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      Ella stared at the boxes and recounted all the things she hated about moving. Going through all of your things, one at a time, felt masochistic almost. It was a stark reminder of how much stuff people accrued, even when they didn’t need it. She was on box number fifteen of books. There were more books than dishes or glasses or … anything else. Except for maybe computers and various accessories. Those were for work, though, so she didn’t think they should be counted. Or maybe they should, then the large number of books she possessed wouldn’t be so obvious.

      She stood outside on the curb, frowning at all of the things she had yet to unload. No one was here with her. Ella was regretting that, too. She never liked to ask for help because it felt like she was inconveniencing someone. However, Ella was beginning to realize moving was not a one-person job.

      This was the first time she’d ever allowed herself to have things. When she moved in with Sara several years ago, all she had was a carry-on sized suitcase, a laptop case, and a shoebox full of personal knick-knacks and letters. Now at twenty-seven years old, Ella had enough to fill half of an apartment. She would have to furniture shop soon, but it wasn’t a priority.

      Back at Sara’s, she’d paid a few of the local boys to help her load up a rental truck. Everyone else was out surfing that morning. She’d quietly driven away but regretted it as soon as she’d done it.

      "Ella Marie Masters," came a disapproving voice from behind her. "On what planet do you think it’s acceptable to leave all of your friends without saying goodbye?"

      She turned around only to see Sara, her mate and now husband, Daegal, the other dragons who were loyal to him, and her former roommates. All of them wore similar expressions of disapproval.

      Sara stood there, her eighteen-month-old on one hip, and her hand on the other. She was frowning at Ella, but her eyes had tears pooled in them. The separation hadn’t been easy on any of them, but it was especially hard on Sara. She’d been the glue that held them all together. When Daegal came into her life, it changed everything. Soon enough, the apartment was too small for all of them.

      Ella was the first to leave. She didn’t want to, but it was the best decision for everyone. Plus, her work was taking up her entire bedroom space and slowly spilling out into the living area. She needed more room, so she’d scoured the classifieds until she found a large apartment close to Sara and the beach. The man who sold it to her had more money than time and had just gotten hitched. He was moving out of the state and wanted it to go to someone who would appreciate it. Ella wasn’t a materialistic person, but she did appreciate being able to have her own home and come and go as she pleased.

      Property in Kahului and pretty much anywhere in Hawaii was outrageous. Ella wasn’t hurting for money, but she had no desire to slap down close to a million bucks for a place. Fortunately, the guy had too much money and too little time and let it go for well under asking price. Ella didn’t even have to bargain that much. It still stung a little when she thought about how much extra money she’d be spending. Living with three other people had kept her bills way down and allowed her to save up a large nest egg.

      "Hey," Ella said sheepishly. "I’m sorry. I know I should have said something. I didn’t want to bother anyone."

      This was the most annoying thing about her. Or so she’d been told. She never had a relationship work out because she was too independent, unable to trust anyone as much as they needed to be trusted.

      Gregor, one of the dragons, stood in the back. A pull existed between them, something undefinable. Ella knew it. Gregor knew it.

      So Ella did what she always did. She ran.

      He was the main reason she hadn’t requested any help. She knew if she asked, Gregor would be at the forefront of it, kind and considerate. And not letting her do a thing for herself.

      Sara handed her son over to Daegal and rushed forward to envelop Ella in a hug.

      There were only a few people who could hug Ella without her shying away. Sara, her roommates, and a boy she attended high school with. That was it. Anyone else tried it and Ella shrank within her own skin.

      She returned Sara’s hug and sniffed away a tear. Her friend’s hair smelled like strawberries, and she’d regained all the lean muscle she’d lost before she’d given birth. No surprise there, really. As soon as she’d been able to, Sara had gotten back on the surfboard and into the water.

      Ella loved the water as much as Sara did, she just had things she preferred more than surfing. Like the fifteen boxes of books, she hoped someone else would carry in for her.

      "I’m going to miss you like crazy," Sara whispered as she pulled away. "Don’t be a stranger. We still need to eat dinner together at least once a week. Promise?"

      Ella nodded and made an X motion over her heart. "Cross my heart."

      Sara’s gaze wandered over to the truck. "Now, how do you suppose you were going to unload this without help?"

      Ella shrugged. "Divine intervention."

      "We are not divine, woman," Sara’s husband growled as he hopped onto the back of the truck with one lithe motion.

      All of the men here, no … dragons, were gorgeous. So pretty they were hard to look at. Daegal was massive, blonde, and spoke like he’d stepped off the set of Game of Thrones.

      If she had to peg one for being the most traditionally handsome, it would have to be Sebastian. He had jet black hair and startling emerald colored eyes. From everything Ella could tell, though, Sebastian was an unapologetic man-whore. The new world was puzzling to him, especially the fact that he couldn’t just walk up to a woman and act like a caveman anymore.

      Ella genuinely liked Edvard, a massive blond man with eyes the color of azure. He had a calm manner about him. He was good-humored and eloquent when he spoke. Edvard didn’t seem to take a lot too seriously. She appreciated this about him.

      Gregor was the one who sent chills down her spine. The one who made her words stumble over each other.

      The one she ran from.

      He was a hair taller than everyone else. And that was saying something because all of the dragons topped at least six foot four. When Gregor stood close, he towered over her. She was five foot two on a lucky day. When the dragon was close, she had to crane her head up just to see his face.

      It was annoying, really. Especially when she realized how much she liked his face.

      He said nothing and only stood quietly.

      Judging her, probably.

      His hair was a chestnut color and sparked a hint of red-gold when the sun hit it just so. Ella had never seen him smile, and it rankled her that she wanted to. His chest was wide and firm, his arms finely sculpted. Despite how wide his upper half was, his waist tapered down to lean hips and long legs. He was the only one of them who seemed like running wouldn’t wind him. Not that any of them looked out of shape, not by a long shot. But she knew Gregor worked on his form every single night.

      In spite of everything that was beautiful about Gregor, this wasn’t what appealed to Ella.

      No. It was his stoicism. How he allowed himself to look haunted when he thought no one was watching. How Ella knew he kept books in his leather satchel and only took them out late at night. She’d caught him reading once. He’d tucked it away before she could tell what it was. Ella wanted to ask, but she got so nervous around him that she rushed over to the kitchen, got her water, and rushed back to her bed. His eyes were on her every movement.

      Also, the color of his eyes. A stormy gray like a wind-tossed sea. They reflected everything he was feeling, even if he didn’t say it. Because he wouldn’t. She’d never met a more stoic man.

      Their gazes caught and held. Gregor acknowledged her with a slight nod which she returned, but he said nothing about her leaving.

      He wouldn’t. Gregor wasn’t the kind of man who would do that. At least, not in front of everyone. He would hold his tongue until they were in private.

      Over the last six months, Ella had been vigilant about ensuring she was never caught alone with him. He was too much for her to take. Her gaze slid away and back to the truck. A sheepish smile appeared on her face. "So ... I’ll buy pizza and beer for anyone who wants to help."

      Sara snorted. "You don’t have to buy me dinner, but no take backsies." She glanced at her mate. "Want me to take Keanu?" she asked.

      Daegal kissed the top of his son’s head and handed him over. Sara plucked him out of Daegal’s arms and strapped him into the chest contraption she was wearing. "I can handle small things," she said. "Throw ‘em at me."

      Just like that, it was decided. Carrie brushed past her to jump onto the truck and she squeezed her arm as she passed by. Ella wasn’t sure what had happened to Carrie, but her friend had the same look in her eyes Ella sometimes did when she thought about her past. If anyone understood what she was going through, it was her.

      Sebastian hopped into the back of the truck and handed down a box. She took it from him, surprised to find it so light. The dragon leered at her. "I require more than pizza and beer for my assistance."

      "Perv," Ella said affectionately. "I’ll save an extra slice for you."

      A laugh boomed from Sebastian. He winked at her. "I’ll hold you to it."

      He realized long ago she was immune to his not inconsiderable charm. Sebastian still flirted with her, quite wickedly, but she allowed it because they both knew it wasn’t going anywhere.

      Ella turned to carry the box inside only to find Jillian staring at Sebastian, annoyance written all over her face. She cringed a little. Jillian and Sebastian had a weird love/hate thing going on right now.

      She didn’t know where the cards were going to fall, but she’d put money on Jillian. Her friend would either tame him or kill him. Right now, Ella was leaning toward murder. Few withstood Jillian’s wrath when it rose. She brushed past the men and took the stairs up to her apartment. Thank goodness she had no plans to move again soon because trying to carry every single thing you owned up stairs was not for the faint of heart.

      Her friends and the dragons made quick work of the truck. Within a couple of hours, they were able to move the truck into a proper parking spot. Ella took the protective plastic off of a few of the chairs she'd swiped from Sara's, and they were occupied with bodies soon after.

      Sara sat in a chair holding a sleeping Keanu. Daegal sprawled on the floor next to her, his hand on her knee. Those two never stopped touching each other. Ella thought it was adorable but also unnerving.

      Sebastian lay flat on his back on Ella's wooden floors. Edvard had a little more decorum. He sat in a high back chair, his head tilted toward the ceiling.

      Gregor had chosen her favorite chair, a well-loved, oversized reading chair. It was a light gray with an oversized back and the cushion of it was large enough to accommodate two of her. Gregor was so large it made the chair look a normal size.

      The dragons were slowly acclimating to human life, though they still had a long way to go. First, their clothing changed to make them look more modern. Gregor had the most difficult time with it. He still looked like he'd rolled out of a Renaissance Faire, though his footwear was a little less ancient than it used to be.

      Today, he wore a pair of what seemed to be leather pants, a tight white t-shirt with an obscure band name on it, and a pair of sturdy leather boots. On anyone else, it would have looked either super emo or just plain ridiculous. On Gregor, it just looked mouthwatering. It would take them all a while to figure out their personal style.

      Ella dragged her gaze away from the handsome dragon and pulled out her cell. "Pizza?"

      Roars of encouragement rang out through the room. "Great," she said. Ella dialed the number and placed an order for eight large pizzas, five of them with extra meat. A year and a half ago, Ella would have laughed at that amount of food.

      That was before four dragons showed up on their doorstep. All of them ate like garbage disposals—in, destroyed, then gone.

      Fortunately for her, she'd already stocked her fridge the day before. It was full of beer and soft drinks because she knew she wouldn't be without company for long.

      By the time she'd gotten off the phone, Carrie was already rummaging through it. She pulled out beers for everyone except for Gregor. He declined with a quick shake of his head.

      "He wants a root beer," Ella said. Color flushed her cheeks when silence fell and everyone looked at her.

      Gregor's heated stare felt like it was burning a hole through her. "Aye," he said quietly. "I do."

      One of Carrie's eyebrows went up and a smile she was trying to hide quirked one side of her lips up. "Coming right up," she said. She bent down and grabbed one of the bottles. It was his favorite brand. Ella bought it with him in mind, but watching Carrie give it to him made her want the Earth to open up and swallow her whole.

      She'd watched Gregor. A lot. So much that she knew which foods he didn't like, what his favorites were, what kind of shows he liked, and a lot of other things only skilled stalkers knew.

      Ella liked to tell herself that it was only because they lived in close quarters and not because she was fascinated with him. But she knew it was a lie.

      Gregor popped the lid off the bottle with a quick jerk of his hand. His gaze caught hers. It glittered with appreciation and ... something more. Something she didn't want to examine with a room full of people.

      "Thank you," he said to Carrie, but he didn't stop looking at Ella.

