the ending. To the kind of lovemaking that only comes when two hearts reach out and hold on to one another.

      I pull my hands away from his and reach up around his neck to pull his lips down onto mine, warm and soft and comforting.

      But then he opens his mouth, swiping in tentatively, and immediately, there’s heat.

      Seth seems to notice because he smiles against me triumphantly but then goes back to kissing me, and within minutes, he has me melting beneath him, desperate to never let the kiss end.

      But finally he pulls back, smirking slightly as he runs his thumb against his lower lip, back and forth.

      His green eyes sparkle as they roam over me, and his hand moves to the hem of my robe. “Let’s get you naked, dragon heart. Because I have so much more I want to do than kiss you.”
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      Seth

      Seth couldn’t believe it was happening. Anna beneath him, willing and wanting. Anna looking up at him like he could be loved.

      He’d only ever hoped for relief of his poison one day, even at the best of times.

      He’d never expected anyone to care.

      He’d still been very young when he realized no one wanted to be around him and that if anyone did want to be around him, it was only to abuse him.

      After he’d hurt Lee, after he’d come to the Blur, things hadn’t changed that much. People still feared him, still avoided him, but they couldn’t lock him up again.

      At least he’d been free. He’d even enjoyed it sometimes, using the fear and dread he caused to make others give him what he wanted or run away in fear.

      But Anna hadn’t.

      Neither had any of the dragons once he’d come to see them in the Blur. Even Rainier had helped him with serum.

      So he felt a little guilty right now, having Anna to himself. Especially since he was a big part of why they were all in the Blur.

      But she seemed to think he deserved as much as anyone, and for just one night, Seth would believe her.

      Then, if it came to that in the fae fight, he would finally make things right for all the other dragons.

      “You’re so beautiful,” she said as she moved back so he could help take off her robe. The shimmery fabric was pretty, but not as beautiful as Anna.

      “That’s my line,” he said, lifting it over her head and tossing it away, leaving her in possibly the most beautiful underwear. Shimmery and light.

      He hooked a finger through the waistband of the panties and pulled them down, then helped her unhook the bra.

      He felt his heart race as she pushed it aside, leaving her totally naked on the bed in front of him.

      He hadn’t realized how hungry he was to see her like that until he saw her bared, her dark-blond hair spread over a pillow, her limbs splayed over the bed.

      Looking up at him with soft, wanting eyes. Reaching out her arms for him to come to her.

      He shrugged out of his robe, tossing it to the side, and removed his underwear.

      There didn’t need to be anything between them.

      “Beautiful,” she said, looking over him. “And I don’t mean your face or your body. I just mean you, finally healthy. Not in pain just for a moment. That’s beautiful.”

      He couldn’t even respond because he was too busy hungrily eating her up with his gaze.

      For once, he didn’t have to worry about the poison. For once, he could take what he wanted.

      She was smaller than him, and it was satisfying, as Seth was tall for a human but short for a dragon. He liked how well she fit in his arms. How protectable and petite she seemed.

      He straddled her and loved the feel of their thighs together. When he saw her eyes dip to the hard part of him that would enter her, he felt himself grow even stiffer.

      “Well, um, you’re definitely not smaller than other dragons in one regard,” she said, biting her lower lip, her hazel eyes twinkling.

      Fuck, he wanted to look into those eyes forever.

      He could die for this woman and never regret a thing.

      Her hand found him and stroked lightly, and for a moment, he worried the memories would come. But all he felt was pleasure, and when he looked into her eyes, letting sensation zing through him, he knew it would be fine.

      His hand moved to the apex of her legs, playing lightly in her pretty curls. Then he dipped lower as her hand fell from him to clutch the sheets.

      When he traced over the pearl of her clit, she moaned, the best sound in the world.

      “That’s right, Anna. I want to hear you. Every little thing I make you feel.”

      He was gentle, watchful, unable to even blink as he continued to explore her, watching her writhe, watching tension build in her beautiful body.

      Her soft skin, her soft curves, everything made Seth anxious to hurry up and just be with her.

      But he was nothing if not able to hold back when needed.

      He stroked lazily, enjoying the wetness of her slit as he stroked down to test her entrance. Her legs parted slightly, and she moaned, clearly inviting him.

      Her sex was pink and glistening, so beautiful. He had to touch. He stroked along her inner lips, then up her outer ones, seeing where she was sensitive.

      When he found her clit again, her hands twisted into the sheets and she arched slightly, beautiful nipples hardened against the night air as she let out a gasp.

      Then her eyes found him. “Seth, you’re killing me.”

      “No,” he said, circling lazily, loving every little jerk of her legs. Loving the way she almost sagged in disappointment every time he left her clit to explore other parts.

      He moved up to take both of her breasts in his hands, testing the weight of them. He loved how soft they were, how his big hands could hold them. Keep them safe. Pleasure them as he rubbed his thumbs over the tips.

      She moaned again, putting her fist to her mouth as if to bite into it. He moved her hand away, pressing it into the sheets by her head. He moved the other hand up there as well.

      “Stay there,” he said.

      She nodded, but her eyes were nearly desperate as his hands continued to squeeze her breasts. He kept his eyes on her as he lowered his mouth to gently suck on one of her nipples.

      It was so fun to watch her as she cried out and bucked against him. One of his hands moved down to stroke her clit while he continued to suck one nipple until it was hard and aching, then moved to the other to do the same.

      Meanwhile, her movements grew more frantic, and she was practically dripping on his fingers from wetness.

      God she was hot. Her scent filled the air, and Seth couldn’t ever remember being as happy as when he pressed down on her clit ever so slightly and she came.

      She arched back, struggling with her hands still on either side of her head, and called Seth’s name breathlessly as her eyes met his.

      He came forward and put her arms around his neck so she could hold on to him, and she bit back a scream as wave after wave of pleasure seemed to take hold.

      It looked tiring, Seth thought, and he wondered if she wouldn’t want to go further, giving how much she was gasping, how flushed she was as she let go of his neck and fell back against the bed.

      She looked up at him, chest still heaving, nipples still beautifully pink, lips parted. Then she spoke. “More. Everything.”

      Seth didn’t think he could wait any longer. He’d gone slow, but who knew how much time they would have? He spread her legs, trying to decide how he wanted to take her, but then he felt her hands on his chest.

      She looked at him playfully as she rolled him over, then straddled him, sitting on top.

      He hadn’t pictured himself on the bottom, but he had to admit the view was nice. Her pretty breasts, flushed face, perfect rounded hips propped above him.

      “I like this too,” he said.

      “I couldn’t wait any longer,” she said, splaying her hands over his chest, squeezing his pecs and then moving to run over his arms reverently.

      No one had ever looked at Seth the way Anna was now. Like he was precious.

      “I love you,” he said, putting his hand up to stroke her cheek lightly. “So much I don’t know how it’s possible.”

      “I love you too,” she said. She came back down to kiss him. “Is it fine if I’m on top?”

      Seth smiled. “It’s always fine, if it is with you.”

      Anna beamed at that, still glowing from her orgasm, and slowly lifted up before settling herself over him slowly, watching his face in case he wanted to stop.

      “I’m fine,” he said, taking hold of her hips and sliding her down over his hard length.

      When she was seated fully against him, it was such hot, wet heaven he almost lost it, and he was a dragon with great control.

      “So hot. So tight. So perfect, dragon heart.” He grabbed her hips and lifted her, making her gasp before he set her back over him. The friction was delicious. “So perfect, Anna.”

      His hands found her breasts, squeezing and teasing, and she leaned over him as she lifted her hips to come down over him again.

      She looked so beautiful when she did that.

      For a second, he panicked, wondering if the poison inside him could somehow reach her when she was so close to him like this.

      But his fears were alleviated as she let out a moan, looking at him with eyes that were lost to anything but pleasure.

      “So good,” she said breathlessly. “More.”

      Seth moved his hands to her hips again, moving her slowly up and then down, lifting her easily, loving the way his whole body seemed to tense when he was inside her. The way his whole soul seemed to relax.

      He loved the way she moaned, the way her sheath clenched around him. The way everything they were doing was stronger because of the feelings between them.

      The way their memories seemed to surround them the entire time.

      Seth was breathing hard now, and Anna was too, as they both began to move faster, thrusting together quickly, finding that perfect tight fit over and over as it chased them toward the edge.

      “Soon,” Seth said, moving his hands up to caress Anna. Her arms. Her breasts. Her face. Her waist. Meanwhile, his hips thrust up to meet her, and she rose to her knees to come down at the same time. It was perfect synchronicity. It was—

      “I’m coming,” Anna shouted, curving over Seth as her whole body went rigid, then arced again in a wave of pleasure.

      “Yes,” Seth breathed out, watching the woman of his dreams coming while still joined with him completely.

      Then it was too much for him, and he felt himself go over the edge as well. Like he was a piece of dust and the oncoming pleasure was a broom, sweeping him away from everything he knew.

      It was heady, his whole body reacting, his dick spasming as the rest of his body went numb and all he could feel was her warmth all around him as he climaxed harder than he ever had.

      He hadn’t known it could feel like that. And as he gasped out Anna’s name, he knew he would only love her more for introducing him to such bliss.

      She was watching him, smiling at his pleasure, while her body was still wracked with her own release, spasming around him.

      It was transcendent, and when they both came down, sweaty and flushed, they stared into each other’s eyes knowingly.

      “That was good,” he said, bringing his hands up to cup her hips, feeling shaky. Feeling tired. Feeling exhausted but, for once, for a good reason.

      She gently lifted off of him, and he helped her fall down next to him on the mattress, pulling her in against him, keeping both arms around her so she felt safe.

      He kissed her earlobe and felt her shudder and couldn’t help but whisper, “I’m never leaving you, dragon heart. Not unless I die.”

      “You won’t die,” she murmured, tired but insistent as her hand cupped his arm. “Not if I can help it.”

      Seth smiled as he kissed the top of her head and lay back against the mattress. Anna had done a lot of things for him, but even she might not be able to stop what was coming.

      But as Seth held the woman he loved until she was soundly sleeping, well pleasured and relaxed, he knew if he did die, he would die happy.

      That was more than he’d ever hoped for and more than enough.

      He curled around Anna, promising himself that no matter what, she would get out of this safely.

      As the most powerful black dragon in the world, he would guarantee it.
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      The next morning as I’m changing after my shower, Seth is watching pensively.

      I can still feel my skin buzz every time I think of what we did last night, and a part of me feels complete now that he and I have bonded like that.

      It was pleasurable, it was wonderful, and it brought me closer to someone I have loved very much.

      But today is a new day, and we’re still captured. I’m sure Lee is going to show up any minute now to bother us.

      “You could try to make nice with him,” Seth says. “Didn’t you know him before this? I swear I heard that in his thoughts.”

      I nod. “I was stalking him in a library for days before he made the offer to bring me here.”

      “Maybe he likes you,” Seth says. “Maybe you could leverage that, try to help us. Or at least yourself. Make him see reason.”

      I told Seth earlier about Lee going along with Nerrenth’s plans to invade the world. It only added to his worry about what will happen when the dragons show up.

      “I don’t know if I could,” I say. “Besides, how long do we have?”

      “The other dragons will be another day at least,” Seth says. “They’re still healing, as much as they want to come here. That gives you one whole day to reach Lee’s heart. If he was on our side during the fight, even if he wasn’t a dragon…”

      I sigh, trying to remember a time when I looked at Lee with admiration. I thought he was beautiful and that behind those big blue eyes, there must surely be a large, warm heart.

      But I was wrong.

      “I’ll try,” I say.

      Just then, someone knocks on the door.

      “Speak of the devil,” Seth says drily.

      Lee appears through the doors, poking his head in before coming in all the way. He’s wearing a robe again, though I think I can see human clothes peeking out at the bottom. Jeans maybe. And shoes.

      Lee folds his arms, looking gorgeous in the morning light shining through the shimmering curtains. “How’d you sleep?”

      When he looks around the room, I wonder if he can sense what went on between Seth and me. Then again, it’s none of his business.

      But he only strides forward, pinning his eyes on Seth, his mouth pressed into a line as he comes to study him. “How are you feeling today?”

      Seth looks up. “Why do you care? Aren’t you just going to let a fairy kill me and the others and then enter the human world?”

      Lee is quiet as he picks up Seth’s hand and checks his wrist, eyeing the veins. Then he drops it. “I was going to be nice and give you more of my blood, but if you’re going to be like that—”

      “I’m fine,” Seth says stubbornly. “I’ve had enough.” And to be fair, he still looks stronger than I’ve ever seen him. He squares his jaw as he faces Lee. “For what it’s worth, I’m so sorry for what I did to you that day. For taking your dragon. I didn’t mean to, and I regret it every day. I’m sorry for not telling you before. I couldn’t face you. Couldn’t face what I’d done to you. You were a good dragon, Lee. The best of us. If anyone, you should have been the one to keep your dragon.”

      Lee is quiet through all of this, his brows lowered, his jaw taut. When Seth finishes, Lee turns away, back rigid. “I appreciate the apology, but it’s too late. Not that it could have done anything had it come earlier.” He glances over his shoulder at me. “Anna, did you need anything before I go?”

      I walk toward him. “Wait. I want to go with you.”

      Lee turns around, blue robe whirling. “What?”

      “To spend the day with you,” I say. “I’ve gotten to know everyone else in the Blur. Why not you?”

      Lee just blinks at me with those long lashes. He’s a tall man and as muscled as the others, but sometimes there is a softness to his expression, especially when he’s taken off guard. “It won’t change anything. I hope you know that.”

      I nod. “Remember, I wanted to stalk you at the library. I wanted to know all about you from the start. I was already drawn to you.”