      "Welcome," Carrie said in a sing-song voice. She scooped up the other beers and started handing them to everyone else.

      Ella could feel Sara's gaze upon her, and she made every effort not to look at her. She didn't want to answer questions she had no answer to.

      "The pizza will take about an hour." Ella frowned. "It's the weekend, so it's always busier."

      "Do you have anything you want set up?" Daegal asked. He had been uncharacteristically quiet since he arrived, but this tended to happen when his son or Sara was around. He was consumed by both of them.

      Ella's gaze skimmed over the living room scattered with dozens of boxes. She was in the process of putting together her bookshelves but hadn't finished before the official moving day had come. The landlord gave her the keys two days early, so she'd moved in the shelves, food, some pillows and blankets, and a few other things. Most people wouldn't have moved a bookshelf in first, but it was one of the most important things she owned.

      The shelving system was at least eight feet long and took up the entire back wall of the living room. She had it custom designed several years ago. Only after it arrived did she realize was a pain it was to set up.

      Gregor saw her eyes go to her shelves. Amusement darkened his gaze. Everyone knew about her book obsession.

      Jillian spoke, her voice filled with laughter. "It's the bookshelves. She wants those first."

      When Ella opened her mouth to protest, Jillian put a hand up. "Please, girl, you don't even have a bed in here and your shelves are already half set up. We know what's most important to you."

      The dragons were staring at the shelving dubiously. Ella had no idea if they were handy or not. They were dragons from another place and time. She highly doubted they knew how to understand an instruction manual and a piece of furniture with about a thousand pieces left.

      "It's really okay," she protested, just as Gregor began to unfold himself out of his seat.

      "I will look at it," he said. "Just to see if I can help. Okay?"

      She liked that he asked her permission. He was never forceful or dominant, even if she could sense that dominance lurking in him like a banked wildfire. Perhaps he sensed something in her would recoil. She didn't know. But Gregor asked her permission for almost everything. No one in her life ever had.

      "Please," Ella said and nodded. "Thank you."

      A hint of relief showed in his eyes before he hid it away. Gregor stood and marveled at what was already put together. "This is quite something." He ran a large hand down the smooth mahogany wood.

      Ella watched as Gregor studied the shelving and picked up the instructions. He read for a few seconds before he frowned. "I do not think I should touch this right now. Perhaps when I learn more?" His brow knit together. Gregor didn't look pleased by his admission. If anything, he looked grumpy about it.

      "It's okay," Ella said. "I know how to put it together." Another blush appeared on her cheeks.

      Admiration flickered over Gregor's face before he nodded and came back into the living room.

      The doorbell rang right afterward. Ella cleared her throat and rushed over, thankful for the interruption. Every time she talked to Gregor she felt tongue-tied. She opened the door, sensing Gregor's presence right behind her. She stiffened and forced herself to relax. He was here for the pizzas. Ella couldn't carry eight by herself.

      Relax, she admonished herself. She paid the driver and tipped him generously for his mad carrying skills and allowed Gregor to reach over and take all of them. His arm brushed against hers and heat rolled down her spine. She gave the driver an awkward smile and shut the door.

      Gregor looked ridiculous carrying all of those pizzas. An unbidden smile formed on her mouth as she watched him. He set them carefully down on her new table. She hadn't yet bought the chairs, so people were going to be eating where they could.

      "PIZZA!" Sebastian exclaimed. He sprung from his seat, stumbled, and fell into Ella's bookshelf. A loud crash cracked through the room, and she watched in horror as one of the main shelves cracked and fell to the floor. Two of the metal brackets snapped from the wall.

      The silence was deafening.

      Ella's mouth opened, shut, and opened again. But all she could do was shake her head, inhale a shaky breath, and leave the room before she said something she couldn't take back.

      As soon as Ella shut the door behind her, murmured voices rose in the living room. She couldn't hear them, but the words "imbecile" and "dolt" were loud enough to filter through the fog.

      It was a bookshelf. She shouldn't be upset.

      Ella sat down on the edge of her bed and gripped the sides of the mattress to stop her hands from shaking. When she was sixteen, she filed for emancipation from the courts. She won her case, lied about her age, and took a job to support herself. The shelving was the first major purchase she made when she met Sara and moved in. At the time, her room was too small to install the entire thing, so she contented herself with only putting up a small portion of it. The rest was still in the box and had only come out when she moved here.

      The shelf could be replaced, but it wouldn't be cheap. It was the one thing she had that she really felt was hers. Ella ran a hand through her hair. She'd need to figure out how to fix the sheetrock, too. Sebastian was at least 250 pounds, so she was surprised there wasn't much damage.

      She wasn't sure how long she sat there, but it must have been at least half an hour. A soft knock on the door sounded, startling her out of her thoughts.

      She got up, straightened her hair, wiped her eyes, and opened the door.

      Gregor stood there, a larger than life presence in the small doorway.

      "Hi," she said stupidly.

      "Ella," he started, his gray eyes searching hers. "Sebastian is an idiot."

      A wet laugh escaped her.

      "Everyone has left, and I hope you don't mind me staying behind. Your friends warned me to leave you alone." He paused. "But I, too, know what it is to lose something precious." A tenuous smile appeared on his lips. "I know how much you love books and learning. Sebastian will bear the costs of any repairs. In fact, when he gets home, he will be on the receiver speaking to someone who can fix your wall first."

      Ella frowned at the word receiver but realized he was talking about the phone.

      "That isn't necessary—" she began.

      Gregor shook his head. "It is necessary. Dragons have honor. Even Sebastian. I assure you he feels terrible." He scrubbed a hand over his chin. "Next time, he will hold his seat when pizza arrives in the room."

      Her lips trembled, and she couldn't decide whether to laugh or cry. "Thank you, Gregor."

      He placed a fist against his heart and gave her a little bow. "It is my pleasure, my lady."

      Gregor turned and picked up his leather satchel. She watched the powerful muscles play in his back as he bent. Her mouth went dry as the fabric pulled against his skin. Heat pooled within her, and she straightened with the shock of it. Never had a glance at a man affected her so deeply.

      Gregor turned, still bent, and stared at her for a moment. His eyes widened and Ella noticed his hands shake before he clenched them into fists. Grabbing his pack, he abruptly straightened. Seconds later, he was out of the door and she was left alone, confused about what had just happened.
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      He wanted to roar at the audacity of it all. The telltale gold of the mating bond had shimmered around Ella when he was picking up his pack. He shut his eyes and flared his nostrils out, still scenting the woman the Gods had chosen as his mate. She smelled of all things good and clean in his world, of fresh berries, picked during a winter's morning, and sunlight.

      It should be impossible. It was impossible. Yet, there was no mistaking the bond once it formed.

      He knew what it looked like.

      He'd seen it before when he married Telya.

      Never had he heard of a dragon being granted two boons by the gods. Two mates. Two women to love, heart and soul.

      In his heart, there was a spark of hope, a light beyond the darkness. But in his head, he knew it had to be a mistake. He wasn't virtuous, heroic, or lucky enough to receive a gift like this. When Telya passed away, he'd assumed he was being punished for failing in his duty the first time they battled Ludovic or for a multitude of other sins he'd committed over his very long life.

      He leaned against a brick structure in the parking lot of Ella's apartment complex, thunderstruck and unable to get his wits about him. Telya with hair the color of honey and a smile so full of life it made everything else look dim. He remembered when he first saw her picking flowers for her mother out on her family's property. He'd been alone, walking along a desolate road after yet another battle for the sovereign king.

      When he locked eyes with Telya, he knew immediately. When she smiled at him and brought him into her home to tend his wounds, he knew he would never forsake her.

      And when she died, he vowed to never love another woman again. There was no love comparable to a mating bond. It was ... indescribable.

      Yet, when he'd arrived on this new Earth and saw the woman with the strange spectacles on her face and those azure colored eyes, something long-dead within his chest had come alive. Stunned by her, he couldn't help but watch her whenever he thought she wasn't looking. She moved gracefully, even with her tiny size. Her hands were lean and tanned, her nails unpainted. Dark hair spilled down her back in waves when she deigned to wear it down. Normally, she put it up in a strange thing on top of her head, but when she took it down and it spilled over her shoulders, his mouth went dry and he imagined all the ways he could be with her.

      Memories of his wife would always intrude, and he would squash those thoughts into submission.

      Tonight was something different. If the mating bond was true, there was hope for him. Hope that maybe he had not been forsaken. If he was before, and she was really his mate, perhaps the gods had forgiven him.

      Maybe now Gregor could begin to forgive himself.

      [image: ]

      Careful to cloak himself from prying eyes, Gregor flew straight up into the air and shifted mid-flight into a large blue dragon. He sped into the cloudy night so he could drop the cloak and screech a sound of freedom. Never had he thought this would happen. He realized now why he was drawn to her, why he couldn't stop thinking about her. It was all beginning to make sense.

      There was a larger question lingering here. Would opening himself up to Ella dishonor himself in the eyes of Telya?

      He flew through the quiet night, his thoughts tangled like used fishing line. So far, he liked everything about the quiet bookworm, but he sensed there was a hidden depth to her he didn't know. Someone in her past hurt her. He could tell when she watched her friends sometimes. There was a flicker of sadness in her eyes when everyone else was happy. In the six months they'd been home, he never once saw her with a male companion, and he knew she never spoke on the phone to anyone. It was a perk of being a dragon. Very few conversations were able to get past him.

      There was no other male in her life right now. A spike of rage hit him as he thought about it. If there had been, Gregor would do everything he possibly could to end it.

      He swooped down, shifting quickly back into human form so he could land on the balcony of Sara's home with little fanfare.

      When his feet touched down, he slid into the home through the glass door. Sebastian lay sprawled across the couch, his handsome face pensive and brooding. As soon as he saw Gregor, he sat up.

      "I must apologize again, Gregor." Sebastian looked wrecked about what he'd done. This was a relief for Gregor because sometimes he wondered about his friend and if he was able to process emotions like the rest of them. Sebastian was rarely serious and chased skirts like he was a monster, and they were gladiators. It was exhausting, really. So seeing him like this sent a tinge of relief through him.

      "Peace, brother. She wasn't angry at you. She was angry about what happened. The shelves are precious to her."

      Sebastian's nose wrinkled. "Don't you think it's a strange thing to get upset about?"

      Anger rose in Gregor. His look was steady as he addressed his friend. "Sometimes people and dragons attach meaning to things which might not mean something to anyone else. Do you not have anything you would be upset about losing?"

      Sebastian’s gaze slid over to the one with curly dark hair. She was an exotic beauty from a place Gregor could not name, but she didn't seem to like Sebastian all that much. He watched as Sebastian swallowed and pulled his gaze back to Gregor.

      "I can't say I do," Sebastian said.

      A tight smile formed on his face. "You will, brother. Sooner than you'd like, I'm afraid." There was no hint of the bond yet, but Gregor had no doubt it would come.

      A huff escaped Sebastian. As if that would ever happen to him, was what he was saying, without saying a word.

      Gregor rarely smiled, but a wide grin stretched his face. His friend was in denial. He couldn't wait to watch Sebastian go through this process. For some people, like him and Telya, there were no words. They just knew and accepted it like the tide accepted the pull of the moon.

      For others, it was much more difficult. Things like pride and old wounds got in the way. He thought about Sara and Daegal and how hard it had been for them. The woman had borne a son of dragon blood while his prince was away fighting. Gregor had to admire a woman who could do that and then tell the prince she didn't want him anymore when he came back.