      Lee runs a hand through his hair, making the dark locks stand on end. He narrows his eyes on me, sparkling blue, and then shakes his head. “Fine,” he says, striding back to the door. “Follow me, then.”

      As the door closes behind us, I look down at the iridescent robe I’m wearing and then over to Lee’s blue one.

      “What determines the colors?”

      “I just picked that for you,” Lee says. “It’s customary for guests.”

      “It’s beautiful,” I say. “This whole place is.”

      “Yes, but empty,” Lee says. “I don’t really want to stay here. I’ll show you to my apartment if you want, though I really don’t know why you’d want to spend time with me.”

      “I like all of the other dragons. I might end up liking you too.”

      He scowls. “I doubt it.”

      Our feet echo on the marble beneath us as we walk in a different direction than yesterday, across a large courtyard filled with exotic flowers in pastel shades, past a glimmering pool of rainbow water, and out large doors that seem to lead into the backyard.

      A small road leads to a small house made of the same stone as the castle.

      “My humble abode,” Lee says, making a sweeping motion for me to go in as he opens the ornate stone door.

      The house inside looks oddly human.

      The furnishings are done in tasteful gray and beige with Burgundy accents, and nothing in the whole place shines or glimmers.

      “Saving my eyesight,” Lee says, slumping in a lazy boy.

      “How did they make this place?”

      “It’s an enchantment, like most things here,” Lee say. “But it works. And I won’t have to be here much longer.”

      “So if you get your dragon, you just plan to go to the human world and hope they don’t know you’re the one who let in the fae?”

      Lee shrugs. “I haven’t thought that far along. I just want my dragon back.”

      I take a seat on one of the chairs in the living room. “I feel like they’ve poisoned you with this idea. It’s terrible.”

      “It’s my only option,” he says flatly, and his eyes, so blue I can’t stop staring at them, are vacant and cold.

      “There’s really no other way?”

      He shakes his head, then pauses, then scoffs as he looks back at me. “There is one, but it’s never happening.”

      “How?”

      He sits back in his chair, tapping his fingers against one robed knee. “If someone like you could mate every other dragon and then me, there’s a chance I would get a dragon power at least, since I’m now technically human. We would both get one most likely. Though, it wouldn’t make me a dragon.”

      I think about it for a moment. Me plus all the other dragons. Is that possible?

      A part of me scoffs at it, thinks that would be unfair to anyone. I still need to choose.

      But there’s a tiny, niggling part of me that has always hated the idea of leaving any of them behind.

      The same part of me that has been pulled to each of them in turn as if I can’t let go of any of them.

      The way they all fell in love with me despite knowing the others wanted me also.

      If I told them, would they agree? Especially if it helped Lee? They hate him right now, but I know deep down, each of them feels bad about what happened. Could they be persuaded to—

      “Don’t even think about it,” Lee says, waving his hand. “I know them. They’d rather kill each other than work in pairs, let alone as a whole group. That’s half the reason I’m confident they’re going to lose tomorrow. They’ll get in each other’s way.”

      “Maybe,” I say, but I’m still pondering all of it. Originally, they were all solo, but they paired up to work together or, in some cases, to be with me.

      We’ve already been living in the same house together. Sharing.

      I know it seems crazy, given what I know about the dragons, but it also makes an odd amount of sense.

      “You put too much faith in them,” Lee says, resting back with his eyes closed, his hood up around his neck. “You don’t know them like I do.”

      “You don’t know them like I do,” I say. “Byron punched out a whole crowd for me. Van saved us with his mind powers.”

      “Great,” Lee says, bored. “They kick ass. That was never the problem.”

      “But Van also apologized. They told me their feelings. We were together.”

      Lee opens one eye, amused. “Have you been with all of them?”

      “All except you,” I say.

      “That’s unexpected,” he says, closing his eye again. But then he shifts a little awkwardly, and I can tell he’s still thinking about it. He opens both eyes this time, appraising me. “Would you want to try it, dragon heart? You did watch me a lot.”

      I snort. “Not just as an experiment. For me, sex is an expression of feelings. That’s one thing I’ve learned from all this.”

      Lee is quiet for a moment. “Feelings? Do you have them for me?”

      I fold my hands in my lap. “I suppose so. Though, more for my idea of you than who you are. I fell for you from the moment I met you and I always liked seeing you on my trip here, but you aren’t who I thought.”

      “No,” Lee says. “I suppose not.” He sits forward. “What would you like to do today?”

      I was about to suggest flying because it’s something I do with the others, but of course Lee doesn’t have his dragon.

      I’m an idiot.

      Lee rolls his eyes. “It’s not like I’m sensitive about it. I’m aware all the time.”

      “I know,” I say. “What do you like to do here?”

      “It’s kind of nice to sit by the pool,” Lee says.

      “You’ve been bored, haven’t you?”

      “Very.”

      “Okay,” I say with a laugh. “We’ll go to the pool.”

      Instead of taking me back inside the castle, Lee walks me around the back of the house, and I see a small square pool set into the ground with little bushes around it.

      There are some deck chairs set out that look just like the ones I’m used to.

      “Homey,” I say, sitting down on one. I let the early afternoon wind blow my hair around my face for a moment. It smells so cool and fresh out here.

      Like everything in the Blur, it’s just on the edge of familiar.

      “It’s fine,” Lee says, leaning back on his chair as well. “I’m sorry if this is more boring than what you’ve done with the other dragons.”

      “No,” I say, feeling utterly relaxed as the slightly dimmed sun bears down on me, warming my skin. “It’s actually nice to slow down for a bit. I’ve had four—I guess five—guys fighting for me.”

      “Must be nice,” he says.

      I snort. “Being almost kidnapped or killed a bunch? Sure. Nice.”

      “I just meant—”

      “Right, like you think an average girl like me should just enjoy being the center of attention?”

      “No,” Lee says, his tone fierce now. “I just meant it sounds nice to be one of them. To be able to pursue you.” His cheeks color slightly, and he turns away. “Any human. To be a dragon, I mean.”

      I watch him, slightly confused. “What do you mean?”

      “I spent a lot of time in the human world, but I never connected with any woman. Ironically, not until I saw you in that library. You weren’t the first woman to stare at me, to have thoughts about how I looked. It was kind of bitter to me, that humans still found me attractive because I’d been born a dragon, even if I was one no longer.”

      “Makes sense.”

      “But it was different with you. I felt drawn to you. Enough that I wanted to read your mind more. I think the part of me that used to be a dragon recognized you as a dragon heart.” He lets out a sigh. “The healer in me was also touched by the thoughts about your sister. I thought if there was one woman I should make this offer to, it was you. I thought I was giving you a better future no matter what. I hate those dragons, but I was confident they would keep you alive, if only for selfish reasons.”

      “It became much more than that,” I say. “If you just let me talk to them—”

      “It’s too late for that,” Lee says. “Even if I wanted to, I can’t stop any of this now. It’s over. Now let’s just enjoy some sun and sit back.” He lies back against the chair, and I roll my eyes.

      I stand up and walk over to him and grab the hem of his robe. “How can you get any sun with this on?”

      “I get sun just fine,” he mutters, tugging his robe back.

      I pull it away from him, tugging it up over his head and ignoring his struggles as I yank it off and start running away from him to toss it in the grass. No one should be in the sun in that thing. Everyone deserves sunlight, especially at the pool.

      He lets out a growl as he stands from his chair, looking impossibly tall in lean jeans and a blue tee shirt, not unlike what he used to wear at the library.

      For a moment, I’m taken back to those days. Watching him. The affection that grew. The way he made my life better just by existing.

      He looks at his robe in the grass, sees me step in front of it stubbornly, and then goes back to his seat.

      I sigh, grabbing the robe and wrapping it up in a ball as I tuck it behind my deck chair.

      Then I start to pull off my robe.

      Lee blushes as he realizes I’m disrobing down to my underwear.

      I grin at him shamelessly before cannonballing into the pool, holding my breath as the cold water surrounds me.

      God, that feels good.

      I feel a vibration in the water and open my eyes to see Lee swimming to grab me.

      I try to escape, but he grabs me and pushes off the ground, taking us to the surface. His arm is so big and so strong around my waist that there’s no way I can resist.

      As he starts pulling me to the end of the pool where the stairs are, I struggle harder.

      “I said sit by the pool, not swim in it,” he says with a grunt. “Who knows what they put in this water.”

      “Feels fine to me,” I say. “Come on. It’s beautiful here and there’s a pool, and I need to relax, dammit. Go be a poor sport somewhere else.”

      He lets me go and sighs, putting his hand to his forehead to push back his soaked hair. It looks even darker when wet, though I see tiny blue strands catching the sunlight.

      I walk forward and reach up to brush my fingers through it just for a second before he jerks and backs out of my grasp.

      He folds his arms as he glares down at me, but all I can see are his pecs, pushing through his wet shirt.

      And that face. One I came to know from just watching. The slight bump of his nose that just makes it all the more elegant. The way his jaw is so sharp it could cut razors.

      The way—

      He sighs as he reaches down to pull his shirt over his head.

      When he does, he tosses it to the side and looks down and away from me, waiting for my judgement.

      My heart falls and all thought stops as I take him in.

      I never thought that’s what he was hiding under his tee shirt.

      His pale body is perfect, except on his chest where deep, twisted flesh from being badly burned mars everything. It gathers around the deepest indent right over where his heart would be, and the flesh is so gnarled that it almost looks like a tree that has tried to grow around something.

      He looks… hurt.

      “Talk more about how I’m beautiful, dragon heart,” he says, keeping his eyes to the water. “I dare you to now.”

      I take a step forward in the water, then another, then stare in wonder as I bring a finger up to trace the tortured skin. The texture is different. Smooth and hard. But not unpleasant.

      “Your body is working,” I say. “This is a sign you survived the impossible.” My hand goes right to the place over his chest where the scarring is the worst. “I still think you are beautiful. Maybe more beautiful like this.”

      His hand comes up to cover mine. “How could this be beautiful? It’s proof that I’m broken. Proof my dragon is gone.”

      I press lightly on the surface, feeling his heart beating steadily under my hand. I look up into those eyes, blue like a clear night sky over the ocean, and smile. “You know it’s just proof you’re still here. And also proof that you’re a good person. Good dragon. Whatever you are, you’re good or you wouldn’t have jumped in front of Seth’s blast in the first place. You wouldn’t have gotten hurt.”

      He turns away from me. “That’s what I’m saying about dragon hearts. It’s not actually a good thing to be one. To sacrifice for other people. The hardest part is I did try to get along with them. I did try to know them. I wanted us all to get along. To help people. I failed. We all did. But why am I the only one to be punished?”

      “You were the only one to be punished then,” I say. “They’ve all been punished in other ways. But bad things just happen, Lee, and sometimes they screw up our whole world. And we didn’t even have to do anything bad for them to happen.”

      He eyes me carefully, and as my hand falls from his chest, I know he gets my meaning.

      “Your sister,” he says softly.

      “Yeah,” I say. “I wish she could have walked out with scars like these instead of what happened.” I trace my hand over his chest. “But then again, I don’t know what it’s like to lose your dragon.”

      “I don’t know what it’s like to lose your sister,” Lee says. “I’ve always wanted to know what happened to make her that way.”

      I blink. “Drunk driver.” I don’t like talking to anyone about this, but I’ve seen Lee’s scars, so maybe he should see mine if he wants to.

      “Just some random drunk?” Lee’s eyes fill with disgust. “Your poor family.”

      “It was hard. We kept thinking she would wake up, and she just didn’t. My mom lost her mind over it, and she and my dad moved away to find some peace. But they didn’t want the plug pulled, and neither did I. They felt bad when I stepped up to pay medical bills, but they were tapped out from all the hospital payments.”

      Lee is quiet now, just watching me as I talk.

      “But even though I had to drop out of school and watch my parents fall apart and life has sometimes been a nightmare, I’m glad I didn’t just give in to despair. I found someone who cheered me up. His name was Lee, and he was just some good-looking guy in a library. But he introduced me to this new world. He gave me a chance to change my life.”

      “But—”

      I rest my hand on his scars, right over his heart. “So, Lee, it’s not too late to change your life too. You could still turn back from this. You could find your new life.”

      “I can’t.” His voice breaks slightly as he talks, and I can tell it’s hard to push words out past whatever he is feeling. “Anna, I can’t live without my dragon. I just can’t. Don’t ask me to do that.”

      I shake my head. “You have to make your own choice. I’m just saying that no matter what, I’m happy to have met you. I’m happy to have come here. And if you change your mind and you want to reconcile with the other dragons, I’m here to help.”

      He nods quickly, his jaw tight. “I appreciate it, Anna.”

      I step back with a smile. “So you want to swim?” I fall onto my back and hold my breath so I can float. “Because it’s a beautiful day, and we might as well enjoy it.”

      He eyes me for a moment warily. “You’re so odd, Anna. You’re not like anyone I’ve ever met. And I guess, if I had to say, you’re the only woman I’ve ever been interested in. Not that I ever thought I could consider you that way, but deep inside, I did relate to you. I’m just sorry it couldn’t work out better.”

      “It’s okay,” I say lightly, trying not to think about all the stress. “Just come float by me. Relax for a minute.”

      Then he does, and as we both look at the sky, I let my heart try to figure out how I’m going to save all of my dragons.

      I have to try.
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      After swimming, we eat lunch on our deck chairs, and though I sometimes feel wracked with worry about Griffin and the others, I still believe Seth is right about me trying to get through to Lee.

      That’s not the only reason I’m spending time with him, though. I genuinely like him when he shows me the Lee that doesn’t just live to hate the other dragons.