      The grin stayed on his face as he remembered Daegal's face. He looked like he'd been slapped in the face with a fish. Few rejected the future king of the dragons.

      But Sara had done it for her pride and her son.

      She'd been the first new Earth woman he'd seen with a spine of steel and a heart of courage.

      But ... Ella. She was different, and he expected if their bond was real, their challenge would be quite trying.

      "Shut it, Gregor," Sebastian growled. He flopped back against the cushions, a study of handsome excess.

      Gregor rolled his eyes. Sometimes the gods made people too pretty, and they abused that gift throughout their life. He couldn't wait until his friend realized the woman in the kitchen was who he was meant to be with.

      A Sebastian who kept his dick in his pants was a Sebastian the new world needed.

      He tossed his pack down on the floor next to the other couch. It wasn't that late yet, but darkness had crawled over the horizon a while ago. Gregor pulled the bed from the couch and marveled at the invention. It was both space-saving and convenient. When Jillian first showed him this, he was agog at all the possibilities of the new world. It had taken him a while to completely trust the bed and for the first few nights. He hadn't slept much, convinced he'd crash through the mattress and onto the floor below him.

      Now he was an old hat at it and was becoming more and more familiar with the world he'd stepped into after sleeping for so long.

      Jillian and Carrie were in the kitchen making tea, and there was no sign of Daegal or Sara. Edvard had taken to disappearing quite often once the new dragon prince was born. The house they lived in was becoming smaller and smaller. The two women left planned to move out within the next month or two, but Gregor was wondering what would become of them. They had none of what was called credit and probably couldn't rent anything right now. The concept of credit wasn't completely foreign to him, but the way it was done made his head hurt.

      Back home, he could go into a shop and ask the owner to give him something on his word of honor he would pay him later. It was as easy as that.

      New humans did not appreciate this. It was almost like they either had no honor or didn't trust it. Gregor struggled with this the first few months he was here. If there was no honor, was there anything? He reached behind the couch and pulled out a larger bag full of items he'd collected during his stay here. Ella had taken them down to one of the local shops to get them some clothes for the surf, which was strange. Back home they did not wear clothing while in the water. Here it was frowned upon.

      He didn't much care for the surf clothes, but the soft sleep clothing pleased him. Gregor pulled out a pair of soft cotton pants and a white tank. Ella referred to it as a "wife beater" but he didn't find it as funny as she did. When he questioned why she called a simple shirt such a derogatory name, she'd stared at him for a few seconds before her expression turned sober.

      "You're right," she said. "It's a dumb name."

      "It is," Gregor had agreed as he held the shirt out in front of him. "And I don't understand where the arms went."

      Ella showed him how to put it on, and he was immediately pleased.

      Now, Gregor thumbed the shirt and smiled at the memory. She'd never called that shirt the weird name again. Now she called it a tank top. It was much more pleasing than the other name.

      The pants were his favorite. Even the things she called underwear were nice. He never realized how much things jiggled down there until he'd put those things on and everything ... stopped. When he realized how wonderful they were, he’d called a nonplussed Ella out of her room and demanded to go shopping for more right then.

      She'd colored prettily and insisted Daegal take him. Gregor still didn't understand why she didn't want to take him for a necessity, but Daegal explained it later.

      Humans were weird about nudity and natural things pertaining to the body. He couldn't understand it. In this state, people walked around half-naked all the time.

      Shaking his head, Gregor dropped the clothing on the mattress and dug through the pack again for the strangest thing of all: something Ella called flip flops.

      She said they were her favorite things on Earth, but Gregor still couldn't get used to the slap, slap, slap noise they made and the feeling of something in between his toes. Still, she liked them so he kept trying to like them for her.

      Gregor frowned down at the hideous shoes, scooped everything up in his arms, and headed to the empty bathroom.

      When he was dressed and came out, Sebastian was staring at the door. When he walked out, a grin crossed his friend's face. "Adapting to life pretty well, aren't you?" Sebastian glanced meaningfully at his tank top.

      "It's comfortable," Gregor said and flexed his biceps. "There's no restriction on movement and it cools me down. It's a clever invention." He looked at Sebastian's attire. "Perhaps you should try it."

      Sebastian wore a long sleeve shirt and long pants. There would be nothing wrong with it, but the clothing was shiny.

      His friend plucked at his shirt. "This is what the fancy people wear," he announced. "It's all the rage in the one percent."

      Jillian and Carrie were carrying their tea back to their rooms. They stopped when Sebastian started talking about his pajamas and wore identical expressions of disbelief.

      "Do you know what some people call the one percent who wear silk button-down pajamas to bed?" Jillian asked. Her voice was far too sweet to be genuine. This woman was like a prickly hedgehog, and it would do Sebastian well to be wary when her voice turned to honey.

      "What do they call them?" Sebastian asked cautiously.

      "Douchebags," Jillian said.

      Carrie snorted tea through her nose and started to choke.

      Sebastian straightened from the couch. "I assume a 'douchebag' is a derogatory human term?"

      Jillian laughed out loud. "You could say that."

      "I would not begrudge a man the feeling of this across his skin," Sebastian said, miffed. "It feels like the finest silk."

      "It's powder blue," Jillian said. "You look like you're waiting for Elton John to come home so you two can spoon."

      Carrie was still choking.

      "Woman, are you okay?" Gregor asked.

      She waved a hand, her face turning bright red.

      Jillian's eyes glittered with glee. "Goodnight, Sebastian," she said. She nodded to Gregor.

      "Goodnight, you foul wench," Sebastian muttered. He pulled a blanket up over himself.

      "Enjoy those jammies," she said as she walked away. A few seconds later, he heard both doors click shut.

      "She's terrible," Sebastian said. "How a woman like Sara could have a friend like her is well beyond me."

      Gregor fought to keep the smile from his face. "You of all people should understand the hidden depths of people."

      Sebastian snorted. "We both know there is no depth to me. I'm a shallow pool."

      Gregor said nothing. They both knew he was lying. Sebastian might be shallow on the outside, but it was possible he was more complicated than all of them.

      "Goodnight, brother," Gregor said.

      "'Night," Sebastian mumbled.

      Both were asleep within moments, the faint sound of waves crashing against the shore lulling them into dreamland.
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      Three hours later, Gregor was up. Unable to sleep, he crossed the floor on nimble feet and moved the thing Ella called a mouse across its pad. The machine in front of him came to life. He sat down, careful not to wake Sebastian, and pulled a blanket across his lap.

      Sara showed him how to use this a few months ago, and he had been flabbergasted at the sheer amount of information available in just a few short keystrokes. The Google thing was amazing. Anything he wanted to know, he could find, and it boggled his mind. He'd discovered so many new things and learned something every single day.

      Though it was not without its disadvantages. One evening he'd stayed up the entire night and half the morning researching how to plant a garden in a small space. He had not expected to get so much information in such a short time. When he'd finally gotten up from the chair, every single muscle in his body hurt and he had to do over an hour of stretches to feel like a normal person again.

      Now he doled out this time and searched only when he wished to know something specific. Tonight's search was one of those.

      He pulled up a creative learning tool called YouTube and typed into the search engine.

      How to repair a bookshelf.

      Gregor leaned in, turned the volume as low as he could, and listened to woodworker after woodworker try to teach him how to repair broken wood.

      An hour later, he was no better than when he started. Ella's shelves were different. He did not think it could be repaired with wood glue. The piece Sebastian had broken was massive. Perhaps he could try, but after everything he watched, it was more likely she needed the entire slab replaced.

      Gregor frowned at the computer. Back home, they had craftsmen who would take care of this service for him. He knew the same thing existed here, but there were so many, and he realized you couldn't trust everyone these days.

      It had been a hard lesson for him to learn. Now, Gregor was much more wary about who he asked for things.

      Once he'd exhausted the videos on bookshelves, he flipped to a few of the fringe channels he was monitoring. To the average person, these people would seem crazy. Spouting nonsense and hate was the purpose of the channels, but every once in a while, Gregor would hear something he could possibly connect to Ludovic, the evil dragon who'd been eluding them for thousands of years. They almost had him last time, but he'd escaped, wounded.

      They thought they'd gotten him, but Gregor had begun to monitor the internet not too long afterward and information came to light which made them think he was hiding somewhere, licking his wounds.

      Gregor had every hope of finding him, and soon. He saw how helpless Daegal had felt when his son was taken by the dragon, and now Ludovic knew they all potentially had mates.

      It was dangerous information, so Gregor and the rest of them had all been on their guards waiting for the dragon's return. They didn't think he'd be so bold as to stage an attack in broad daylight, but he had broken in before and taken the new prince, so they knew they weren't safe right now.

      They'd never be safe until they took the dragon down.

      So Gregor monitored and Edvard patrolled the area listening for any hints of his whereabouts. Sebastian whored around and would occasionally come home with good info, too. More often than not, though, he'd come home with garish lipstick smeared across his lips and a torn shirt.

      It was hard to watch.

      Gregor tried a few times to pull him to the side and chat with him about his behavior, but Sebastian would have none of it. Eventually, Gregor gave up. Their bodies were their temples, but Sebastian had to do the housekeeping on his own.

      He settled on the edge of the bed and lay down, his large bulk taking up the vast majority of it. Sebastian was pissed when he ended up with the couch, but he was a few inches shorter than Gregor and not nearly as wide. Plus, Sara was concerned Gregor would break the couch if he laid on it too often, so she made him take the bed.

      It wasn't so bad. Not as comfortable as his quarters back in the palace, but those days were long gone. He settled his head against his pillow and stared up at the ceiling. His sleeping patterns had been off ever since he'd woken up in the sea. It wasn't anything to worry about right now, but a warrior who didn't sleep was a warrior who was on edge.

      He would need to ensure he worked out extra if he couldn't get back to sleep soon. Doing so would hopefully wear him out so he could sleep the next night. Sometimes it felt like all he did was exercise his body and search for Ludovic. He was going crazy. A man like him needed a mission. He hated all the sitting around they'd been doing lately.

      Before the move, he'd spent some time with Ella, though she was careful to avoid him as much as possible. She'd taught him to surf, or thought she had. There was almost nothing on the water a dragon like him couldn't do. But she had taught him proper form on the board and how to take a fall in the water without damage. She hadn't been gone a single night and he already ached for her. Now that he knew she was his mate, he needed an action plan.

      How could he ensure he saw her more often? How could Gregor convince her to let down her guard some and let him in? Perhaps he could claim to need more surfing lessons.

      He snorted softly at himself. If ever there was a sorry excuse, surfing lessons would be one of them. She'd already pronounced him as good as her.

      He was pretty sure she'd just said it so she didn't have to teach him anymore because he definitely did not have the surfing talent she did. He was just now learning to properly ride the board for more than a few seconds at a time. The right way, that is. Apparently, it was illegal and cheating to use magic while surfing.

      Ella's eyes glittered every time she caught him using magic as if she were delighted he couldn't quite figure out how to do the same thing she did on the water. It was difficult not to use his gods-given gifts, but even he could admit there were good reasons not to constantly rely on one's magic. If he were ever in a situation where it failed, it would help to know some of the tips she'd taught him, especially how to navigate a powerful wave when your form was messed up.

      Gregor threw an arm over his face and let out a soft sigh. He was never going to get to sleep if he couldn't stop thinking about her. He tried to focus on Ludovic, but it made things even worse.

      Gregor was a warrior.

      He needed to do something.

      Or someone.

      With a groan, Gregor turned and punched his pillow.

      It was going to be a long night.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Ella

      

      

      Ella's new place was so close to the beach that if she opened a window, she could hear the surf crashing against the shore. One of her favorite things about the place was the location of her bedroom. It was off the side of the house, closest to the front door and to the ocean. It took her a bit to figure out the windows, but when she did, she cranked the handle to crack the window open several inches. It was four panes of movable glass, and when she moved the handle, the panes opened vertically instead of one single pane to open horizontally. More air moved through the room this way, and she didn't have to worry about it slamming shut.

      She eyed her bed but she wasn't ready for her evening to be over. Ella reached over to turn the ceiling fan on before she left the room. When she came back in, it would be nice and cool in the room, especially with the wind picking up outside.

      Her living room was packed with boxes and possessions she hadn't yet situated. The television hadn't been set up yet because she forgot to call the cable company. Her book boxes were lined up on the opposite wall from her now broken bookshelf. A long sigh escaped her.

      One room at a time. It was all she could do. She'd figure out her shelving situation later.

      Ella went into her kitchen and reached over for her Bluetooth speaker. She pulled up a music app on her phone and blasted '90s music. Once The Spice Girls came on, Ella twisted her hair up in a knot, secured it with a hair tie she kept on her wrist and examined the kitchen boxes with a critical eye.

      Her messy handwriting was scrawled over all of the boxes, detailing what went where.

      Ella went for the baking boxes first.

      She'd never met a baking pan she didn't like. Ella wasn't a champion cook by any means, but her baking skills were pretty legendary.

      The thing was, Ella usually only baked when she needed to figure out a problem or she was stressed out. Right now, she was both, but unpacking was more important than making brownies.

      The only sound in the apartment was the music and the clank of pans as she began to unpack. Ella had every baking accessory known to man. How she managed to keep it all in one room in Sara's house was a minor miracle.

      She pulled up an expensive bundt pan and a smile touched her lips. Ten years ago, the life she had now was a pipe dream. She was seventeen, recently emancipated from her family, and doing grunt work online in an effort to show the courts she could support herself without her parent's help.

      It had worked and the judge granted her request. Thrust into the real world with no experience, no friends, and no support system, Ella had to work hard to care for herself.

      She sprayed out the interior of the cabinets and wiped them down before she put anything inside. Every single thing she stored, she remembered buying. Every single penny she spent, she remembered. Memories were attached to everything she owned.

      Ella was almost too sentimental. A bundt pan could easily be replaced, but every time she held it, she remembered a heavily pregnant Sara crying over Daegal and her lost future. Everything worked out, and better than Sara could have ever hoped, but back then, it was a trying time. Ella had used this bundt pan to make Sara a massive chocolate chip bundt cake with a browned butter glaze. They'd all sat around the kitchen table that evening, eating it with their hands. No one bothered to get plates, knives or forks out. They let Sara cry and didn't even tell her she had chocolate all over her face. That's what friends were for. While it wasn't the best memory, the next day Sara had woken up happier. It was all she could have asked for.

      She placed the bundt pan down carefully down and gave it a pat. Memories were the best things in her life. She had friends, a new home, and interesting experiences, but the things that made her happiest were the times she played back in her mind over and over at night. Happier times. Goodness knows, Ella hadn't had a lot of those growing up.

      She worked through the pans, spatulas, and piping tips, making sure everything had a place. When she finished with that, she rinsed off all of her plates, carefully dried them, and put them away in a top cabinet.

      While she worked, she thought. Ella thought about her connection with Gregor and what it meant, if anything at all. Before she moved, she spent a lot of time with him and the other dragons. Not by her choice, and she avoided them when she could, but Gregor was good about finding her and pinning her down.

      If there was one thing she was good at, it was avoidance. Part of it was her introverted nature, part of it was the way she grew up. Ella normally avoided fights no matter if she was right or not. She'd tried to get better about it the older she got, but she hated conflict and usually did her best to avoid it.

      When the dragons had arrived on Sara's doorstep all those months ago, all they brought with them were bags of gold, the clothes on their backs, and more conflict than Ella ever wanted in her life.

      But she still couldn't get the gray-eyed one out of her mind, and to be honest, she was lonely.

      Ella had been alone until Sara came along, but the loneliness had struck up again in earnest when she saw the bond Sara and her mate had.

      Instead of welcoming something with Gregor, she'd run. That was even if he wanted something with her. He stared at her with unnerving intensity, and she wasn't the best with the opposite sex. Ella could be wrong, but she didn't think so.

      She just wasn't brave enough to pursue it.

      Ella scrubbed at a particularly stubborn stain on the granite, annoyed because the place was supposed to have been cleaned before she moved in.

      Disgusted when she couldn't get it off, she tossed the sponge down, put her hands on her hips, and looked around her new place.

      It was too quiet.

      She felt overwhelmed, but it wasn't all bad. This was the first time she'd felt like she really accomplished something. At twenty-seven, she was a homeowner. She had a good job she could support herself with, no debt, and a wide-open road ahead of her.

      She tugged her hair tie out of her hair and let the strands fall around her. Satisfied the kitchen was now up to her standards, she turned off the lights and walked back into the living room. Even though it seemed full right now, she knew once everything was put away, there would be a glaring lack of furniture in the rooms. She had her comfy chairs and a rickety old stand for the television, but she needed to go shopping for more stuff soon.

      Ella reached over for her phone to check the time and winced when she realized it was almost midnight. She put her phone on the charger and padded back to her room. For the next two weeks, she was free to do whatever she needed to get her house in order, so she had plenty of time to unpack. After that, she had to get back to work and normal life.

      If her life could ever be called normal.

      Ella slipped into a pair of sleep shorts and a tank and slid beneath the sheets. Her thoughts were a muddled mess right now, but the surf lulled her to sleep within minutes.

      There would be plenty of time tomorrow to worry about things she couldn't control.

      [image: ]

      The next morning, Ella punched in Sara's number. Her friend answered with a grumpy hello which told Ella Keanu had probably had a bad night. He was almost sleeping through the night, but dragon babies were different than human babies. Sara had to worry about him flooding the place or other weird things baby dragons with no control over their powers could do.

      She was exhausted. Daegal was enamored.

      If she knew her friend like she thought she did, she suspected Sara wanted to lovingly smack her husband.

      "Hey! I'm calling to see if you wanted to go shopping with me. I have to set up my office and a guest bedroom. Plus, I need to get some more stuff for the living room."

      Sara hesitated over the line. When she spoke, Ella heard remorse. "I really wish I could, but Daegal is training with Sebastian and Edvard this morning. Some new weird technique he'd picked up at the local dojo." Ella could almost hear the eye roll. "So they're on the balcony injuring each other for at least the next few hours, and I need to be here to bandage the resulting boo-boos. Jillian and Carrie are in Maui registering for an upcoming charity surfing tournament, so I'm the only reasonable person left here."

      "Oh," Ella said, unable to keep the disappointment from her voice. "That's okay. We can wait for another time." She was about to say goodbye when Sara spoke again.

      "Wait!" she exclaimed. "What about Gregor?"

      Ella froze. "What about him?" A hesitant note had crept into her voice.

      "He's free! You could take him." Sara's voice sounded way too excited about the prospect.

      "Oh, I couldn't. I don't think he'd do well at Mobler."

      "Are you kidding? It would be perfect for him. He's always asking me to show him the human way to do things. What could be more human than spending money on furniture that's almost impossible to put together?"

      Ella did not want to take him. "Doesn't he have to train with Daegal?" She cringed at the whiny note in her voice.

      "Nope," Sara said. She sounded smug. "He's all up to speed on this technique and Aikido, if you can believe it. This guy takes overachieving to the next level. I find him exhausting. He's like a teacher's pet on steroids."

      "Sara," Ella said, her voice low and warning.

      "Oh, come on, Ella. You've avoided these guys like the plague and they've noticed. They want to be your friend and you keep pushing everyone away. What kind of harm could one furniture shopping trip do? Plus, you’d have a one-man lifting machine. He can carry everything into your apartment with zero effort. Just feed him, and I'm sure he would be ecstatic to come."

      "I don't know," Ella drawled. In her head, she counted all the ways it could go horribly wrong. It was hard to pass up free lifting help though.

      Sara's voice lowered. "He just sits here, mopes, and surfs the internet these days. Gregor is bored, Ella. It's just one trip. Please?"

      Ella blew out a breath. "Fine," she growled. "Tell him to get dressed. And tell him not to wear anything too weird. He needs to look like a normal person."

      Sara laughed. "So no leather?"

      "Absolutely no leather. No weapons. No ironic T-shirts he doesn't get. Help him dress. If I show up and he looks like he rolled out of a novel, I'm leaving him with you."

      "Fine," Sara said, though there was laughter in her voice. "One dragon suburban dad coming right up. Be here in an hour."

      They disconnected and Ella stared at her cell phone. How had it come to this? A dragon shopping for office furniture. Did they even have that back in their homelands? Or did they have servants to do all their dirty work?

      A sigh escaped Ella and she shook her head. There was nothing to do about it now. She should have expected Sara to dump Gregor on her before now. Ella padded out to the kitchen and made herself a full pot of coffee.

      She enjoyed Gregor's company, but she'd never been in close quarters with him without someone else being there. This had the potential to be a disaster.

      When she poured her first cup, she closed her eyes and let the steam drift up her nose. Few things were better than a well-roasted bean. Ella took a sip and sighed. She might need a lot of coffee to get through today.

      Padding back to her bedroom, Ella flipped through her closet and finally settled on a pair of gray cargo pants, a white tank, and a lightweight teal cardigan. She slid her feet into a pair of black ballet flats, pulled her hair up in a tight ponytail, and put her black-rimmed glasses on.

      Ella grabbed her lip gloss and slid the berry color across her lips. She wore makeup but not often. It took too much time to apply, and she wasn't all that fussy.

      With a cursory glance in the mirror, she nodded at herself and grabbed her purse. She dug through it for her keys and stepped out of her apartment, careful to lock everything up before she left.
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      The drive over was short and sweet. She could have walked it, but she wanted to get this show on the road. She didn't want to dawdle today, especially not with Gregor tagging along.

      Ella pulled into the driveway of Sara's house, turned off the vehicle and bounded out of it. Since the dragons had arrived, Sara and Daegal had boosted their security. They would know she’d arrived if all of the cameras were working. Ella was still creeped out by all of it, but after Sara's infant son was stolen right out from underneath their noses, she started taking insane precautions. In her words, if Ludovic was still out there, none of them were safe.

      She wrinkled her nose at that. None of them wanted her to move out, but she was tired of the cramped quarters and living that close to Gregor was making her want to shed her skin. Ella loved being with people, but he was a little bit too intense for her taste.

      She raised her hand to knock, but the door opened and her friend stood there with her baby on one hip. She wore a tank and a pair of purple yoga pants. Her hair stood up around her head like Medusa, but she was smiling.

      "Sorry! I haven't had time to tame the beast." Sara pointed to her red hair. "Keanu made sure of that." She plopped a kiss on top of her son's head and held open the door for her to walk in. When she was inside, Sara closed it and walked back into the kitchen.

      "Gregor is changing again for what I swear is the five hundredth time." Sara rolled her eyes. "It's adorable. You should see him. He's like an anxious dad or something."

      Ella stared at the balcony. Three of the dragons were standing there, bare-chested and glorious. And they were currently beating the crap out of each other.

      "How in the world did we not get a noise complaint?" Ella wondered aloud.