      When I see the kind man behind the hard mask.

      We’re both enjoying sandwiches (and the late-afternoon sunlight) when I see the doors from the castle open, letting a group of fae out onto the path that leads to Lee’s guest house.

      “Uh-oh,” Lee says.

      “Why?”

      “They don’t come out that often.”

      He stands and steps in front of me to greet them. “What is it?”

      One of the fae looks at me nervously, then at Lee. “Nerrenth wants the human brought to his chambers when you’re done with her.”

      I can’t see Lee’s face, but I see his whole body stiffen. “What? Why would he possibly want that?”

      “He says since you don’t want her, he would like to be the first fairy to sleep with a human. Since her companions are going to be here tomorrow, he thought it was a good time.”

      Oh God, I think, heart pounding wildly.

      Lee isn’t in love with me like the other dragons. He has no reason to protect me right now. He just wants his dragon back, and Nerrenth is the key to that. He won’t upset him for—

      “No,” Lee says flatly, voice lower than I’ve ever heard it.

      “But, sir,” the fae says. “Nerrenth will be very angry. Maybe even—”

      Lee walks forward and grabs the fae by the front of his robe, lifting him with one hand. When he gets in the fae’s face, his growl is feral. “No one touches her while she’s under my protection. No one.”

      Then he drops the fae, who stumbles back with a little squeak into the arms of his compatriots.

      “Tell Nerrenth if he has a problem with that to come see me directly,” Lee snarls. “But I’ll be busy with the human, in my chambers.”

      They all look around at each other and then slowly nod, ready to retreat. “Of course. We will tell him you changed your mind about wanting the human woman. Of course.”

      The fae scuttle away nervously, leaving Lee still standing in front of me, shoulders tight, chest heaving.

      I slump in relief onto the chair, feeling faint. “Oh my God, I thought you would let them take me.”

      Lee is quiet as he picks up his things and heads back toward his house. Maybe he doesn’t want to talk.

      I run over to him, following him inside as he walks up the stairs and over to a bathroom.

      He goes in and runs water over his face like he’s trying to refresh himself, but then he sighs, looking over impatiently. “What?”

      “I just wanted to know why you said no to Nerrenth,” I say quietly. “I mean, you don’t like me.”

      “I never said that,” Lee says. “I do like you, Anna. To be honest, no one could watch you as long as I have and not want you. You’re kind. You’re brave. But I didn’t plan to get closer to you knowing I might end up betraying you if you fell for the dragons. I have some scruples.”

      “You want me?” I ask, grabbing his shoulder and making him face me, which he does reluctantly.

      “Of course I do,” he says. “I’ve been watching you this whole time. Making sure you were okay. But we both know I’m just here for my dragon and that you deserve better than me.”

      “So you were lying about me being in your chambers?” I ask.

      “No,” he says. “You’ll need to stay with me at least until very late for him to believe I have a claim. I’ll take you back to your room with Seth when it’s safe.”

      “Thank you,” I say. “For saving me.”

      For a moment, when he said he wanted me to stay with him, I thought he meant we would spend the night together.

      A part of me wants that, because despite him being a villain sometimes, I still love the man that he is.

      The one I see beneath the scarring. The one I hope to someday see again.

      He isn’t doing this to hurt anyone. He just wants his dragon. I truly believe if he thought innocent people would be hurt, he couldn’t do this.

      “I couldn’t,” he says. “If Nerrenth gets through, I’ll do everything within the scope of my healing powers to help.”

      “But the other dragons who could have helped—”

      “They had their chance to help the world. They gave it up.”

      “They could have another,” I say, cupping Lee’s cheek. “We all could.”

      “It’s too late for that,” he says, pushing me toward the shower. “Look, for now, just get the chlorine off, and I’ll have the fae bring new clothes. They’ll be outside the door whenever you’re ready.”

      “Okay,” I say softly as he leaves.

      [image: ]
* * *

      After showering, I get changed in another one of the robes the fae brought me and head downstairs to see where Lee is.

      I find him in front of the TV, watching a movie in jeans and a tee shirt, looking very much like a relaxed, regular guy and not a blue dragon on the warpath.

      I guess I still see him as a dragon, no matter if he can turn into one or not. He’s still big and beautiful and has some magic. At least he can heal Seth.

      I take a seat next to him on the couch, and for a minute, things are awkward.

      “Look,” he says. “I get that you’re trying to make up with me, but I’m not changing my mind about tomorrow.”

      “I know,” I say. “And I can’t do anything about that. I just have to hope the dragons win. And that we find another way to help you.”

      “They’ll lose, and we won’t,” he retorts, grabbing a handful of popcorn out of a nearby bowl and handing it to me.

      “Well, I guess we’ll see.”

      We watch a chick flick together, and it’s oddly easy to fall into conversation when we forget everything surrounding us.

      I really think he’s someone I could have been friends with in the other world.

      We could have actually talked instead of me just staring at him. Maybe I could have helped him feel better about his scars.

      Or maybe we were meant to be here at this moment with all of our friends coming tomorrow.

      I still don’t know what they’re all going to think when I tell them my idea.

      “What idea?” Lee asks, glaring at me.

      “Nothing.”

      He throws a popcorn kernel at me, and I bat it away. Then he sets aside the popcorn and props himself over me. “I can read your mind, you know.”

      I grin up at him. “I’m getting better at hiding my thoughts.”

      It’s tense between us, and though it shouldn’t be, there’s still an odd chemistry pulling us together. Sparks snapping in the air.

      His lips aren’t far from mine.

      I look up at him, blinking softly, but he pulls back, groaning.

      “I can’t,” he says. “I can’t do this, not even to those stupid dragons. Not to you, no matter how much I want to.”

      “Do what?”

      He eyes me suggestively. “You know. You’re the only woman I’ve ever been attracted to. I can’t help but be curious. But you have enough dragons after your attention.”

      I bite my lower lip. “I mean, the dragons have all made it clear that I’m free to choose who I want to be with. They respect my decision, and they’ve been pretty open to me experimenting.”

      “Really?” Lee asks. “And they didn’t kill each other?”

      “No,” I say. “I guess they figured out fighting isn’t that much fun.”

      “That would be a first,” Lee says.

      I put a hand up, resting it on his shoulder. It feels right. As right as the first time I touched Griffin. As right as being with any of the dragons. Like a part of my soul belongs with Lee.

      I want to be with him.

      “It’s such a bad idea,” he says. “We barely know each other.”

      “We’ve known each other the longest,” I say. “You’re the one who brought me to this world.”

      “And you should hate me for it,” he says. “Because I’m telling you I’m going to ruin everything.”

      “No,” I say. “Don’t tell me who to hate. I’m not good at hating. I try to just take life as it comes to me. I’m learning to follow my own heart because I’m realizing it’s strong and resilient. And right now, my heart wants to be with you. So it’s up to you, Lee. Do you want me?”

      “With every last part of me,” Lee says, his expression pained.

      “Then let’s do this,” I say because there’s just a feeling you get when everything is going right, and that’s how I feel now. More than ever. Despite everything.

      “You break me down,” he utters, knotting his hand in my hair and bringing me down for a kiss. His lips are urgent, pressed to mine and not opening, but so warm and so full. I love his grip on my hair, the feel of his other hand snaking around my waist.

      “I don’t want to break you. I want to help you.” I gasp against his lips when we break apart.

      He lowers his forehead to mine, looking more torn than I’ve ever seen him. “Sometimes I think you’re going to do both.”

      Then he kisses me again and pushes me down on the couch beneath him, so that my body sinks into the cushions.

      Everything happens so quickly. Like we already know each other, the way we’re so comfortable with each other’s bodies.

      The way he gently removes my shirt. The way I pull his shirt over his head and caress his scars.

      The way he kisses me from head to toe as he sheds my clothing, calling me beautiful. Calling me precious.

      When I’m naked beneath him, he seems to reconsider and shoves dark hair off his forehead before picking me up in his arms to take me upstairs.

      “I’m sorry for rushing it,” he says. “Not any longer.”

      He kicks the door shut behind him and throws me onto the bed. The covers are gray, the pillows too. The carpet and drapes are beige.

      Everything’s so gray here; nothing is blue.

      Except those eyes burning down on me as he crawls over me on the bed. He rolls me onto my side and comes up behind me so his hard length is pressed to my butt and his chest is against my back.

      One of his hands wraps around my breasts from beneath while the other reaches between my legs so my body is trapped against him, totally warm and safe and controlled.

      He lazily strokes my clit while his other hand keeps my breasts trapped. One of his legs wraps over me, and it’s a little like being caught in pleasurable vines.

      “I can’t help it,” he says. “I only get you this once, so I have to touch all of you. Because I have to make it enough for a lifetime.”

      “Why?” I gasp out as I see sparks every time he touches my clit.

      “Because I guess I knew this already deep down, but when I’m touching you, when I’m watching you, I can’t deny that I love you. Though, I tried not to. I shouldn’t. And you’ll hate me after tomorrow.”

      “I don’t know what will happen tomorrow,” I say, biting back a moan as his hand palms my sex softly, calming me down just as I was close to the edge. “But I don’t think I’ll hate you. I told you. I’m not one to hate.”

      “You’re amazing,” he says. “Maybe if I could have been like you…”

      “You were like me,” I say. “You thought of other people before yourself.”

      “I’m not thinking of other people now,” he says, smiling wickedly. Then he frowns. “Though, honestly, you should rethink putting other people first. It gets you in bad situations.”

      “I’m not in a bad situation right now,” I say, writhing, hoping his hand starts moving again. “But then, I made this choice for me.” I arch my hips up against him, wet and aching. “You can feel that I want you. Give me what I want.”

      His finger flicks out against my clit again, and I jerk, wondering when I became so bold.

      “I guess it’s just part of being a dragon heart,” he says, removing his hand from my clit, making me pout. “Patience, Anna.”

      He lets go of me completely and stands up before reaching down and picking me up again, this time with my legs around his waist and his hands under my thighs.

      Oh God, yes, I think, pressing my sex against his hard abdomen.

      He backs me up until we hit a wall and then holds me in the air there and slowly, achingly slides into me until we’re totally together with my back pressing into the wall.

      I feel suspended, filled, elated, and like I’ve found the final piece of a puzzle I’ve been trying to put together.

      It’s Lee.

      I was supposed to love him too. I was supposed to be with him. I can feel that as we move, as he pulls back and thrusts into me. As I eagerly meet his thrusts, keeping my hands on his strong shoulders, looking into his eyes, which are as filled with wonder as mine.

      It’s more than sex, being with him. It’s all the moments we’ve had together. All the times I watched him. All the times he watched me and I didn’t know it.

      Being here with him, it feels like destiny. Like he’s giving me back a part of my soul.

      I lower my head against his neck, biting lightly. The sensations from the wonderful friction, the sweaty glide of his muscular body, and the pleasure threatening to explode inside me is all too much.

      “Lee,” I gasp out. “I’m close. I—”

      “Come for me, baby,” he says, and my body erupts.

      I cry out as pleasure rolls through my body, filling me from head to toe with absolute bliss. “Lee.”

      “I’m here,” he says.

      My heart is pounding so hard I’m almost worried, and it feels like the orgasm is going to last forever. But as Lee strokes my hair, I finally come down, only to see him watching my face intently.

      “I had to see every second,” he says. “So beautiful.”

      “I want to see every second of your happiness,” I say, stroking his hair back. It’s so soft in my hand. “Lee, you deserve happiness too. Has anyone even loved you?”

      He looks at me then, his blue eyes almost stricken. “No. I don’t think so. I don’t think I made it an option.”

      “Then can I?” I ask.

      He snorts. “You love a lot of dragons.”

      “But also you,” I say. “Is that okay?”

      He thinks for a moment, and I squirm because I just came and he’s still buried deep inside me. It’s odd to talk right now, but I don’t know when we’ll have time later. “It’s okay,” he says. “I mean, I can’t stop you.”

      His cheeks are so red against his smooth pale skin, and I smile as I lean forward to kiss him.

      “I love you, Lee,” I say, and I mean it with all my heart. Because my heart isn’t limited.

      He relaxes into the kiss and then begins to move against me, and I let out a pleased gasp and then wrap my arms around his neck, holding him even tighter.

      He holds my thighs, my ass as we thrust together, my back to the wall, him bearing my weight. His delicious thickness filling me and hitting all the right spots.

      I look into his eyes as we get close to the peak again, as both our bodies get tight and hot and damp from sweat.

      We both begin to breathe harder, and it’s erotic to look into his eyes, knowing we are both about to come from this explosive thing between us.

      Then he says my name and jerks forward, and the sight of his face lost to pleasure gives me that tiny push over the edge as well.

      It’s almost hard to take. The sensations are so strong as my sex clenches around him. As he jerks inside me, hard and hot.

      As those familiar blue eyes I have longed for watch me desperately, determined to see everything even as he weathers the storm of his own release.

      We hold each other, thrusting through the shockwaves, until I finally slump forward, my head on his shoulder, my whole body relaxed.

      He carries me to the bed and gently pulls out of me before setting me down.

      Then he jumps in next to me and covers me with a blanket, wrapping me up in it and pulling me into his arms.

      “I’ll take you back later because you have to stay in your room or Seth might go on the warpath. But for now, I just want to hold you.” He nuzzles his head over me, and I can’t help feeling particularly cared for when I’m with him. I guess that’s just the nature of the blue dragon. He cares deeply for those around him, though he can’t admit it.

      “I can admit it,” he says softly. “I love you, Anna. And if you want to still mate a dragon, I want to offer myself to you. It may not be exactly what you want, but no matter what happens tomorrow, I’ll be here.”