      Sara snorted. "I asked the same question. Apparently, it's some kind of weird dragon juju they do. It contains the sound within the house. No one else besides us can hear it."

      The sounds of grunts and fists hitting skin made Ella wince. "Did you ask if they can contain it just to themselves?"

      Sara shook her head. "I did but Daegal, and I quote, said, 'If we keep the sound of our fight to just us, the womenfolk in the house cannot hear what glorious warriors we are. So this is our gift to you.'"

      Ella burst out laughing. "How do you even live with that guy?"

      Her cheeks colored prettily. "It's a daily effort."

      Ella knew she was lying. She'd never seen her friend happier.

      The sound of a soft throat clearing made her turn. Ella's mouth dropped open.

      Gregor stood there wearing a pair of jeans that hugged everything good the gods had given him. He wore a white button-down shirt neatly tucked in with a brown belt and matching loafer shoes. Gregor looked delicious. Like a hot dad dressed up for a parent-teacher conference or something.

      She shot a look at Sara who stood there with her mouth slightly ajar. She blinked in surprise. "Well," Sara murmured. "Who would have thought?" She winked at Ella and turned away.

      Ella stood there for a moment before she smiled. The least she could do was offer a compliment. "You look really nice," she said.

      Gregor shifted on his feet, his brows drawn together. "I feel ... odd."

      "Odd?" Ella asked.

      Gregor pulled at the crotch of his jeans. "These are quite restrictive. I like underwear. They keep everything from shifting when I'm fighting, but I do not know if I like this second layer of material."

      A muffled laugh came from Sara. Today might not go well. Ella strangled the laugh that threatened to bubble up. "You'll get used to them. They appear to be the right size." She had to look at his crotch to tell and wished she hadn't. Gregor's eyes warmed as they noticed where her gaze had gone to.

      "Be careful, Ella. Too much attention and it might want to come out to play."

      A bark of laughter escaped Sara. She waved at them and took Keanu into the back.

      Probably to keep him from hearing his Uncle Gregor talk dirty to Aunt Ella.

      She glared at him. "That's not the way to start our excursion, Gregor."

      His hand fell away from his crotch. "Staring at my gods-given parts was not the way I expected it to start either. I'm merely responding to an environmental stressor."

      Ella's lips twitched against her wishes. Gregor was a man who was good with words. "Let's start over?"

      "As you wish, my lady." Gregor gave a shallow bow.

      "Don't do that today," Ella instructed. "People are going to think you're weird."

      "So far there hasn't been a day upon this Earth where people haven't thought it," he said. He walked over and banged on the window.

      The men outside didn't slow even an inch to Ella's eyes, but they all yelled their farewells between blows. Gregor raised a hand and turned back to Ella. "Shall we go?"

      Oh man, Ella thought. Here we go. "Yes," she said, her voice a touch too bright. "Let's go!"
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      Gregor hated cars. He had no idea why humans preferred these tiny metal death traps. His wings itched to escape from his back, and he wanted to tear the roof off and soar.

      Sweat began to bead on his forehead.

      Ella looked over at him in concern. "Gregor?"

      "I'm fine," he said, his teeth clenching together as he spoke. "How far of a drive is it?"

      A frown creased her pretty face. "About thirty minutes depending on traffic. We can turn around if this isn't comfortable for you."

      Gregor pretended he didn't hear the slight hopeful note that crept into her voice. She was uncomfortable. She always was around him.

      "No," he said. "I am not built for transportation this way," he admitted. "I will get used to it." Gregor had avoided the human mode of transportation for over a year. The other dragons hadn't liked it, but they'd all gotten used to it. They'd all been surprised when Gregor flat out refused to go anywhere if he couldn't walk or fly. Daegal had pulled him to the side months ago and addressed his concerns.

      Gregor was the one who always fit in everywhere. No matter how awkward or strange, he was usually able to emulate the behavior of others and wing his way through it.

      Cars, trucks, and public transportation were quickly proving to be his undoing.

      His hands white-knuckled the contraption Ella called an "oh shit" handle. He had no idea what that meant, but it was a comfort to be able to hang on to something just in case they careened off the side of a cliff.

      Ella seemed to be completely comfortable. She drove like she'd been born doing it. He admired that. It was taking every effort for him not to scream like a teenage girl. He winced every time a car pulled up beside them, every time Ella pressed on the brakes, and every time she changed lanes.

      "You're breathing like you're in labor," Ella said. He did not miss the sparkle in her eyes or the way her mouth twitched to keep from laughing.

      He so rarely saw her laugh, the discomfort was almost worth it.

      "Deep breathing is calming," Gregor said between breaths. "I read it on the internet."

      "So is Valium," Ella said. A chuckle escaped her lips.

      "I do not know what this valium is, but if it helps next time, I would like some."

      "You'll have to visit a doctor for it," she said as she changed lanes. Gregor winced. How in the world did she know it was safe to get over?

      Even flying here was sometimes a challenge. Humans had something called airspace. It meant that the government owned certain territories and if you flew in them, it meant their jets could shoot you down if you didn't retreat.

      Gregor had shaken his head at this concept and scoffed all the same. The notion of someone owning what the gods created was laughable and, yet, the humans persisted.

      The history in this place was appalling. The government was usually at the front and center of it, taking something from someone.

      He'd never seen a place that fought more wars than this new Earth. At home, war was only necessary in cases like Ludovic's. One man tried to claim too much power and persecute another. This was it. People were free to live wherever they liked, do whatever jobs they wanted to, and marry whomever they chose.

      Life was simple back then.

      This ... whatever this new life was. It was complicated.

      So far the only thing he enjoyed about this place was Ella. There was the thrill of the hunt in his pursuit of Ludovic, but Ella was the one constant in his life, even if she did her best to avoid him.

      Gregor was intuitive enough to realize she wasn't avoiding him out of dislike. It was self-preservation. He could tell she'd been through deep hurt in her life. Gregor never pried. It wasn't in his nature. But he'd bet his gold someone or something had wounded Ella in her life.

      "Tell me a story," Gregor bit out. His hand was starting to ache due to the death grip he had on the handle above the window.

      Startled, Ella cut a quick glance at him before her eyes turned back to the road. "A story?" she echoed.

      "Where my people come from, we share stories. Over the fire, over dinner... " He smiled. "There is always an opportunity for a story. This is my culture. Our children grow up with them and repeat the stories their elders told them."

      A frown crossed her pretty face. "I don't know any stories," Ella insisted.

      Disappointment filled him. He rarely got Ella to open up to him. He knew as much about her today as he did over a year ago. Not much. Last night, he thought he might have discovered a new side to her. After Sebastian broke her shelving, she'd retreated. He'd seen the devastation on her face before she masked it.

      "You like books?" Gregor asked stupidly. "Tell me your favorite," he said, recovering quickly.

      "That's a terrible question to ask a bookworm," Ella said, though there was no rancor in her voice.

      "Tell me one that made you cry," he amended. They were on an open road now, and Gregor's fingers relaxed a little. The traffic around them was dying down and the lanes were getting a little larger. It wouldn't last for long, this was Hawaii, after all, but he'd enjoy it while he could.

      The silence stretched until Gregor thought she wouldn't answer, but just as he was poised to ask her another question, Ella let out a short breath.

      "Code Name: Verity," she said softly. "It broke me."

      Gregor turned and studied her profile. The stubborn tilt of her chin, the deep blue of her eyes, the high cheekbones. Those, among many others, were the things that broke Gregor. He itched to reach out and touch her, but she was like a nervous cat sometimes.

      "What was the book about?" he asked. He turned his face away so his perusal wouldn't make her uncomfortable.

      She paused for a moment. "Friendship," she said after a moment. "It was about love during impossible circumstances and how we have to make terrible choices to save those we care about the most sometimes."

      The air was heavy with unspoken words, and Gregor shifted in his seat. His nostrils flared as he scented Ella's pain, an acrid scent that overwhelmed him. Whatever happened to her affected her to this day.

      "Love is a complicated emotion," Gregor said. His next question was weighted. "Have you ever loved someone enough to make a terrible choice?"

      A humorless smile flitted across her mouth. "Every day," she said. She flicked something on the car that made a click click click noise and turned. "I love myself enough to know I shouldn't regret the choices I've made."

      Gregor, in all his infinite wisdom and formidable vocabulary, could not respond for a time. He simply couldn't find the words.

      The noise of the road whirred around them. Ella's hair blew gently away from her face as the air conditioner worked overtime. She had it cranked up so high it was making Gregor's eyes dry.

      "It is good we know our worth, Ella," Gregor said softly. "Rare is the woman who knows how high she can fly. Common is the sparrow who shares space with the unworthy."

      Ella shook her head. A laugh escaped her. "Your words... " she said. Her voice trailed off. "You could be a poet, Gregor. Did you know that?" She kept her eyes on the road, but there was a tension to her slim frame. She was paying him a compliment.

      Today was a rare day, indeed.

      "I do not hang my hat on the written word. I prefer the sing of the sword or the orange-violet of a sunset over the mountains. I speak only the truth. If it comes out poetic, then you should know, I really mean it."

      Ella's smile faded. A deep sigh racked her thin frame.

      Moments later, she turned into the parking lot where an enormous building loomed. Gregor blinked in surprise. His mouth fell open, and he leaned closer to the dash so he could stare up at it in wonder.

      "How many humans in this country need furniture?" he wondered aloud.

      A snort escaped Ella. "You'd be surprised," she said. "Maybe they all have Sebastians running around breaking their things."

      Gregor growled at that one. "Sebastian is an oaf. He also told me to tell you how sorry he was for the damage he caused." He turned to look at Ella as she expertly whipped into an area with two yellow lines where cars were carefully lined up. "Also, he will be reimbursing you for the cost of the repair." He’d already told her this, but he wanted to make sure she understood. If Sebastian balked at whatever the cost was, he’d beat him senseless.

      Ella turned off the metal contraption. "I don't know if it can be fully repaired. But I'll definitely try." She shot Gregor a wolfish grin. "Especially now that's he's paying."
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      They walked side by side, companionably. Gregor was still in awe at the hulking store in front of him. Back home, furniture was merely ... there. He couldn't recall a single time any of them shopped for it. If they needed something, they built it or they took their parent's furniture with them when they finally moved into their own place. He knew Daegal had more luxurious tastes than he did, mostly because he was a prince, but he'd never seen Daegal shopping either.

      This new Earth was strange.

      The doors opened and Gregor stepped into what seemed like an entirely new world. Stunned, Gregor turned in a complete circle, his gaze drinking in all the sights.

      Ella tugged on his arm. "Come on. This is just the beginning. We still have three floors to go."

      Gregor blinked in surprise and allowed himself to be led away.

      Humans were so strange.
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      How many beds did one person need? Gregor stared in awe at the selection in front of him. There were small beds, medium beds, large beds, beds that were stacked on top of each other, and even beds that looked like they belonged in a harem. Ella stood beside him, her arms crossed against her chest, patient as he examined almost everything in the store. They even had things to match.

      "This is one of the strangest things I've ever seen," he mumbled.

      "I can assure you, there are bigger furniture stores out there," Ella said. She gave her cell phone a surreptitious glance and Gregor realized she still hadn't looked at anything she needed.

      He reluctantly pulled himself away. "What do you need here?" he asked.

      Her shoulders slumped with relief. So Ella didn't love to shop. At least, here anyway. That was good to know.

      She led him down an aisle he didn't see until she turned into it. His fingers itched to touch everything, but Ella seemed to be in a hurry.

      She turned again and stopped in an area full of desks. Gregor frowned and watched as she went to each one of them and inspected the wood. She tapped on it, looked underneath it, opened all the drawers, and then would stand there pondering. Gregor had never been so infatuated.

      "What are you looking for?" he asked.

      Her gaze flicked up to his. "I need a larger top area because I work with dual monitors."

      He had no idea what that was.

      "But I also need to be able to put a platform on it to convert it into a standing desk."

      He had no idea what that was either, but he liked the way words looked on her lips, so he merely nodded and watched her.

      "But I also need an area for a file holder and a place to put my drink." By now she was musing more to herself than Gregor. She snapped her fingers. "And I need a place to set up my drawing tablet." Her brow crinkled prettily. "I'm not sure there's a large enough one here. Maybe I need to custom order something."

      "Custom?" he questioned. "What's that?"

      "Hmm?" she asked, her eyes on one of the desks again. "Oh. It's where you tell a craftsman what you're looking for and he makes it just for you."

      "So like a blacksmith?" Gregor liked blacksmiths. Some of his favorite weapons had come from a man named Leo. He was missing two fingers, but it hadn't hindered his weapons-making ability any.

      Her lips curled in amusement. "Sort of. But this would be with wood." She tapped a finger against her chin. "It would cost a lot." Ella walked around to all of the other desks, but Gregor could tell she wasn't satisfied.

      "If it's what you want, wouldn't it be worth it?" he asked. She brushed past him and the scent of lilacs tantalized his nose. He wanted to reach out and take her hand in his, to brush the stubborn lock of hair that kept falling into her eyes away. Gregor's nostrils flared in annoyance. And if he did any of that before he earned her trust, he would lose her.

      She waved at him. "Let's go look at the shelving," she said and turned to leave.

      Gregor followed her, his gaze touching on everything. "Is this to replace your bookshelf?"

      "No," she said, the word curt. "It's irreplaceable."

      Gregor winced at her words. "I will find a way to repair it," he said.

      She sighed and shook her head. "I'm not sure you can." A smile touched her lips. "You weren't the one to break it."

      "But it hurt you," Gregor insisted.

      Her gaze flashed with an emotion he couldn't place. "It did," she agreed, "but it was my sentimentality. Not yours."

      "We shouldn't regret loving something, Ella."

      Her face went hard, and she turned from him. Her attention fell on the shelving units in front of them. Gregor frowned, but he dropped the subject.

      This place was making his head hurt. How many varieties of shelving did one person need? It seemed really wasteful to house all these things when one system should do it. He shook his head. There was a lot he didn't understand about this world.

      He watched as Ella perused the offerings. Gregor knew the second she spotted something she liked. She stilled, watched it for a moment like it was the prey and she was the predator, and then she walked over to it, trailing her fingers across the knotty, dark wood. She turned the tag hanging on it around and winced as she saw the price.

      Gregor took it from her. "Is this a lot?" he asked.

      She shrugged. "More than I wanted to pay," she admitted, "but it's the one I like the most."

      "Then you should have it," he said. "This will not replace the one in your living area?"

      She shook her head. "I have a lot of books." A small smile appeared on her lips.

      Ella was beautiful and intelligent and even Gregor understood how rare of a combination that was. He allowed her to lead him all over the store. Watching her made his heart swell. She might not know she was his mate yet, but he did. Even though he still had a lot of questions about it and how it came to be, he contented himself with these moments. There was nothing between them right now except for companionship. It had been so long since he'd felt this with a woman. Not since Telya.

      He helped Ella lug yet another thing onto the massive cart she'd wrangled from one of the aisles. Even he was dubious about all of the boxes she'd loaded.

      "Shouldn't they be bigger?" he asked as they walked to the area where they needed to pay.

      "You have to put everything together," Ella said. "All the pieces are in the box."

      Gregor's mouth dropped. "How many pieces?"

      "A lot," she said. A snort escaped her as she caught a glance of his face.

      Gregor had no idea how an entire bookshelf fit into a mostly flat box, but it couldn't be a good thing. "How are you going to put all of this together?" he asked. Gregor regretted it immediately. In a relationship, the man did things like that. Didn't they?

      "What I can't do myself, I suppose I'll have to hire out."

      "Hire out?" Gregor inquired. "Like pay someone to do it?"

      "Yes."

      "A man?" he asked.

      Ella's eyes tightened at the edges. "Yes," she said, though she didn't sound as nice as she had the moment before.

      "Why not a woman?" Gregor asked. The thought of a strange man inside of her apartment did funny things to his insides.

      "Because the majority of women don't take on tasks like this. But if I find a woman who can, I will certainly hire them." She stared at Gregor. "I know how to do a lot of this on my own, but it's a lot and I don't know if I'll have a lot of time to put most of it together."

      "Then I shall help you," Gregor said as the checker scanned all of the boxes.

      One of her perfect eyebrows rose. "Oh? Do tell how much experience you have with furniture assembly." She paused. "Or any assembly for that matter."

      "My lady, I assume furniture building is like a puzzle. I am a master at puzzles."

      "Puzzles with power tools," Ella interjected.

      "Excuse me?" Gregor had no idea what power tools were.

      "Power tools," she repeated. "Drills, hammers, saws; things like that."

      "I know what a saw is," Gregor said, offended. "Though I don't know why you'd buy something that needed to be sawed."

      "It was just an example. A drill would be the main thing."

      Gregor had no idea what a drill was. "It cannot be that hard."

      Ella shut her eyes for a moment. To Gregor, it seemed like she might be praying. Why, he had no idea. It was simply furniture. How hard could it be?

      "You say that now. When I open the box and you see how many pieces there are, I think you'll change your mind."

      "I will not," argued Gregor. "You need assistance, and I shall be the one to assist you."

      Ella blinked at him. "I told you I'll hire someone."

      "I do not want a strange man in your home." Gregor straightened to his full height, knowing he cut an imposing figure, even wearing those restrictive pants.

      Redness swept across Ella's face. He'd seen it before. This was right before the moment she threatened to strangle someone because she was angry. He had no idea what he might have said to cause that reaction. But he suspected he was about to find out.

      Ella came a few steps closer. Gregor looked about. Several people in line were staring at them. They must have overheard their words.

      She raised her finger and poked him in the chest. "I am perfectly capable of assisting myself in this endeavor. Should you wish to assist in the future, perhaps you should ask me before you make demands. I am no one's damsel in distress."

      Her eyes sparkled like sapphires. Her lips were slightly parted, and her chest heaved with annoyance.

      Gregor had never seen someone more beautiful. He wanted to kiss her, but he also wanted to keep arguing with her. She used big words when she was mad, and he liked the way she lost her breath.

      He grasped the hand still against his chest. "My apologies, lady," Gregor said. Even though he was anything but sorry. He lowered his voice. "I am merely worried about Ludovic seeing this as an opportunity to ingratiate himself to you. Or worse."

      Gregor was lying. Ludovic knew as much about furniture as Gregor knew about women's fashion. He didn't think the evil dragon would be scouring the classifieds.

      But he'd been wrong about the dragon before.

      Mostly, though, he didn't want a male prowling around Ella's place getting his scent everywhere. Even the thought of it made his blood boil. So he used Ludovic as an excuse.

      The silence drew between them. His hand engulfed her small one. They were locked in a stare until the sound of a throat clearing made Ella jump.

      Her eyes widened in surprise and she spun around. "Sorry!" She dug through her purse and brought out a piece of small plastic. Apparently, these little cards were currency in this world. When Sara had tried to explain it to him, it gave him a headache and he asked her to stop.

      When the person assisting said the total, Ella's eyes went round. She blew out a low whistle and ran her card through the small machine. Ella pressed in a few numbers and waited for the man to hand her a slip of paper.

      This, Gregor learned, was proof of the exchange of goods. Ella got behind the cart and started to push when he gently nudged her aside. "This is why I am here. I will assist."

      "I'm still annoyed," Ella growled.

      He tried not to smile. She sounded like a chipmunk chirping when she was angry. "I know. It's for your own good, though."

      And his.

      Ella huffed a breath and followed him out.
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      Gregor stared at the vehicle, then at the cart full of things. "Ella?" he questioned.

      "It will fit!" she declared.

      "It will most certainly not fit," argued Gregor. "Woman, you cannot violate the laws of physics."

      A laugh cracked from her as she opened the back of her transportation. He didn't budge from his spot until she hit him with a heated glare.

      "Move and let me show you how it's done."

      He raised his hands in surrender and stepped back.

      As soon as the back door opened, Ella climbed into the car on her hands and knees.

      Gregor's mouth went dry. All he saw was the luscious curve of her rear as she jostled something inside. He didn’t even care what it was, as long as she kept moving like that. A muffled curse came from her and she jerked something a few more times.

      Gregor raised his eyes heavenward and muttered a prayer to a god he wasn't sure was listening. He repeated over and over to himself that he, in fact, was a gentleman and if he reached out now and cupped the curve of her ass, he would ruin any trust he built with her.

      Just as the temptation was becoming too great and his hands were moving from his side to do something he'd wanted to do the first day he met her, she shouted, "Eureka!" and began to move back out of the vehicle.

      Gregor wiped the disappointment from his face as she jumped down. She spun to face him, her cheeks red with exertion.

      "Look!" she cried and pointed to the vehicle.

      Gregor peered in only to see the seats were gone. "The fuck?" he said. He blinked and rubbed his eyes.

      A peal of laughter came from Ella. "You can tuck the seats into the floor!"

      Gregor shook his head. "Sorcery," he muttered. "I don't think I'll ever get used to this place."

      Ella rolled her eyes. "Come over here and use your muscles, dragon. This is, after all, why I brought you."

      He tamped down the hurt he felt over that and reached down for the first box of furniture.

      Gregor was on the third box when he felt something right between his shoulder blades. All of the dragons had good instincts, but Gregor had something else⁠—intuition. It was legendary in his circle. He was good at reading people and good at knowing when a situation wasn't as it seemed.

      Someone was watching them.

      He relaxed immediately so his body wouldn't betray him by tensing up. Gregor reached down for the fourth box and glanced around as quickly as he could so as not to tip off the watcher.

      A man stood on the roof of a nearby building, his arms crossed over his massive chest.

      Gregor's nostrils flared.

      Ludovic.

      Gregor tensed to spring. It wasn't ideal showing his nature here, but if he had the opportunity to take Ludovic down now, he didn't care if he was revealed.

      Ella's brows drew together. "Gregor?"

      "Stay here," he growled under his breath. "Or better yet, have someone load this for you and go to Daegal."

      She hesitated. "I⁠—"

      "Now!" Gregor roared.

      He didn't wait to see if she had obeyed him. Knowing her, she had not. Gregor sprung up from the hot concrete, his wings crashing from his shoulder blades.

      Ludovic did not move. If anything, he seemed to still even more.

      Gregor's wings beat against the warm air as he strained to reach his mortal enemy before he disappeared. His skin began to scale over, his hands turned into smooth, deadly claws and his face began to elongate.

      Ludovic still stood motionless.

      When Gregor was less than twenty feet away, the other dragon lifted a hand in a mocking salute.

      He disappeared right before his eyes.

      Gregor stopped in mid-air, his wings beating out a frantic pattern. He wasn't completely shifted yet, but he was close. He pulsed his wings a couple more times and when he hovered over the building Ludovic stood on, he couldn't find a trace of the dragon.