      I nod, curling in against him. I don’t know what to say because the only idea I have still sounds crazy. I don’t know if anyone will agree.

      For all I know, we’ll all die tomorrow.

      But I got to love each of my dragons. I got to share special moments with them and show each that I cared.

      For now, that’s enough for me.
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      “Anna, wake up.”

      Seth’s words sound distant, as though I’m dreaming.

      “Wake up.” His hand is on my shoulder, shaking me slightly, and I open my eyes.

      Suddenly, there’s a loud, far-off crash, the sound of stone cracking, and it jolts me instantly awake. I sit upright, and Seth’s there on the bed, kneeling next to me.

      What’s happening?

      “I think they’re here,” he responds. His expression is grave, serious. His bright emeralds eyes glow in the ethereal light from the windows. “We should go,” he adds.

      I remember coming back here after cuddling with Lee but only barely because I was tired.

      I get up and out of bed with Seth’s help, quickly throwing on a robe and undergarments, and he takes my hand, keeping me close to him as we head for the door. He peeks outside, and we start to jog through the glittering halls as another deep rumble, like the sound of an earthquake, shakes the entire building.

      “Probably Griffin,” Seth says to himself as we pass doors and halls that lead to who knows where. Ahead of us, a small throng of fae are headed in the same direction.

      Seth ignores their glances, and they give us a wide berth as we approach a large doorway that looks like the exit. We make our way through the crowd that Seth looms over, pushing past until we’re at the top of a grand ivory staircase that must be at least fifty or sixty steps tall. Below us, the steps open out into a grand courtyard with colorful mosaics in silver, gold, and bronze. And along the perimeter, a dozen or so tall marble columns circle the center.

      Griffin. Rainier. Byron. Van.

      All of them are standing in a tight group in the center, fists clenched. My heart leaps for joy at the sight of them, and in tandem, all their attention shifts to me for a second, making me yearn to be down there with them.

      But before I can take a single step, the murmuring of the fae surrounding us suddenly hushes and their gazes turn to the doors on the other side of the courtyard where a tall, dark figure is walking out.

      The fae prince, Nerrenth.

      With a flap of his wings, he descends until he’s landed beneath me, halfway up the gigantic staircase. He’s wearing the same armor he had the other day, leather and medieval-looking. But for the first time, he also has an ornate-looking scabbard at his side, and I can see the handle of a sword sticking out of it.

      “We’ve come to take back Anna,” Griffin says, stepping forward boldly, his eyes set firmly on Nerrenth.

      “I anticipated you sooner, dragons.” He is slowly walking down the steps, taking them three at a time, as if his formidable height couldn’t allow less.

      “Don’t expect us to go easy on you this time,” Byron says, folding his arms.

      Nerrenth’s movements are eerily smooth, and he reaches a hand down to withdraw a long, elegant blade from the sheath at his side.

      I gulp.

      Seth’s arm holds my waist, making me feel protected in spite of my worry.

      Seeing them again, all ready to fight despite the odds, only reaffirms just why I love each and every one of them so much.

      And why I can’t lose them again.

      Nerrenth suddenly leaps off the stairs, springing upward and crashing downward into the center of the dragons. The marble beneath him erupts under the impact, and the dragons dodge in four different directions to avoid the attack.

      Around us, words of praise and excitement from the fae make my skin crawl.

      “Hold on,” Seth whispers into my ear, and suddenly, black wings spring through a slit in his black coat. With a heavy beat, we’re pulled off the ground, and I can see from above as Griffin and Byron both leap at Nerrenth in unison, swinging their fists at him.

      Nerrenth swings his blade widely, and both of them narrowly avoid the razor-sharp edge.

      I can feel Seth’s heartbeat racing with mine as he carries us over the battle toward the back of the courtyard. Rainier looks up to see us, and he moves to catch me as Seth’s grip slackens close to the ground.

      Thankfully, Seth holds on, setting us both down before he falls forward, barely catching himself with his elbow on the hard surface. Rainier rushes over to us as I can hear a shout nearby, though I’m not sure which dragon it came from.

      “Are you all right?” Rainier asks hurriedly, glancing over his shoulder to watch the fight. “Seth?” he asks too.

      “I’m fine. You have more important things to worry about right now.” Seth grunts, pushing himself up with no small effort.

      “I’m sorry, Rainier,” I blurt out, and he puts both arms around me, holding me close for a moment. “This is all my fault. I signed the contract. I—”

      His hand is in my hair, brushing it aside as his silver eyes look at me tenderly. “No, it’s not your fault, Anna.”

      There’s a crash to our left, and we both turn to see Byron extricating himself from a deep indent in a marble wall, rubble falling to the sides as he does. On our right, Van and Griffin stand nearby, facing Nerrenth, who’s approaching from the center, sword still drawn.

      “Hey, gorgeous,” Byron says, making my body shudder both from the sight of him and the sight of blood streaming down the side of his face.

      “I’m fine,” he says flatly in response to my thoughts. “Except, you know, fairies are trying to kill us to get into the human world.”

      “We figured out that much,” Griffin says.

      “Van, Griffin, I’ll give us a distraction. Be ready,” Rainier says, releasing me and turning to face the fast-approaching prince.

      “Please. I can’t lose you, any of you,” I say desperately. I can’t help but fear the worst. Lee is practically planning on it.

      Van’s finger on my lips silences further protest, and Griffin flashes a confident grin, giving me hope.

      “We wanted to meet you,” Griffin says.

      “We wanted to love you,” Byron exclaims over his shoulder, watching as Rainier walks forward.

      “And now we want to protect you and our world.” Van finishes.

      In front of me, Rainier’s hands reach out, and to our sides, one of the great marble columns is cracking, splitting, then toppling downward with impossible force. Nerrenth looks up, coldly appraising the thing as it crashes down in a deafening explosion of rubble and dust.

      The other four dragons stand in front of me, and a gold shield goes up, blocking the debris, buying us precious seconds.

      I know I was meant to be with them. Like fate’s threads were meant to bring us all together to this one place at this one time.

      Griffin stands next to me, the shield shrouded in dust that slowly clears. “So, Anna, we were all thinking—”

      Suddenly, a powerful thump hits the side of Byron’s shield, and my whole body jumps to see Nerrenth, fist pressed to the outside only a few feet away from us. His expression shows the barest hint of frustration, which only makes him look that much eviler.

      “There might be a way to stop this,” I blurt out, hoping to share my plan with the dragons. “If only we ma—”

      Thump. The shield’s walls seem to wobble as though it’s about to give out.

      “Can’t hold it… No time.” Byron grunts, face straining. “Griff, go right. Van, let’s do this.”

      Griffin grabs me with both hands, and just as the walls shatter, he jumps to the side, absorbing the impact with the ground wholly with his body. Van and Byron disappear from my side, along with Nerrenth, in the dusty fog, but I can hear shouts and blows being exchanged.

      “Where’s Rainier?” I ask, worried.

      “Right here,” he says, emerging from the quickly settling debris around us. Griffin stands us both up, plopping me on the ground. Off to our right, I can see the shapes of three men fighting. “Seth’s on the other side of the courtyard. I think he’s looking for an opening.”

      “Then let’s give him one before our chances run out.”

      I hear a grunt and watch in horror as Van is thrown past us, slamming into a white column to our side.

      My body reacts, wanting to go to him, but Griffin pulls me back.

      “Stay here. I’m going in,” Rainier says, pulling up the sleeves of his sweater as he charges forward.

      Griffin moves over to Van, dragging him back to us as I look up the staircase, the view from our spot finally clear.

      Above us, at the top of the staircase, I can see Lee sitting in an ornate white chair. His legs are folded, his fingers drumming along the chair’s arms as he watches.

      “Dammit,” Griffin curses as he looks up at Lee. “I know why you hate us, but how could you betray the whole world?”

      Lee just shrugs, then ignores Griffin completely, watching the center of the courtyard.

      The fighting is getting closer, and as Byron and Rainier dodge beneath swings of the sword, just barely evading, Nerrenth follows up with a powerful kick that throws Rainier off his feet and sends him rolling over. A swift punch to Byron’s already bruised face staggers him, and Nerrenth uses the opening to rush at Griffin and me with dizzying swiftness.

      “Think fast, dragon.” His deep voice sounds so sour it could curdle milk, and Griffin grabs me, moving me out of the way just as the sword swings horizontally in a deathly arc.

      Griffin growls, cursing, and I can see him clutching his chest with one arm. His shirt is sliced from one end to the other, but the wound doesn’t look too deep from here.

      “Fuck,” Griffin growls in frustration, hunched over as Nerrenth stands above him, casting a long shadow over the white surface of the courtyard.

      “Say your prayers,” Nerrenth says, raising his sword high.

      But as he swings down, it stops in midair, and he glances over his shoulder at Rainier, who’s lying on his back, reaching out one arm. The sword is trembling as if two people are pulling at it from different directions.

      Nerrenth scoffs. “As if you could make a fae’s sword disobey its master.” And with a wave of his hand, the sword settles in his grip again.

      But before he can bring it all the way down, Griffin springs up, his fist connecting with Nerrenth’s jaw in a heavy blow that makes him take a step back.

      Then, from the back, Byron appears, wrapping his thick arms around Nerrenth’s midsection, trapping his arms just as Van springs forward from somewhere I can’t see.

      Van’s like a viper, striking with vicious punches into Nerrenth’s stomach over and over, laying into the larger man with everything he has.

      Griffin collapses in front of me, and I rush to his side.

      “Just a scrape, honestly.” His blue-gray eyes cannot lie to me. And as he reaches up a hand to cradle my neck amidst the sound of blows near us, I don’t know what to say.

      Except…

      “Griffin, I have something to ask you about mating.” I speak quickly, afraid I can’t even get the words out. “I want to be with you, but—”

      “Oh yeah, we already figured it out before we got here,” Griffin says with a dry laugh. “We all want to be with you, dragon heart.”

      My heart’s so full it’s practically bursting. There isn’t much time, but maybe, just maybe we can still do it.
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      My pulse is racing so hard I feel like I’ve been running for miles. “We just share blood, right?” I ask Griffin.

      He nods.

      Next to me, I glance at a small shard of marble, and before I can overthink things, I grab it, scraping the sharpest end across the center of my palm. Red wetness wells up immediately, and I look down to Griffin.

      He chuckles. “Pick a spot.”

      I can’t bear to look at the horrible slash across his chest. The way deep crimson is pooling on the ground around him. Instead, I see a small cut on his arm, and I place my hand over it quickly, knowing there’s no time. For a moment, I just hold it there, and his other hand reaches behind me, cradling the small of my back.

      “Look out,” Griffin says, and he shoves me out of the way and stands just in time for Van’s body to barrel into him with such force it knocks him over.

      With an enraged growl, Nerrenth grabs Byron’s wrists, wrenching himself free and twisting Byron’s arm back so hard the position makes my stomach drop.

      But there isn’t time to do anything else as I spot Rainier lying motionless a few yards away.

      I run for him, wanting desperately to see whatever it is I hear crashing behind me but knowing that time is running out. I jump over a heavy marble boulder, doing my best to not trip or fall as I make it to Rainier’s side.

      One silver eye opens, the other bruised shut as he manages a weak grin. “You really are a dragon heart.”

      “I’m here to mate—”

      “You mated Griffin. I felt it. There’s no need to ask. We’re all in, Anna,” Rainier says, his tone calm even as I see the pain he’s in right now.

      In spite of the dust and rubble, I can see a small splotch of red on the side of Rainier’s head where his silky hair is matted with blood. I press my cut palm there gently.

      Rainier takes a deep breath, and I feel something quiet, almost magical, swirling around us.

      I felt it first with Griffin. But the sensation is getting stronger.

      “Go. There isn’t much time,” Rainier says. And somehow, he’s pushing himself up off the ground, holding his shoulder with one arm as he moves in the direction of the fighting.

      Behind us, Griffin and Van are both blowing fire on the fairy, the heat and flame crashing into him almost concealing Nerrenth entirely. Then suddenly, Nerrenth emerges, looking singed but indomitable as his fist slams into Van’s face and he turns back to charge at Griffin.

      And to my left, I see Byron sitting up in a pile of rubble that’s suspiciously human-shaped.

      Rainier shouts and several huge boulders lift off the ground, but I ignore the fighting, rushing to Byron’s side as my ears ring with sound of the rocks cracking.

      Byron’s eyes drift open, and the gold orbs of his irises recognize me instantly. His cheeks are purple and red, his jaw scraped at the corner, another cut making a diagonal slash across his cheek.

      He attempts a smile. “I’m not out for the count yet. Just catching a quick breather,” he says with a cough at the end.

      “Your face. Byron, I’m so sorry.” Seeing these men fight to within an inch of their lives is heartbreaking.

      “It’ll heal. I think. Doesn’t matter either way.”

      I study his battered form, trying to figure out where I should touch him, where it would be least painful. I’m trying to ignore the fear rushing through me, the exhaustion and stress racking my body, but I’m starting to get overwhelmed.

      “Hey, you’re not alone, dragon heart,” he says, his warm voice tinged with a rasp of pain. “You brought us all together. Take us to the end. You can do it.”

      I nod, fighting back tears as his hand finds mine tenderly and raises it toward his face. Looking into his golden eyes, I find my resolve, and the fear melts away again. I set his hand gently back down to rest and use my hand to cup his cut cheek. He relaxes into my touch for a quiet moment as his eyes close in bliss.

      “Mate,” he says quietly.

      There’s another crash, something heavy slamming into the courtyard, and Byron’s eyes open. He groans, the sound of someone who has to get out of bed with a horrific hangover, and stands up, shaking off dirt and rubble.

      “You’ve got this, dragon heart,” Byron says, and with a shout, he charges into the fray where Rainier and Griffin appear to be barely holding off Nerrenth. On the other side of them, I can see Van lying facedown in a puddle of blood, and I rush around the edge of the fight to get to him as fast as I can.

      He doesn’t even move when I approach.

      How do you mate someone properly when there’s so much blood on the ground already?

      Then Van’s hand shoots out, firmly grasping my wrist, and he uses his other hand to push himself off the floor a few feet with his limited strength. He looks up at me, the deep purple of his gaze stormy, intense. His lips are split down one side, red trickling over his jaw and chin.

      And when he raises an eyebrow in question, I know exactly what he’s asking.

      Of course, I tell him in my thoughts.

      Van lowers his head to kiss the center of my hand, so soft and tender I can barely feel the brush of his lips against my palm. He holds the kiss there for one second, then two, then he releases my hand, letting his own drop to his side.

      His body is trembling, held up by his other arm and sheer, stubborn force of will. “I’ve seen it. The future. Don’t be afraid. Everything will be—”

      He cuts off as his strength gives out, and he collapses back to the ground.

      But as much as I desperately want to help him, there’s only one way I can help everyone.

      Seth.

      I can see him across the courtyard, standing at the edge of the stairs. Even from here, his emerald eyes are glowing a bright, toxic green, and there’s blackness trickling from the corners of his eyes.

      He looks like he’s about to lose it.

      I need to get to him now.

      I take the deepest breath I’ve ever taken in my life and run for it. Next to me, I hear something crash into the ground, and my heart falls in my chest, not knowing if it’s a rock or a person. But I press on until I’m near Seth.

      Then I feel it.

      A blackish green aura surrounds him. The thing I felt when I first met Seth, only a hundred times stronger.

      I can feel my whole body recoil in fear. In terror. At this distance, I can see the streams of black, poisonous-looking substance seeping out.

      But regardless of the danger, I know Seth won’t hurt me.

      So I walk forward.

      Seth’s eyes shoot toward me, his irises narrowed. I want to step back, but I don’t.

      He’s holding his side, in pain. Did he jump into the fight when I wasn’t looking?

      “Sorry, thought I could help,” he says. “Just got banged up in the process.” There’s blood on his hand where he’s clutching himself tightly. “Guess I should leave the heavy lifting to the big guys.”

      “Seth, I talked to the others, but I haven’t had a chance with you yet. But we don’t have time…”

      “I heard their thoughts,” he says quickly. “Nothing would honor me more than being your mate. I can’t imagine living without you.”

      “I love you,” I say, grabbing his hand and letting our palms clutch together. It’s so warm, and for a second, the air seems lighter. Then Seth’s body tightens, and he shakes his head.

      “Sorry,” Seth mutters, and then he shoves me out of the way just as Nerrenth attacks him, knocking him off his feet.

      Before I can fall backward, someone catches me under the arms, carrying me upward. I look up to see Griffin in human form with dragon wings, flying us to the top of the staircase where we land and he sets me down.

      Lee, sitting near us on his white chair, appraises us both coolly, and Griffin scowls at him before taking off and heading back down to the fight.

      My gaze is still on Lee, but he shrugs again and turns to look down at the fight.

      The courtyard is in shambles. I can see the motionless bodies of my dragons scattered amongst the rubble as Nerrenth bears down on Seth. But just before he delivers another deadly blow, Griffin slams into his side, knocking them both over.

      The fight is all but over as my heart falls deep in my chest. Griffin tries to stand quickly, but Nerrenth slams him in the side with his booted foot. Griffin tries once more, struggling as one more quick kick sends him onto his back.

      And then there’s no more movement.

      “Restrain her,” Nerrenth commands, looking up the stairs right at me. Nearby, I can hear the fae around me muttering something unintelligible as, suddenly, clear chains made of glistening glass shoot up from the ground, grasping my wrists and pulling me downward. Lee glances over his shoulder at me, then looks away quickly.

      “I don’t know what the human is doing, but she’s up to something,” Nerrenth says, folding his arms. “You wouldn’t happen to know anything about this, would you, Lee?”

      He just shakes his head, though I know he’s bluffing.

      How could he not know?

      “Eyes here, fuckwad.” I hear a voice from the courtyard, and I see Seth standing feebly. From up here, the black aura surrounding him is even more visible, more ominous, and the fae around me shrink back at the sight.

      “There’s always one more, isn’t there?” Nerrenth exclaims, turning toward Seth standing probably twenty or so feet away.

      “I don’t want to do this. But I’ll do it for the world, even if it means we’re all going to die.” Seth’s voice is desperate, harried as he speaks.

      And the energy around him seems to be growing.

      Nerrenth scoffs, unamused.

      “I mean it…” Seth says.

      Then like a blur, Nerrenth moves forward so fast my eyes can’t even track him, and his knuckles connect with the side of Seth’s head, throwing him into the ground, unconscious.

      “You hesitate, dragon. And that is your downfall,” he says as he wipes his hands. For a moment, he looks around as if to make sure no one’s left and sighs.

      I struggle at the chains holding me. But though they are magical, they feel as if they could never possibly break.

      “Lee,” I hiss, keeping my voice low so only he can hear it. “I know you’re better than this. Your dragon may be gone, but the dragon you could still be is in there.”

      “There’s nothing there, Anna.” He doesn’t turn to look at me as he speaks, his voice low.

      “You have a good heart. I know it’s killing you to watch this. You may not have your dragon, but you can still save people. If it hurt not to be able to help people before, how bad will it hurt if you do nothing now, when the world is in danger?”

      Lee doesn’t respond, but his eyes wince, his profile stoic as he continues to watch Nerrenth.

      I continue to plead with him. “Help me out of these chains. I have an idea. I just need to—”

      I stop talking when I see Nerrenth dragging Seth around by the collar of his long black coat. Seth, his eyes closed, hangs limply in his grasp.

      “It must be fun for you, Lee,” Nerrenth exclaims loud enough that his voice fills the ruined courtyard. “Knowing you’ll have your dragon soon and everyone who wronged you will be dead.” He moves over to Griffin, who’s lying at the base of the steps, and prods him with his foot while continuing to drag Seth.

      Then Nerrenth’s eyes lock on me, and I can see his grin, devoid of all goodness.

      “I’ll have to find more women like this when I go to your world.” His voice is triumphant, and he looks over at Lee as he speaks. “It would be fun selling them to desperate shifters. Using them to cause fights.”

      I can feel Lee tensing up as Nerrenth continues to talk.

      “From what I’ve heard, there’s no shortage of weak humans and shifters to terrorize. I won’t stop until everyone is beneath me. It’s going to be fun.”

      He drops Seth near Griffin and strides up the steps. Nerrenth’s armor is broken in several places, his face dusty and battered. The absolute surety in his voice makes me sick inside.

      Without scruple, he grabs my face, fingers pressing roughly into my cheeks as he forces me to look up at him. “How many like you are there in your world, human? Tell me more.” His voice is hungry, eager at the prospect of conquest.

      I can feel Lee watching us, but I have no clue what he’s thinking.

      “Answer me, human,” Nerrenth commands. “Or should I end you right here just because I can?”

      I glare at him. “No matter what you do to me, my heart will always be with these dragons.”

      Nerrenth laughs, a bitter, cold sound. “Ha. Strong words when your dragons are all about to be dead.”

      I hear grunting and look down to see Seth crawling up the steps with his hands alone, taking them one at a time, gradually making his way until he’s near.

      Nerrenth’s grip on my jaw tightens when he turns to see Seth’s hand clutching his ankle desperately.

      “Let. Her. Go.” Seth’s voice sounds like he’s choking in the back of his throat, knuckles white as he tries to pull Nerrenth away from me, fighting even to the last breath.

      “Stubborn one, aren’t you?” Nerrenth turns his attention on Seth, and I struggle against the chains, trying to bite Nerrenth’s fingers or somehow stop him from hurting my mates any more.

      “How dare you defy a fae prince?” Nerrenth says grimly, and he raises the back of his hand toward my face.

      He stops as something very odd happens. A blue substance that’s somewhere between smoke and liquid rushes over us, cool like water but not wet. It flows past us at waist level and spills down over the steps, spreading and flooding over the whole courtyard until all I can see is blue.

      Nerrenth looks around him, confused, and he finally releases me to step back with his hand on his sword.

      Gradually, the blue substance recedes, and I realize the scrapes and bruises on my body are all healed.

      And I feel reinvigorated too. Like my strength is back. Below, the blue is seeping back into the ground.

      Both Nerrenth and I look over to see Lee standing from his chair and walking toward us, head slightly bent.

      “I’m sorry,” he says as he looks up at me, his blue eyes filled with regret. Then he looks to the courtyard where the dragons are slowly pushing themselves up, looking much better. They turn to face Lee, almost in unison.

      “I have limited healing.” Lee’s eyes are shuttered as he continues, his face looking wan, exhausted. “But I’m using it now to give you all a second chance.”

      Seth glances over at me, then back to Lee, incredulous.

      Lee sighs. “You all probably don’t deserve it, but you can protect Anna and the world this way.” His gaze drifts back to me, the blue of his eyes so deep I almost lose myself. “You were right, Anna. I’m not someone who can watch people hurt, not even for revenge or to fix to what was done to me. I guess I’m still the stupid, optimistic dragon I was before. I’m just sorry I didn’t see it sooner. For now, I’ll give you all I have.”

      He closes his eyes, and another wave of blue emanates from his body, crashing around his feet and drifting down the steps and over the others once more before it dissipates. Lee drops to one knee, utterly drained.

      Above me, I see Nerrenth reach for his sword, withdrawing it calmly from its sheath. As I realize what he’s about to do, my heart drops like I just fell from a skyscraper.

      “No!” I scream just as Nerrenth flicks his wrist, sending the sword flying forward like a dart.

      I watch in horror as Lee turns to face him just as the sword impales him through the chest.
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      Lee, mouth agape, just looks at the sword helplessly, grabbing at it and barely withdrawing it before toppling, his limp body tumbling down the stairs.

      “I should have known he was useless,” Nerrenth exclaims.

      But then he notices the dragons getting to their feet, fury in their expressions, fists clenched, and he starts to lose his nerve. “How could he heal you? This shouldn’t be possible. He isn’t even a blue dragon.”

      “He’s our blue dragon,” Seth says fiercely, looking stronger and healthier than I’ve ever seen him as he strides over to me. He rips the magical chains binding me out of the ground, and they magically dissipate into sparkling dust. “And you’re really going to regret what you just did.”

      I share a quick glance with Seth. Then he leaps off the ground, throwing his fist into Nerrenth’s face and sending them both toppling off the other side of the steps. The fairy manages to kick Seth away from him halfway down, and Seth recovers at the base of the stairs where the others are gathered.

      Nerrenth comes to a stop a few steps short of the bottom, and as one, all five dragons attack.

      Finally, I have a chance to get to Lee.

      His limp body is splayed out halfway down the staircase, surrounded in red that is seeping down the steps.

      I run for it, jumping down the steps to reach his side as fast as my human legs can carry me. I drop to my knees, and when he doesn’t move, I fear the worst, putting my finger to his neck to feel for a pulse.

      Then his long, elegant hand reaches up, cupping my fingers in his, and his eyes slowly open.

      He looks so tired, so weak.

      “I’m sorry, dragon heart.” He closes his eyes. “Anna.”

      “It’s okay.” I reassure him. “You did great. You were amazing.”

      I hear a crack and glance over to see Byron and Griffin taking turns pummeling Nerrenth’s face over and over. Good, I think as I turn back to Lee.

      “My healing makes them a bit stronger too. I hope it will be enough to stop the fairy, and I hope…” His throat catches, and I can tell it’s hard to talk. “That you can forgive me someday.”

      “No, I already do. I—”

      “When you get your power, Anna, go and heal your sister. Live a good life with your dragons. Try and forget me.” The resigned sadness in his eyes singes me deep in my soul. “Everyone else has already.”

      “No,” I plead, clutching his hand to my chest. “No one forgot you. You hear the dragons fighting? That’s for you too. I mated with the other dragons. You said it was impossible, but I did. We all want to be together.”

      Lee’s eyes go wider, confusion swirling in his expression.

      There’s no way I can stop now.

      “That includes you, Lee. We need you as well. I know it’s not going to give you back your dragon, but at least you’ll have a power. I mean, at least it’s worth a try.” I extend my hand. “Mate me?”

      His eyes are still wide and confused, unfocused. “It’s not possible.”

      “It is,” I say urgently. “Please try. I need you in my life. We all do.”

      Then, as if they can hear us, I feel the other dragons looking over. They are nodding, each in their own distinct way, to give their support.

      “It’s why Griffin flew me up to you,” I say. “Please come with us.”

      I hear a cough, and I look to see blood dripping from the corner of Lee’s mouth. “I would love that life. Being with you. Being with everyone.” He looks up at me, eyes dazed, consciousness fading. “I just don’t see how I could deserve it.” His eyes close, and I know I don’t have any more time.

      “This is how,” I say, pressing my palm to his chest right above his heart, at the edge of the darkened, profusely bleeding sword wound.

      Lee’s blue eyes fly open as I can feel something happening between us. There’s a white flash—though I can’t tell if it happens in front of my eyes or behind them—blinding me for a moment, and I lose all sense of where I am or what’s happening around me.

      When I open my eyes, I see my body far below me, kneeling over Lee, my hand pressed into his chest.