      Gregor screeched his rage as he frantically inspected the rooftop. When he was satisfied Ludovic was gone, he dropped his dragon form and landed on the roof in a crouched position.

      Gregor carefully investigated the area but could not find anything he left behind. Ludovic knew he was going to be here today, but how?

      He bit off a curse and launched himself off the top of the building. Gregor wouldn't be able to shift again for at least a few minutes. He landed softly on the ground and jogged back over to Ella only to stop when he was a few feet away.

      Shock rolled through his system. The mating bond had flared to life. It curled around Ella's thighs, the golden light invisible to everyone except for the dragons.

      Gregor shut his eyes in grief for a moment.

      If he had seen it, Ludovic had as well.

      Even though he was jesting with Ella a little while ago about being in danger, it was true now. Ludovic knew Ella was his mate.

      If he knew the dragon, he knew he would come after everything he and his brothers loved.

      "Gregor?" Ella questioned.

      "Get into the death trap," he bit out as he walked around and opened the passenger door.

      This time Ella did not disobey him. She pressed her lips together and slid into the driver's seat. The atmosphere in the car was somber.

      "You are in danger, Ella."

      She snorted and started the car. "And why am I important?"

      Because you're my mate. The words wanted to spill from his lips. Because you mean everything to me.

      Instead, he said, "Because you were seen with me. He will destroy all of our friends and their loved ones if I do not find him."

      "The burden is not only on you," she said. Ella turned the car on and pulled away from the store. The back was filled with the rest of her purchases.

      So instead of running, she'd gone inside and gotten help with her purchases. He wanted to strangle her.

      "The burden is on all of us," Gregor admitted. "But if I find him first, I will take him on myself." It was a little bluster. Ludovic was powerful in his own right. Granted, it was a twisted, perverse power, but it was still enough to make Gregor wonder if he could best him without his other brothers.

      "He hasn't done anything," Ella said quietly.

      That wasn't quite true. "Are you forgetting about Sara?" he asked. His brow furrowed as he looked at her.

      "That isn't what I meant. Sara was a target because of Daegal. I mean humans as a whole. He hasn't done anything to anyone."

      "The response to that is yet. He hasn't done anything yet. The first time we took him on, he was enslaving our people. Granted, this Earth could present a lot of challenges for him. Humans are not quite as docile as they used to be. But make no mistake, Ella, his ultimate goal is the enslavement of the entire human race. He sees your people as cattle. Fodder for him."

      Ella shuddered as she drove. "Point taken."

      He nodded. "He cannot be allowed to live. The longer we take to find him, the more power he gains. He cannot be allowed to come to full power. I'm not sure what plans he has, but allowing them to come to fruition is folly of the worst kind."

      Ella did not respond for a while. When she did, the subject was changed. "Thank you for coming today. I appreciated it."

      The sun was starting to go down, and even though they were in the car, the rays of it made her hair look a deep red. Gregor wanted to run his fingers through it and see if it was as silky as it appeared.

      "The pleasure was all mine," he responded. "I need to go to places like this so I can appear more human." He shrugged. "Living here has not been easy for me."

      Ella's mouth turned down. "I'm sorry. I know how hard it must be to be ripped from your home like you were."

      Gregor stilled. Those words ... she was opening up to him. "I miss the world I left. My home was full of family. Even though a lot of them were not blood relations, we still considered them to be family." He paused for a moment. Ella's fingers tensed on the steering wheel. "What about you?" he asked. "Do you have family here?"

      He could see her struggle with how to respond. Empathy made him reach out and place a hand on her arm.

      She gave him a wobbly smile, and Gregor felt his heart speared that he had asked a question which caused her pain.

      "My family isn't here," she said. "But if they were, I would not be involved with them."

      There was a story in there she was leaving out. Gregor could sense her wanting to tell him, but just when she opened her mouth to speak again, she shut it. "It's a terrible story," she said. "And one I do not like telling."

      He lifted a hand and tugged on a long strand of hair. "Maybe one day you will trust me enough," he said.

      "Maybe," she agreed.

      "I hope you do," Gregor said. He dropped her hair and looked out the passenger side window. The ocean spread for miles, its deep azure color striking something primal in Gregor's soul. He hadn't been out in the water in a few days. It was high time he got back in. He glanced over at Ella. Perhaps she would join him.

      Despite the subject matter brought up, Ella didn't seem ill at ease until she parked in her driveway. She opened the hatch again and studied all of the boxes. "Some of these are heavy," she said.

      Gregor shrugged. "It's nothing to me."

      "But they're shaped awkwardly. It won't be as easy as it was loading them," she protested.

      In response, Gregor pulled one of the boxes out, slung it on his shoulder and headed to the apartment. Ella scrambled after him, thumbing through her key ring for the apartment key. When she got it open, Gregor brushed past her.

      "Where?"

      She walked in front of him, turned down a short hallway, and opened a door to a mostly empty room. The only thing inside of it, crammed up against the far wall, was a ton of electronics. He frowned as he walked in. "What's all that?" He knew what computers were, but didn't know much about them other than the use of the internet.

      "It's for my work," Ella said, but she didn't elaborate.

      He set the box down on the floor and walked back out to retrieve the others. Ella trailed behind him.

      "I feel useless," she said as she watched him load another box onto his powerful shoulders.

      Gregor stared at her. "You are anything but useless. Sometimes, people are better than others at some things. Today, it's lifting. Unless you can figure out a way to do this better and faster than me, just allow me to do this for you. Okay?" His gaze met her bright blue one.

      Ella tilted her chin up. "Okay. But I don't like it. Allow me to make it up to you."

      The images that went through Gregor's head were graphic and inappropriate for anything but his imagination. He wanted her to make it up to him in a thousand ways and a thousand scenarios. Every single one of them involved her without a stitch of clothing on.

      Be a gentleman, he reminded himself. "It is unnecessary, but I'll be eager to hear what you come up with." He gave Ella a blinding smile and bounced back up to her apartment. Ella's gaze bore into his back. Gregor didn't know what she was thinking, but if it was even half as heated as what he was, he'd take it.

      Sooner rather than later, all of her purchases were unloaded and Gregor stood at the door of her apartment.

      "Please let me know when you start putting all of those together. I would like to assist."

      "I don't need you to," she protested.

      A sigh of frustration burst from him. "All I want to do is help, Ella. That is all. I would like you to let me." He watched her intently. "Please?" Gregor reached out and tilted her chin up to look at him. "I want to do this. Okay?"

      She speared him with a glance, and Gregor felt like she was looking into his soul. The moment stretched between them until he could no longer stand it. Gregor broke eye contact, bent down and brushed a kiss across her cheek.

      Ella inhaled sharply and they stood there, almost cheek to cheek. Her breath caressed his chin and everything within him tightened. He wanted to step back in, slam the door with his foot, and scoop Ella up in his arms.

      There were so many things he wanted to do, but she was fragile. Doing any of it could ruin what he was building. In fact, as they stood there, Gregor's heart pounded in his chest because he wasn't sure if his impulsive action had already done it. They'd never touched for more than a second before.

      This small brush of his lips was expanding into something more.

      He longed for her and even though his emotions were conflicted over the mating bond, he didn't blame it on Ella. If she was his mate, she would come around. She had to. If she wasn't, he still couldn't deny the attraction between them.

      Gregor had not had a woman since his wife. If he wasn't a dragon warrior, he should damn well be a monk.

      They stood there, Gregor’s lips perilously close to Ella’s. She turned, just a hair, and Gregor claimed her lips with his own. He reached up and brushed errant strands of hair from her face. Ella reached up and held his face between her hands.

      The gesture was both tender and maddening. Gregor deepened the kiss, feeling the force of the bond deep in his bones. She eagerly opened to him and his tongue brushed hers. Once. Twice. Ella’s hands moved to grip his shoulders. His hands moved to her waist, and he picked her up. Gregor took two steps into her apartment and slammed the door with his boot. Her legs went around his waist and he backed Ella into the wall. The heat of her drove him mad. His lips trailed down to her neck and the top of her collarbone, and Ella’s breath came deep and heavy.

      When a soft moan escaped her, Gregor lost control. His hand moved underneath her shirt. His fingers roamed over the deep dip of her waist where it met her hips and up until they hit the bottom of her bra.

      Lace.

      Gods.

      In seconds, the contraption was swept away and tossed onto the floor behind him. Her breasts sprang free from underneath the shirt and Gregor couldn’t help himself. A soft exhalation of breath escaped from him. Ella squirmed against him, brushing her core against his sex.

      "Gregor," she whispered.

      He quickly unbuttoned several buttons of her shirt. Gregor’s mouth swept in to claim the rosebud nipple peeking up at him.

      Ella’s gasp of pleasure made him weak in the knees. He kept her pinned against the wall as he suckled and nipped at her breasts. Her hands moved down to his waist and she had just touched his belt when she froze.

      Gregor stopped. Barely. His eyes were glazed with lust, but when he looked at her, he saw the uncertainty in her eyes. He carefully extricated himself from her and set her gently down on the floor.

      He never meant it to go quite that far. Somehow he had to salvage this.

      Ella was the first to step away. She looked down and quickly pulled her unbuttoned shirt together. Two spots of color hit the top of her cheekbones. She swallowed hard, offered him a smile tinged with awkwardness and nodded. "Okay," she said.

      Gregor blinked. "Okay?" he asked, confused.

      "Okay, I'll call you when I'm setting this up."

      Pleasure stretched his face in a grin. "Thank you, Ella," he said somberly. "I want to be your friend. And friends help each other, don't they?" He did not want to be her friend. Or ... just her friend. He wanted to be so much more. He wanted Ella in every single way he could have her. The good, the bad, the ugly, and the beautiful. If it had to do with Ella, he wanted it.

      He also wanted to finish what they’d just started.

      "They do," she agreed, but he didn't miss the flash of disappointment in her eyes at the word friend. Maybe she was thinking the same thing he was. Friends didn’t almost spontaneously have sex in the front hall of their homes.

      Gregor raised a hand in farewell. He did not want to go. "Then I will see you soon." He glanced down at the blue lace bra lying innocently on the floor. It was the only evidence of what they’d just been doing.

      "Goodbye, Gregor. Thank you again."

      He sketched a shallow bow and was about to turn when Ella gasped. "Wait! I need to drive you home."

      Gregor turned back around just in time to see Ella smack her forehead. He grinned at her. "No need. I have wings, remember?"

      "It isn't dark yet," she said. "You can’t risk it." Neither one of them mentioned the excursion in the parking lot. No one had been close to them at the time, but it was hard to miss an enormous blue dragon in broad daylight.

      "I can cloak myself." Gregor shrugged. "I just forgot about it earlier in the heat of the moment."

      "If you're sure," she said.

      "As much as I love spending time with you, I don't want to spend one second more in that death trap you call a vehicle."

      Her face opened into a wide grin. "You're such a baby," she said.

      Mock outrage filled his face. "How dare you, woman!" he growled.

      Ella laughed, her eyes sparkling merrily. "Goodbye for now," she said.

      "Farewell, my lady." He raised the cloak to keep him concealed and spread his wings wide. With a single leap, Gregor was in the air and flying back to Daegal and Sara's home.

      He thought about Ella the entire way back and didn't stop thinking about her until his head hit the pillow and he fell into an exhausted sleep.

      He would update Daegal and the other dragons on the Ludovic sighting tomorrow morning when they woke up. For now, it would hold. Ludovic didn't seem to be doing anything other than scouting.

      What this meant, he didn't know, but he would find out.

      They needed to find him. Quickly.