      It’s like my soul is separate, hovering high above the ground. I can see the dragons too, surrounding Nerrenth and barely moving. It’s as if time is stopped.

      Well, not stopped, but slowed so much that movement around me is at a near standstill.

      Everything is quiet, and I can feel energy flowing around me in wisps, making little circles and flying off to places I can’t see. It’s only then that I spot a short, very old woman with white hair and misty purple eyes. She’s floating in front of me, watching me with a keen gaze.

      Am I dead?

      She laughs, the cheery sound like bells in my ears, echoing around me in the stark stillness.

      “No, you’re not dead,” she says with a grin.

      “Then where am I?” My voice sounds like it’s underwater.

      She turns to watch the fight below us. At this distance, I can see Nerrenth, fist slowly hitting Griffin in the face, just as Byron’s fist connects with Nerrenth’s jaw in the same movement. It’s like everything is moving at a tenth of the normal speed.

      “What do you see?” she asks. Her question is like a command, quiet but unnerving. Like I’m aware she can read my thoughts but wants me to say them of my own accord.

      “I see my dragons. Griffin. Rainier. Byron. Van. Seth.” I turn to look at Lee, who’s staring down at my hand still on his chest. “Lee. I see them fighting, not just to protect me, but to protect everyone back in my world too.”

      As I’m speaking, the word “oracle” pops into my mind, and I get the distinct impression that this is the woman the dragons have mentioned in the past.

      It’s the only thing that makes sense.

      She looks back at me, hazy purple eyes appraising me carefully. “No human has ever done so much for so many dragons. No human has ever been able to give and receive so much love at once, and they’re my unruliest dragons on top of that.”

      All I know is how warm I feel as I think of them. Any of them and all of them at once. How each one is so special to me that life would feel incomplete without them.

      “What do you want, dragon heart?” the oracle asks.

      I look back down at the dragons fighting Nerrenth. They’re winning, finally. Working together as one. Then I look to Lee, seeing the blood pooling and dripping down the steps.

      “You’ve mated all six. What power would you prefer? Since your case is a bit special, I’m giving you a choice.” Her voice is quiet, yet it’s so loud, echoing, at the same time that it almost shakes me.

      “It’s not power I want. It’s something else,” I reply with a sigh. When I turn to face the oracle, I realize she’s standing right beside me, though I never saw her move an inch.

      She looks up, and I realize she’s several inches shorter than me. So small yet so powerful.

      I don’t know why, but I’m too nervous to say it out loud. So I lean down and whisper into the woman’s ear.

      The oracle just hums as I say it, and when I pull away from her, she looks at me with utter surprise.

      “I suppose so.” One gray eyebrow is raised at me as if even she didn’t quite anticipate my request. “Are you certain? I guess I should probably grant them another chance in our world if you really care about them so much.”

      “I love them,” I reply simply.

      “I guess I have to take that into account.” She smiles, and there’s a softness in her gaze that gives me more hope than I know what to do with right now.

      “I appreciate that, because I don’t really know what I’m going to do if you don’t let us go back to my world.”

      “I’ll let you all go back,” she says. “But I do think you’ll have your hands full regardless, probably for the rest of your life.” There’s a hint of a giggle on her lips as she pauses. “But now that I’ve met you, I don’t think that’s going to be a problem.”

      “It’s not,” I exclaim, already eager to get back to my dragons. “It’s all going to be fine.”

      “I know.” With that, the oracle waves her hand, and everything goes bright white once again.

      Suddenly, I’m jolted back to reality by the feeling of pain in my hand. My eyes open, and I’m kneeling in front of Lee. The dream, or whatever it was, is gone.

      But when I look down, the wound in Lee’s chest is healed. A second later, he sees it too, and he stands, startled.

      “Wait.” There’s wonder in Lee’s voice, and his eyes are wide as he looks at both of his hands. I can see blue there, glowing in his veins. “What just happened?”

      I stand, feeling weak in my legs and a little wobbly, and Lee quickly steps closer, wrapping a hand around my midsection to support me.

      “I thought this might be better than having powers,” I say, looking at his hand.

      Lee just looks confused, panicked almost, as he flexes his fingers anxiously.

      I shrug. “I mean, I’m good as just a human. I don’t really need a power. So I thought maybe… I could ask the oracle for a trade. Then you could have your dragon back.”

      Suddenly, a shimmering veil surrounds me, and I gasp as I’m lifted into the air, carried on glittering see-through crystals, up and up until I’m sitting on something that feels familiar.

      And when I look down, I see a cascade of blue scales trailing down to four powerful legs. Behind me, humongous wings are unfurling.

      I look up, and Lee’s dragon lifts his head into the sky and roars, shaking the entire earth beneath us.

      All eyes are on us, on me, as the other five dragons look up at us.

      “Holy shit. The blue dragon,” Griffin exclaims.

      “Our blue dragon,” Van says, cocking his leg back to kick Nerrenth—who’s lying on the ground face-first—in the side.

      My blue dragon, I think as my heart leaps with happiness in my chest.

      Lee’s great wings flap, taking us off the ground, and I feel the earth grow smaller beneath me. Once we’re afloat, Lee flies over the ruins of the courtyard, breathing blue fire over his companions in a wide circle.

      Beneath us, Seth raises his arms to the sky, closing his eyes as he bathes in the blue inferno. The other dragons share excited looks, all strengthened by Lee’s power as we continue to fly.

      And for the first time since coming to the Blur—perhaps for the first time in my entire life—things feel completely right.

      Whole.

      “Hold on.” Lee’s booming dragon voice shakes me, and I hold on to his neck tightly as we drift lower. Then, just as we’re about to land, I see Griffin beneath us, coming closer.

      Lee lands, and before he can lower his neck to let me off, I leap into Griffin’s strong arms and he catches me, wrapping his thick arms around me and nuzzling his face into my neck.

      “You did it, Anna. I don’t know how, but you did it.”

      “I love you,” I say, hugging him and nestling into his arms for a moment. He smiles, then sets me down so he can go back to helping take care of Nerrenth. I run straight to Lee, who just changed back into human form.

      He opens his arms as I collide with him, and he pulls me into his close embrace. There are tears in my eyes, and I feel a gentle finger reach up to wipe one away.

      I look up and see Lee smiling down at me. “I can’t believe you did that. Gave up your power for me.”

      “I’m just glad you have your dragon back,” I exclaim, holding him tightly around his waist.

      I hear footsteps behind me, and Lee releases me as I turn to see the other five standing around us in a circle.

      There’s a moment of silence as the dragons exchange glances, and I can’t tell if they’re speaking to each other in their minds or not.

      Seth steps forward first, and he extends a hand to Lee confidently as a hush settles over everyone.

      Then Lee steps forward and tentatively takes Seth’s hand.

      But before they can even properly shake, Seth pulls Lee into a hug, and they embrace, two dragons separated by so many years and so much suffering brought back together again. Two dragons who should have always been friends.

      Lee reaches for the collar of Seth’s coat and pulls it off, letting it fall to the dusty floor to be discarded forever. Then, with a wave of his hand, the small metal brackets in Seth’s neck fall away, clinking on the ground, not even leaving a scar where they’d once been.

      Seth stares at them, blinking, and then lets out a long sigh. “I don’t need them anymore.” He looks up at Lee. “How?”

      “Our dragon heart gave me my dragon back,” Lee replies, and both men look over at me with so much love and amazement in their eyes that I don’t know how to contain it.

      Suddenly, I’m lifted off the ground, and Byron is holding me around the waist, spinning us as he holds me above him. It’s the closest thing to flying short of actually flying.

      “So how was I? Pretty awesome, right?” His face is healed, and triumph and excitement glitter in his golden gaze.

      “So awesome,” I say, unable to hold back the widest grin I’ve ever had in my entire life.

      “I think I deserve a kiss,” he says, giving me a teasing, rakish look.

      “All the kisses you want,” I reply, smiling as he touches his lips to mine quickly.

      Byron beams as he lets me down, and Rainier is there, behind me. His silver hair is loose around his face, and his expression is the most hesitant. I come up to him and put my hand on his face, drawing his silver eyes up to look at me.

      “I’m sorry, Anna. For the contract. For my part in this. I should have—”

      It’s my turn to keep my intellectual dragon from overthinking things, and I lean up on my toes to kiss him on the cheek. His expression lightens, and he gives me that calm, soulful smile that makes my toes tingle.

      Thank you. His voice echoes in my mind.

      “Hey, she said I could get all the kisses,” Byron whispers behind me, and I laugh.

      “You’ll just have to wait, then,” Griffin says, and as I turn around, he’s suddenly there, mouth crashing over mine in a long, romantic kiss that makes my body shiver.

      “You’re amazing.” His whispered words against my lips make my thoughts run wild with how I’m going to enjoy myself with these dragons later.

      “We’re not quite done here yet.” Van’s voice cuts in, and Griffin releases me as we both look over at him. He’s dragging a very battered, very manhandled fae prince behind him, and when he tosses Nerrenth onto the ground in the center of our circle, Nerrenth groans in pain.

      “Shut up, fae,” Van says, kicking him again as he folds his arms. I pass by Nerrenth to go to Van, and he looks down at me, purple eyes flashing.

      “The purple dragon tends to be the leader. I’m going to insist on taking charge a lot. Especially with you, dragon heart,” he says with a wicked grin. His long dark hair is pushed back from his face, and he looks so handsome.

      “I hope so,” I say, giving him a wink as I brush my fingers over his exposed arms. He grins deviously down at me.

      “You human maggots.” Harsh words from behind make me jump, and I back up just as Van’s arms come around me, holding me close to him as the dragons all step back.

      Nerrenth is standing somehow. I can hear bones popping as though they’re falling back into place, and slowly, the cuts on his face and arms are starting to heal.

      “You pathetic, foolish creatures.” Nerrenth straightens, and the dragons surround me in unison, all standing between me and the fae. “So weak. So stupid.”

      “Want another round, shithead?” Byron cracks his knuckles. “I’m game.”

      “You don’t understand, do you?” He’s practically spitting now. “You’ll never escape me now. You can’t kill me, and I’m going to grow more powerful and then I’ll crush all of you.”

      I notice Lee, then Seth, standing amidst our group. For the first time, Seth looks just as strong as the others, and the black tips at the ends of his shiny blond hair are somehow magically gone.

      He looks radiant. Dangerous. Beautiful. And super pissed.

      Nerrenth is still ranting. “I’ll come back stronger next time and destroy every one of you. You and that woman will never be safe.” His dark, soulless eyes look past the dragons at me, and Griffin moves in front of me, blocking his view.

      Seth and Byron share a nod before Seth walks forward. Suddenly, a gold dome separates us from him, and I watch as Seth takes a huge breath, then leans forward to unleash his fire.

      I expected a wide arc of flame like Griffin’s, but it’s like a swirling beam of glowing energy in green and black. Like he can concentrate his fire and send it only at one person instead of letting it explode into the maelstrom we all expected.

      I avert my gaze just as the blast connects with Nerrenth, and the flames drown out whatever else I might hear.

      When it’s over and I look back, there’s only a small pile of ash where the fae prince once stood.

      The gold dome falls away, and Seth returns to join us.

      “Finally. Finally, I get to use it,” Seth says, brushing his hands off and looking spryer than ever. “Couldn’t let him chase us forever, right?”

      “What about those guys?” Byron asks, looking up at the crowd of fae standing at the edge of the stairs. They’re huddled together like frightened animals, waving their hands as if to tell us they won’t be a problem.

      “I think with their sovereign prince gone, they shouldn’t give us any trouble,” Rainier says.

      Then suddenly, I’m picked up into Griffin’s arms, and I feel like I can finally relax for the first time in a long, long while.

      “What do you say we get our mate home safe?” he says to unanimous assent from the other dragons.

      But then we all pause.

      “Wait,” Van says. “Where is home exactly?”

      We all stare at each other blankly because we hadn’t really gotten that far.

      But as we’re thinking, a swirling, light-purple portal appears.

      “That’s our answer,” Rainier says. “The oracle is calling us back.”

      One by one, the dragons walk into it, giving me a smile as they go. Griffin and I are last, and as we get ready to jump into the portal, he carefully kisses my forehead.

      “Wherever you are, that’s home,” he says. Then he jumps into the portal, taking us away from the Blur and on to our next adventure.

      Wherever we go, whatever we do, we’ll have each other.

      That’s all that matters.
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      One month later

      “Did we really need to buy our own island?” Seth asks, looking through the glass back doors on the deck at the water lapping the shores of our small dock.

      It’s not what you’d call much of an island. It’s just a boat ride (or dragon flight) away from civilization.

      It has gorgeous trees giving privacy all around the island, a grassy back lawn, a pool and hot tub, and even a little greenhouse solarium.

      Before this, we were living in a rented house provided by the oracle. But once she made the dragons an official task force, she recommended we upgrade.

      “Did we have to? Probably not,” Griffin says, joining Seth at the window. “But with a mate as precious as Anna, I like having the extra protection.”

      “Please,” I say, giggling as Griffin comes over to pull me in against him, my back to his chest, so he can wrap his big arms around me and rest his head on mine. “I think six dragons is protection enough.”

      “No,” Lee says simply, stretching as he walks in. He likes to sleep late most days when he isn’t needed on a mission. He says having his dragon back is a bit of an adjustment.

      I’m just glad I no longer see pain or loneliness in his eyes.

      “Mine for a minute,” Lee says, pulling me away from Griffin and into a bear hug. He takes a deep breath, kisses my forehead, and then looks at me before glancing at my lips.

      I laugh, getting up on my toes to kiss him, enjoying the way his firm lips press lightly to mine and the way his tongue teases out just slightly to flick at my lower lip, making my breath catch before we pull away.

      “There,” he says, brushing back his dark hair. “I had my taste of Anna, so I can start my day.”

      “Silly dragon,” I say, blushing furiously as Griffin and Seth start discussing where the TV should go in the huge living room.

      It’s been an adjustment, living with six dragons. But life is always an adjustment, and as adjustments go, making room for the people you love is always one that’s worth it.

      “Where are Van and Byron?” Lee asks as he walks into the kitchen where Rainier is at the stove, our designated chef whenever Byron is away.

      Rainier’s very methodical and does a fine job following recipes, but Byron took up cooking and has unexpectedly discovered he has a real talent for it.

      The dragons have been complaining about their waistlines, but all I see is abs all around, so I think it’s just their awkward way of complimenting Byron.

      Rainer flips one of the perfectly round pancakes on the griddle in front of him. “They had a meeting with the oracle about a mission. I think they’ll be back later this evening.”

      “Great,” Lee says, slumping at the counter across from the stove. “And what if they get hurt out there? They should take me on more missions.”

      I’ve noticed Lee has a fierce protective streak over anyone he cares about. It goes well with his ability to heal but makes him impatient to go out on every mission despite how tired he gets.

      “Dragons don’t get tired,” he says, narrowing his eyes at me playfully. “So I’ll thank you to keep your thoughts about my sleeping schedule to yourself.”

      I wiggle my eyebrows at him. “You know I don’t have any problem with anything you do in bed.”

      His blue eyes widen. Then he grins. “All right. You win this time, dragon heart.”

      I smirk at him as I walk to Rainier, putting my arm around his waist as I watch him flip a pancake. “Looks good,” I say. “Want me to watch them for a minute so you can have some?”

      “Wouldn’t dream of it,” Rainier says with a little sniff. His silver hair is back in a neat ponytail, and his sharp silver eyes are still focused on making the perfect pancake. “Chef eats last.”

      I get up on my tiptoes to press a kiss to his cheek, then his jaw, nibbling lightly just how I know he likes it.

      “Oh, for…” He trails off, smiling, then sets aside the spatula so he can lift me for a kiss. He supports my weight completely as he kisses me, and a strand of silver hair falls out of his ponytail. He ignores it as his tongue swipes inside my mouth, heating me deeply, making my legs feel so weak it’s good they’re not holding me up right now.

      “I smell burning,” Seth says, coming in with a confused look on his face.

      “Yeah, Rainier,” Griffin teases. “Maybe you should do something about that before you burn up our island.”

      Rainier slowly lowers me, making sure I’m steady before he picks up the spatula, keeping one arm around my waist as he flips a slightly dark pancake. “That’s yours,” he says, scowling at Griffin.

      “No, have mercy,” Griffin says as he sits at the kitchen table and collapses over it dramatically. “Not this poison.”

      Rainier rolls his eyes as Seth joins Griffin at the table, and Lee chuckles, coming over to join them as well.

      My phone rings with a special ringtone, and as always, I have to fight back tears as I think about who it is.

      I walk up to Rainier and tap him on the back. “I’m sorry, I have to take this. Do you think—”

      “I’ll make more when you’re back,” Rainier says quickly. “Take your time. This is more important. There will always be other pancakes.”

      I guess he knows whom the ringtone belongs to as well.

      My heart pounds as I walk down the hallway to my room. There are three master bedrooms, one for each of the dragon pairs, and then a room for me as well.

      The dragons like sleeping in the same room in pairs because it means they are always there to alert each other to danger.

      And I switch up which room I sleep in depending on the day and who’s on a mission and who wants or needs me around at the time.

      It’s a unique situation, but it’s perfect for all of us.

      I take a deep breath as I hit the answer button on my phone and close the door to my bedroom.

      Though, bedroom is maybe the wrong word because, let’s be honest, I don’t do much sleeping on my bed.

      “Hey, Gayle,” I say because it’s still so odd to me every time I get to speak to my sister. Odd and wonderful and amazing at the same time.

      Lee took me to heal her. It was just the two of us because I didn’t want my dragons to meet Gayle like that. She still needs to recover from her coma.

      Lee gave her a delayed healing factor so by the time she woke up, I was the only one in the room, though he was waiting outside in the hallway.

      The other dragons were waiting on nearby buildings, watching for any sign of danger.

      It was amazing to see her open her eyes, to hold her in my arms. Amazing to call my parents and tell them they needed to fly out.

      It took a long time to tell her what had happened to her. How long it had been.

      And after watching her for so long in a bed, I can’t say how much it meant to me to see her smiling and laughing.

      Lee healed her brain, but she still needs a lot of rehab to regain muscle and learn to use her body again. She ended up deciding to move back home with my parents, who seem to be doing much better now that their daughter is back.

      Gayle didn’t hurt me with her decision to move away from me. She said she needed a fresh start, and boy, do I understand that.

      “Anna!” Gayle says cheerfully. “Just wanted to check in.”

      I smile despite the tears trying to invade the corners of my eyes. “It’s always good to hear from you.”

      “Yeah, I’m starting school this semester,” she says. “I even got my scholarship back. I can’t believe they honored it.”

      “You earned it,” I say, wiping a tear off my cheek, glad she can’t see it.

      “College,” she says. “I can’t believe I’m going to college. How are you doing, by the way? You keeping busy with that cute boyfriend I saw at the hospital sometimes?”

      “Yes,” I say. And the other five boyfriends. Husbands. Mates. It doesn’t matter because they’re mine forever.

      I still don’t know how I’m going to explain this one day to my sister when she insists on coming to visit me.

      “Listen, Anna,” Gayle says, her voice uncharacteristically serious. “The parents have been telling me everything you did for me while I was in my coma. I… I want to say thank you.” I can hear her voice breaking slightly, and it only makes another tear fall. “Without you, I don’t know if I would be here right now.”

      “No, it’s—”

      “No, really,” she says with a sniffle. “You stayed with me so many nights. And you worked so hard to pay the bills when Mom and Dad were struggling. I’m so sorry you had to go through that.”

      “It’s fine,” I say. “I’m just so glad you’re better. Now it’s just up to you to have a kickass life.”

      “Of course I’ll have a kickass life,” she says. “I have you for a sister.”

      I chuckle. “Thanks. I’m just glad every day that you’re okay.”

      “I know,” she says. “And thanks for being understanding about me coming to live with the parents.”

      I smile. “Hey. I just want you to be wherever you’re happy.” Plus, if she wanted to live with me, I don’t know what I would have done since I live with six dragons. “Maybe I’ll come see you soon.”

      And try to explain having six bodyguards.

      “I can come during college break,” she says. “But no matter what, you’re my sister and I love you and I’m grateful. And I just wanted you to know that… I know what you did.”

      I frown. “What?”

      “The reason I woke up,” she says eagerly. “You were waiting right there for me, and I knew.”

      “Knew what?”

      “That it was because you never gave up hope in me. That it was you who brought me back.”

      I blink back tears again, thinking of all those lonely nights. That’s not really the reason she woke up, but I get what she’s saying.

      All of this just makes me feel so grateful I found the dragons when I did.

      “Well, I’m off to buy school stuff,” Gayle says. “But I just wanted to say I love you and you rock and I hope we’ll see each other soon.”

      “Me too,” I say, knowing that I still need some time to prepare for that day. “I love you too. Bye.”

      “Bye!”

      Just as she hangs up and my heart aches slightly to see her, I hear a knock on my bedroom door.

      “Who is it?”

      “Seth.”

      “Come in,” I say, and before I can stand up from the recliner to greet him, he walks inside.

      “You okay?” He puts his hands on his hips. “I know phone calls are a little hard right now.”

      “No, it’s fine,” I say. “I’m still just adjusting to being able to hear her, you know? Plus, I’m a little isolated from my family, though I think that’s best for now.”

      “We can go see your family,” Seth says. “One of us can play the boyfriend. The others can just sort of… be invisible.”

      I laugh. “That’s true. But no, it’s fine. I like my life here. It’s just sometimes, hearing her voice, it’s hard to believe this is all real.”

      “One hundred percent real, sweetheart,” Seth says, picking me up out of the recliner so he can sit down and rest me in his lap instead. “Though, sometimes I can’t believe it’s real either.”

      I relax back against him, and he begins to rock, drawing a sigh from me. “That feels amazing.”

      His warm chest, heart beating beneath me, arms holding me closer.

      “Why don’t you feel it’s real?” I ask.

      “I don’t have my poison threatening to break out constantly anymore. I’m not in pain all the time or waiting to die. It’s an adjustment.”

      I nod. “Like Lee adjusting to his dragon or Griffin adjusting to—”

      “To not living with bears,” Seth says with a laugh, making me giggle.

      “Yeah,” I say. “But do you think everyone is happy?”

      “Everyone is ecstatic,” he says. “Van is living up to being a leader. Byron is enjoying kicking ass all over the place. Lee is finally able to heal. Griffin is happy to have a home and a family. I’m glad I’m not dying. But most of all, we’re just happy to have finally found you.”

      I grin, putting a hand on his chest. “Dammit, how are you so wonderful? You always know how to make me feel better.”

      He kisses the top of my head, then pulls back to look over me, his blond hair falling rakishly around his face. “You know, I was thinking about taking you back out to get some pancakes, but I think there might be other ways to cheer you up.”

      He kisses me, and I lean into it, closing my eyes and inhaling his clean, fresh scent. No hint of dread or anything like it.

      When he pulls back, he smiles. “Or do you think you’d rather have pancakes?”

      I shake my head, pulling him back down eagerly for a hungry kiss. “I’d rather have dragon.”

      He smirks against my lips, then swipes his tongue deep inside. I cling to him as he explores, working me over expertly until I’m writhing with pleasure just from that kiss.

      My eyes widen as I hear footsteps in the hallway, and he just laughs.

      “Did you think I wouldn’t call for backup?” His green eyes sparkle wickedly. “I told you. The more the merrier.”

      My eyes are still wide as we hear another knock on the bedroom door. “Come in,” I say, peering at Seth cryptically.

      The door opens, and Griffin, Rainier, and Lee are standing there, all looking worried about me as well.

      “Are you okay?” Rainier asks, stepping forward with an apron still tied around his tight waist.

      Lee moves over to take me from Seth, holding me in his lap as he shifts over to the bed. As he strokes his hand through my hair, I feel his healing energy soothing me, and I mewl as I snuggle in close.

      “Who made you upset?” Griffin asks. “I’m going to kill them.” His auburn hair looks extra red against his worried, handsome face.

      “No one,” I say, wiping away an errant tear. I’m already feeling better just seeing my dragons, so my guess is that will be the last one. “How are you all doing?”

      “Seth said you needed us,” Griffin says, scratching the back of his neck.

      Rainier looks at Seth, eyes narrowing. Then a grin tilts up the corner of his carved lips.

      “Maybe she does need us.” His silver eyes are glinting as he reaches back to pull his hairband out, letting his silky hair fall around his face.

      Then he walks over to Lee and lifts me before putting me back down so I’m straddling Lee, facing him. My heartbeat picks up as Rainier stays behind me, slowly running his hand over my back.

      Then two shadows fall over me, and I look up to see Seth on one side and Griffin on the other.

      Surrounded on all four sides by dragons.

      “That’s not so bad, is it?” Lee asks, blue eyes glinting cockily as he smiles at me.

      I run my fingers through Lee’s hair as Rainier’s hand traces my back. Griffin comes down to kiss my right ear, running his tongue over the shell and making me shiver.

      Lee claims my lips in a kiss as I feel Seth’s hand trail down my waist to land on my thigh.

      Then Lee lifts me and carries me over to the bed, dropping me on it as the dragons encroach on all sides, hot and strong and looking hungry as hell as they decide who is going to do what.

      I let out a sigh as I arch back, letting myself be overwhelmed by them. By love, by pleasure, by the hopes we all have for our new life.

      Yeah, it’s not so bad.
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* * *

      “We should bless this house or something,” Seth says, as we’re eating dinner later that night. “What we did was downright sinful.”

      Griffin snorts. “Felt fine to me.” He slants me a heated look with those blue-gray eyes I love so much. “Felt fine for everyone, I think.”

      Lee puts his head on the table. “I don’t think I’m ever going to be able to forget some of what I saw.”

      “It’s okay,” Griffin says with a smirk. “Big things are memorable.”

      Lee grins up at me, making me relived to see he was just joking. “Well, I’m glad I won’t forget some of the things I saw. Damn, you’re gorgeous, Anna.”

      “Yes,” Rainier says, the only one of us who seems totally composed. “Anna is beautiful, and I think things went splendidly. Pleasure all around.”

      Seth looks unconvinced, though he’s still flushing. “Fuck, we’re dirty.”

      “Not dirty,” I say. “Just in love.”

      “You don’t think it was dirty when I—mmph.” He’s cut off by my hand covering his mouth as my cheeks flame bright red.

      “Don’t say it,” I say, slowly lowering my hand.

      He smirks, green eyes gleaming. “Or when Griffin—”

      “Stop!” I say, laughing despite myself.

      Let’s just say that by the time the dragons figured out how to work things out between us, I was very tired but very satisfied. Maybe too satisfied, if there is such a thing.

      “There isn’t,” Griffin says. “Not when it comes to you.”

      I bite my lip, trying not to think about the filthy things he did while I was sandwiched between two dragons.

      “No, think about it,” he says, his eyes growing hot.

      I laugh as I eat my last bite of steak, and we all look up when we hear a loud thump outside, followed by another.

      “Van and Byron,” Seth says, standing up with his plate just as the other two come in through front door.

      They’re both flushed, probably from flying through the night, but Byron’s eyes light up the second he sees me.

      I jump up from the table and run forward, and he grabs me around the waist and spins me around before kissing me gently at first, then firmer, until my knees weaken because he’s devouring me right there and—

      “My turn,” Van says, and Byron sighs as he lets Van pull me in against him.

      Van jerks me in tight, tilting up my chin with his hand. “How was your day?”

      “Good,” I say, flushing.

      He smirks. “I’m glad it was fun. I guess Byron and I get you to ourselves tonight?”

      “Maybe later,” Lee says. “We’re having a pool party tonight because we still all haven’t been home to celebrate the house.”

      Van ignores him and kisses me so hard I can barely think straight. I love the way his dark hair falls around us, the way his hand keeps me prisoner, holding my chin.

      When he releases me, I’m panting, trying to stay calm.

      I’m still not used to these dragons.

      Van looks satisfied by my response. “I would like to go swimming. I would very much like to see Anna in a swimsuit.”

      Griffin stands protectively, and I can see he’s about to get angry before he throws up his hands with a shrug. “Fuck. I want to see that too.”

      “We’re her mates,” Van says, brushing back my hair, tickling my ear. “There’s nothing wrong with wanting to see her.” His finger teases my earlobe, stroking it lightly and making me catch my breath.

      Suddenly, we have all the dragons’ attention.

      “Let’s get our suits,” Byron says, jogging past me to the hallway. “Last one in the pool is a dumb dragon.”

      Van releases me with a smirk as Griffin runs past. Griffin and Byron almost get stuck in the hall together when they both try to fit through the narrow entry, but they manage to struggle their way out.

      Rainier shares a grin with me about it as we all to go to our rooms to get changed.

      When I get to mine, I see a pink bikini laid out on the bed, the tags still on.

      I hear a knock on my open door and turn to see Seth smiling at me. “Thought you might like it. I saw it last time I was out.”

      “Thanks,” I say. “It’s amazing.”

      He nods and leaves, shutting the door behind him, and I lock it before I change. It’s just a habit, and in a house this big, sometimes it’s still nice to have privacy.

      When I’m done, I walk into the bathroom to see how I look.

      I take a deep breath as I realize I barely recognize the person in front of me. My dark-blond hair is extra glossy. My skin glows. My face looks better just because it appears so happy.

      The pink bikini shows off how healthy my body has gotten since I’ve been here. I’ve been practicing martial arts on my own again, which the dragons have supported.

      I’ve been able to watch the dragons get healthier and happier. It’s nice to see the effect this new life has had on me, even with its changes.

      I still wrap a towel around me as I walk out into the living room to meet up with the other dragons. I like having something to reveal.

      The men are all sitting in the living room, shirtless, having changed in about two seconds.

      “You don’t want dinner?” I ask Van and Byron.

      “Dinner was a wolf,” Van says darkly.

      “Just kidding,” Byron says. “We got something on our way here.”

      “So you didn’t eat a wolf?” Griffin asks, cocking his head at them.

      “No, we did,” Byron says. “It just wasn’t dinner.”

      He smirks at me and stands up, all perfect golden hair and long legs and abs that go on forever. “Come on. Let’s go swim.”

      He puts an arm around my shoulders and pulls me toward the doors that open to the area with the pool.

      When we’re outside, I look around, unable to believe this is still my home.

      There are trees all around the cleared area, and there’s an in-ground pool with a wooden deck around it and a hot tub off to the side.

      A few tall lights shine down over the deck, and there are lights in the water, making it glow.

      I sit down on the edge, holding my towel and figuring out how to get in, but hear someone running by.

      I look up to see Griffin jumping into the air past me, grabbing his legs in an impressive cannonball for such a big guy.

      I laugh as I cover my face for the splash, but someone picks me up, hefting me out of the way so I don’t get wet.

      I look up to see Lee, thoughtful as always. He slowly sets me down, smiling gently. Damn, he looks good in a swimsuit, with those wide shoulders and lean hips. His dark hair shines and his blue eyes sparkle like the pool water. “Thought you should get wet on your own terms.”

      “Yeah,” Byron says, jumping in the water and storming over to Griffin, locking him in a headlock. “I’ll teach you some manners, ruffian.”

      Griffin just scoffs as he struggles with Byron, trying to get the upper hand. “Ha! You have to do a cannonball into the pool to start.” He glances at me, still trying to undo Byron’s grip. “I bet Anna is impressed.”

      “I am,” I say with a giggle as I stand up to take off my towel. When I drop it, I feel all the dragons’ eyes on me.

      Rainier is walking in by the stairs, Seth is in the hot tub, and Van is lowering himself down the side, his hair rolled up in a tight bun.

      They all pause, watching me hungrily.

      I take a running jump and do my own cannonball, hair flying up as I land in the water with a huge splash.

      And then I’m surrounded by big arms. Van is holding me up with one hand around my waist, as if he was worried I’d drown if he didn’t catch me.

      I guess this part of the pool is the perfect depth for tall dragons but not short humans. I can swim well, but I decide to let him hold on to me anyway. I missed him and Byron while they were gone.

      Byron finally extricates himself from Griffin and comes over to me, letting Griffin join the others to decide teams for water basketball.

      Van holds me up against him, cradling as the water passes by. “You look gorgeous,” he says, staring down at my swimsuit. “I thought of you the entire time we were gone, just wanting to get home.”

      “True,” Byron says, standing beside us with his arms folded. “We both did.”

      “How was the mission?” I ask as Van hands me to Byron, and he wraps my legs around his waist. He loves that position because it pushes my breasts into his huge chest.

      “Good,” Byron says, though he’s clearly more interested in checking me out. “Damn, dragon heart, you make it hard to focus.”

      Van sighs. “The oracle is pleased with our work. She had a mission for us but also wanted to tell us we’re now her strongest task force.”

      “That’s nice,” I say. “I just don’t want any of you to get hurt.”

      “With as many dragons as we have, we’re capable of pretty much anything,” Byron says, nibbling at my jaw before trailing down to my neck.

      The cool water is all around me, making me feel weightless as Byron’s lips tease my skin.

      I’m already hungry for both of them. To feel them and kiss them and touch them and know they are home and all right.

      “Fine with us,” Byron says, biting down lightly at the edge of my jaw where it meets my neck.

      “We can wait,” Van says. His purple eyes gleam under long dark lashes. “Waiting only makes it better. For now, let’s just have fun with everyone else.”

      Byron pulls back with a groan, and even though I’m already aching for more, I look over to where the other dragons are waving for us to join them and have to agree.

      I push down out of Byron’s arms, going underwater, and swim to where the other dragons are, popping up to surprise them.

      Griffin pulls me in against him, declaring I’m on his team, while Seth, Rainier, and Lee decide what the rules will be.

      Van and Byron swim up to join us, and every time I look at them, the hot promise in those gold or purple eyes lets me know I’m in for it when we hit the bedroom.

      But for now, I’m just enjoying the fact that we’re all safe and together.

      Because dammit, I love these dragons.
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      Thanks so much for reading the Bad Dragons series! I hope you enjoyed Anna’s journey with her dragons. Also, if you loved the book, please consider leaving a review to help other readers find and love it!

      I have the most good hearted readers and it keeps me writing every day. I’ve gotten so many messages of love and support, and I want you to know you’re all brave and beautiful and deserving of so much love!

      Also, make sure you’re on my newsletter so that you can get notified of new releases!

      http://eepurl.com/bgG7Kf

      Have you read my Dragons of New York series?

      Double Dragons Boxed Set

      Three hot and sexy dragon menage romances for an unbeatable price!

      Welcome to the world of dragons, fire-breathing enforcers of the shifter world who possess special powers and do everything in pairs. Strong, sexy and unimaginably wealthy, the only thing these dragons need is a sexy mate to complete their triads. Enjoy all three complete and separate stories in a best-selling series with over 400 five star reviews!
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      A Note From Terry

      Most of my series go by species. Most of my books are standalone, but if you want to read them in order and see characters reappearing, here is my list of the order for each species. So just choose your favorite shifter!

      Dragon Reading Guide

      Awakened Dragons

      These powerful, newly awakened ancient dragons are stronger, more vicious, more powerful, and ready to save humankind, if only they can decide to be heroes rather than villains…

      Awakened Dragons Boxed Set (best deal!)

      Onyx Dragon

      Sapphire Dragon

      Ruby Dragon

      Diamond Dragon

      Amethyst Dragon

      Emerald Dragon

      Rent-A-Dragon

      These ancient, viking-esque dragons just woke up and are ready to get to work finding their mates and new lives in the modern world! Shenanigans and sexiness ensue!

      Steel Dragon

      Iron Dragon

      Titanium Dragon

      Date-A-Dragon

      These noble metal dragons have just joined the good side, formed a very odd dating agency, and are ready to protect the world and find their very own fated mates!

      Gold Dragon

      Silver Dragon

      Platinum Dragon

      Citrine Dragon

      Awakened Sea Dragons

      These dragons have things in common with both the metal dragons and the gemstone dragons, and first show up at the very end of the Date-A-Dragon series!

      Zircon

      Tourmaline

      Aquamarine

      Dragon Guard of Drakkaris

      Sexy dragons introduced in the last book of the Awakened Sea Dragons that have come to Earth to settle down and find mates!

      Lead

      Cadmium

      Arsenic

      Zinc

      Cobalt

      Chromium

      Nightmare Dragons

      Three mysterious dragon brothers set out to solve the mystery of their existence and find love, while trying to hide secrets so dark they could ruin everything.

      Midnight

      Nightmare

      Starlight

      Frozen Dragons

      Three dragons wake up after being frozen in ice, ready to rule the modern world, steal the hearts of modern women, and fight back the forces of evil while finding curvy mates.

      Lord of Winter

      Master of Frost

      Prince of Ice

      

      I have a separate series of dragon books that are menage and have different world building, and they come before the Awakened Dragons but don’t need to be read prior as they are completely different.

      Here they are:

      Dragons of New York (Menage)

      Dragons work in pairs, the fire-breathing enforcers of the shifter world and rescuers of anyone in distress. And these sexy dragons are about to find mates:

      Double Dragons Boxed Set

      Double Dragons

      Desired by Dragons

      Destined Dragons

      Tiger Protector Series (Spin-off of Dragons)

      Three tiger brothers trained by dragon shifters work to bring evil shifters to justice while finding the perfect curvy mates.

      Tiger Protector’s Boxed Set

      A Tiger’s Bounty

      A Tiger’s Treasure

      A Tiger’s Destiny

      A Dragon’s Heart

      Bear Reading Guide

      Bearstone Park Series

      A billionaire tech mogul, a movie star, and an Olympic snowboarder come back to Bearstone Park and find unexpected but wonderful mates.

      Bearllionaire

      Bearlebrity

      Bearthlete

      Beary Sexy Boxed Set: All three brothers in one (BEST DEAL)

      Soldier Bear Series

      These ex special-forces fighting bears are about to find curvy mates in beautiful, remote Bearstone Village.

      Big Bad Bear

      Big Sexy Bear

      Big Strong Bear

      Bear Haven Ranch Series

      These rancher bear brothers  need to find mates to keep the family land. Luckily, three curvy city girls are about to arrive just in time.

      Mountain Bear

      Rancher Bear

      Wild Bear

      Mountain Lion

      Bear Claw Security

      These sexy ex-special forces soldier bears are ready to protect in a whole new way, as bodyguards of the exclusive Bear Claw Security.

      Bear to the Bone

      Bear-ly a Hero

      Bear to the Rescue

      Bear-ly Human

      Bear to the End

      Polar Heat Series

      A matchmaking papa bear sets his three bear shifter sons up with women on a Caribbean island.

      Bear-ever Yours

      Some Bear to Love

      One in a Bear-l-lion

      Remem-bear Me (Dad’s book)

      Polar Heat Boxed set (Savings!)

      Trapped in Bear Canyon

      Sheltered by the Bear

      Craved by the Bear

      Redeeming the Bear

      Built Fur Love

      Love at Furst Sight

      Mine Furever

      Purrfect for Me

      Lion Reading Guide

      Lions of Pride Island

      The hot royal family of shifters is ready to find mates!

      King of Rock

      Prince of Fate

      Protector of the Pride

      Wolf Reading Guide (The Alpha Series)

      Alpha Games Serial (Complete story with boxed set)

      An alpha female returns home to the pack mates she left and finds herself choosing between three alpha males in this paranormal romance serial from Terry Bolryder

      Alpha Games Boxed Set

      Alpha Rogue Serial (Novellas with cliffhangers between volumes)

      An MMA fighting shifter meets his match in his exciting paranormal romance serial from Terry Bolryder.

      Alpha Rogue Boxed Set

      Alpha Contender Serial (Novellas with cliffhangers between volumes)

      A average human woman finds out she’s a desirable female alpha and ends up in a mansion with ten possible suitors in this paranormal romance serial from Terry Bolryder.

      Alpha Contender Boxed Set

      Ultimate Alpha Boxed Set (One huge series)

      Ultimate Alpha Boxed Set

      Alpha Defender

      When alpha wolf Thor finds an acquaintance on his doorstep needing his help, will he take the mysterious person in, or step aside?

      *Stars Thor from Alpha Contender Series*

      Alpha Defender on Amazon

      Wolf Protectors Series

      Three hot, wolf shifter brothers run a martial arts studio and divide their time between training to be the toughest around and winning over their sexy, independent mates. All in KU!

      *Stars Asher from Alpha Contender Series*

      Alpha Champion

      Alpha Hero

      Alpha Protector
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