      None of them could risk the same thing happening to them again. This time, they had more to lose.
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      Gregor was being over the top protective. So much so, that Ella dreaded answering the phone every time it rang. She wanted to punch Sara in the kidney for showing him how to operate her cell phone. He had zero chill when it came to checking up on her.

      It was 4 p.m. and it was the third time he'd called today. Ella glared at the cellphone as if her mental annoyance would be enough to get it to stop ringing.

      When it didn't, she snatched the phone up. "What?" she barked.

      There was a surprised pause on the line. Ella had been way nicer the last dozen or so times he'd called over these last few days. "Ella?" Gregor questioned.

      As if anyone else would be answering her phone in an aggravated tone. "Yes, Gregor?" She pinched the space between her brows and counted to ten. It wasn't his fault. Gregor was merely concerned for her safety.

      Overly concerned, if she were being honest. Nothing even remotely weird had happened. There was no sign of Ludovic or any other dragons. Ella kept busy unpacking and setting up her new home. She hadn't yet touched the bookshelves. All those pieces and all the time it would take to put them together made her shudder when she thought about it. She'd handle those last and maybe try to keep that fact from Gregor.

      A smile tugged at her mouth as she imagined the enormous man surrounded by hundreds of tiny screws and wood pieces.

      "I am just calling you to ensure your safety."

      His words were formal, and they made the smile on her face widen. Gregor was so adorably weird. "I'm fine. Nothing untoward has occurred."

      "That's very good," the dragon said. He grew quiet for a moment, and Ella could sense tension over the line.

      "Gregor?"

      "Sara has something she wishes to discuss with you."

      Ella heard the shuffle of the phone being passed over. Her friend's warm voice came on the line a few seconds later.

      "Ella?"

      "Hey, Sara!" She switched the phone to her other ear as she started to unpack a box of cleaning supplies she'd picked up before she moved out. Ella always tried to be prepared for any situation. She used the community cleaning supplies at Sara's, but once she was on her own, she didn't want to take anything that didn't belong to her.

      "So..." Sara began, her voice a drawl. Ella knew that tone, and she knew whatever her friend was about to say, she wasn't going to like it.

      "Spit it out," Ella said as she placed several bottles of natural cleaner underneath her kitchen sink. She stacked sponges next to them and added a box of detergent pods and dishwasher tabs.

      "I'm going to put you on speaker," Sara said.

      Before Ella could protest, she heard the button and the sounds of movement in Sara's house.

      "Greetings, Ella," Daegal said.

      Ella snorted. "Hey, Daegal. What's going on? This feels like an ambush."

      "That is good terminology," Daegal said. "I think it's fitting for this situation."

      Ella heard the sound of someone being smacked. "So ... I am being ambushed?"

      "Yes!" Daegal said. She could hear the smile in his voice as if he were pleased with how smart Ella was.

      A sigh escaped her. "I don't know what this is about, but I'm busy unpacking. Can we pick this up later?" She finished unloading the box and scooted another one over to her. Taking a pair of scissors from her back pocket, she slit the tape and opened it up. More cleaning supplies and dishcloths. She started unloading things to the other side.

      "No," Sara said. "We need to talk about it now."

      Ella frowned. "Really? Is everything okay?"

      "Everything is great!" chirped Jillian.

      "We know the apartment was getting cramped, and we appreciate you letting us have our space, but Gregor told us about the incident with Ludovic."

      Dread was starting to seep through her veins. She didn't know where this was going, but it couldn't be anywhere good. "Yes..."

      Quiet fell over the line.

      "I'm going to hang up if someone doesn’t start explaining," she said. "Whatever it is, just say it."

      Gregor spoke next. "I have fears for your safety."

      "Gosh, is that why you're calling me every five minutes?" Ella said. She shook her head and pushed the empty box away.

      "It is not every five minutes," Gregor said, affront oozing from his voice. "I call you every three hours. It's a good time spread to feel like you have personal space, but short enough for me to catch you if something happens."

      "Personal space?" Ella questioned.

      "Yes," he said, his voice proud. "Sara has been teaching me about it. That and personal boundaries. Which are two different things."

      A laugh burbled from Ella. "Those are important things to know," she said. Ella didn't want to hurt Gregor's feelings. And, it was true. Personal space and boundaries were important for anyone to know, but especially for four enormous men who sprang out of the ocean in order to save humanity. They had no concept of a lot of human behaviors when they'd arrived. All of them were still weird in some ways and probably always would be. They were endearing, though, for the most part, and that could take someone a long way.

      "We think Gregor should stay with you," Sara blurted out.

      Ella inhaled a gasp of air, feeling like she'd been punched in the solar plexus. "Excuse me?" she breathed.

      "You heard us," Sara said quietly.

      "I'm afraid I misheard you. It sounded like you wanted Gregor to live with me."

      "Yes!" Daegal said again. "Wouldn't that be wonderful? You'd have Gregor all to yourself, and you'd have around the clock protection."

      Ella pulled the phone away from her ear and stared at it in disbelief for a second. "Wonderful?" she yelped. "Wonderful? I moved to get some space. The last thing I want is an almost seven-foot dragon moving in with me!"

      "I am not seven-foot," Gregor murmured.

      "That's what you took from that?" Ella screeched.

      "I know you're angry," Sara interjected. "But I urge you to do this. Ludovic is dangerous, Ella. You remember what he did to me. He took my son right from under my nose." Her voice broke. "Please. I care about you. It would only be for a little while."

      "That's dirty pool, Sara. Tears should be out of bounds." Ella’s tone was cold.

      "I'm sorry, but it’s for the best," Sara said.

      "Sara," she said, keeping her voice low. "You do not know what you're asking me to do."

      "I do know, and I'm sorry to ask. I can't let anything happen to you."

      "And why does it have to be Gregor?" Ella asked curtly. "What can’t it be one of the other dragons?"

      Sara's breath comes out in a rush. "None of them will go. Not because of⁠—" Something abruptly cut her off.

      "Sara?"

      "Gregor will be at your house this evening," said Daegal. "It is our last resort. We hope to find Ludovic soon. Gregor will leave once we do." Daegal's pause was heavy. "If you want him to."

      "What does that even mean?" Ella said, frustration seeping through every pore in her body. "Sara, what do you mean? Because of what?"

      "I'm so sorry," said Gregor.

      "Yeah? You better be sorry! I swear to God, Gregor, you better make sure you put the seat down or so help me I will⁠—"

      The line clicked off.

      Ella screeched and stared at her phone in disbelief. "Of all the high-handed ridiculous things to happen, he's moving in with me?" The expletives began to flow from her mouth. "What the fuck is happening to my life?"

      She stood, brushed off her jeans and slammed her cell phone down on the counter. There was a guest bedroom, but the only thing set up was the bed. Nothing else. She'd unpacked the kitchen, so there were at least pots, but she didn't have that much food.

      Ella knew exactly how much a hungry dragon could eat. Her thoughts whirled around. There was a lot to think about with a roommate. Especially with one who wasn't human.

      But there was a much larger issue. She didn't want Gregor here because she was afraid she would lose control.

      Ella Masters did not lose control. She was as cool as a cucumber. Ice cold. Ice queen. Except ... around him. She felt like she was on fire. All the time. And he was the only one who could quench her blaze.

      "This is a terrible idea," she said to herself.

      Ella turned to walk back out to the living room. Something caught the edge of her peripheral vision. She turned, only to see a huge man standing outside of her apartment looking into her window.

      Ella sucked in a gasp of shocked air. At first, she wanted to laugh at herself. Maybe he was just lost. But as she took a couple of steps closer, she realized that wasn't the case.

      Ludovic stood outside of her window. No. He loomed outside.

      He wasn't doing anything. He'd made no move to invade her space or do anything to her. He merely watched.

      That was somehow more terrifying than the alternative. Ella spun around and dashed back to the kitchen to grab her phone. When she had it in her hand, she pressed Sara's number and turned back to the window.

      Ludovic was gone.

      Gregor answered on the first ring. "Ella? Is something wrong?"

      "Ludovic!" she said, her voice borderline hysterical. "He's outside my window!"

      "Get into a locked room. Right now. Do not come out until you hear my voice. Do you understand?"

      "Yes," she whispered, her hand so tight on the phone it was going numb.

      "Good, I'm going to pass you to Sara. Go!"

      Ella went. She ran to her bedroom and closed the door behind her. She turned the lock, spun, and rushed over to her closet. It was mostly empty, but if she arranged the clothes just right, they might hide her from his eyes. Especially if he were in a hurry.

      She crouched in the corner, hidden by a surfboard and some of her dresses. Her breathing came in harsh, labored gasps. Mentally, she told herself to calm down. "Breathe," she whispered. Her nostrils flared as she filled her lungs with air.

      Moments later, her breath was somewhat under control and she was straining to listen for any sound of him.

      But there was nothing.

      Ella's hands shook so she clenched them together in a prayer position. She wasn't a religious woman, but this sort of fear required a divine effort.

      Seconds later, the sound of a splintering door shook her apartment. Ella whimpered in fear and shut her eyes tightly. She didn't want to see whatever was coming at her.

      "ELLA!" a voice roared through the silence.

      Ella stilled, her eyes widening and her heart pounding with hope. That voice.

      It sounded like Gregor.

      But still, she didn't move.

      "ELLA!"

      It was Gregor. She quietly moved the surfboard away and stood in the closet.

      "IT'S GREGOR!"

      Ella rushed out of the closet, tripping over loose clothing, and flung her bedroom door open. When she saw the way he looked, her heart tripped and scattered.

      His gray eyes were wide and haunted. Fear had stripped any sense of humanity from him. His cheekbones were stark against the planes of his face, and he still wore his wings. If anyone saw him like this, there would be a lot of hard questions to answer.

      She didn't question it. Ella flung herself at him.

      Gregor captured her in his arms and whispered words she couldn't decipher in a tongue so ancient it made her shiver.

      He held her until she stopped shaking, stroking a large hand down her hair and holding her so tight she was having trouble breathing. It took a while before she had the strength to step away from him. When she did, his face took her breath away.

      Gregor was beautiful. When he first came into Sara's apartment so long ago, she found herself in awe of him. His powerful build, his way with words. Those things were attractive to her. But it was his eyes that made her weak in the knees. They say the eyes are the windows to the soul. Ella knew his soul when she looked into his eyes. And she did not find it wanting. In fact, it scared her to the core. She did not know what Gregor had been through in his life, but she knew whatever it was, it was painful. And yet, he still showed an extreme capacity for love and empathy.

      Being in close quarters with him was dangerous for her heart. She knew it. And yet, when she thought Ludovic was there, the only person she wanted with her was Gregor.

      His gray eyes were almost silver with fury. Not at her. At Ludovic and the situation. "Did he hurt you?" he asked. His gaze flicked everywhere at once, it seemed. Over her hair, her face, her shoulders, her legs, all of it a calculated stare to make sure she was okay.

      "No. He didn't get in."

      Gregor blinked. "I destroyed your door."

      Ella hadn't even noticed the mess. Looking at it now, she cringed. "It's okay. We can call someone in the morning."

      "It isn't safe to sleep like this. Especially now. It is still early. I will call someone and have them come over."

      "It's going to cost an arm and a leg," Ella said, staring down at the remnants of her pretty blue front door.

      A frown shadowed his face. "I refuse to give an arm and a leg. That seems barbaric for such a civilized society. I have gold. He shall have to make his peace with that."

      Ella snorted with amusement. "I'm sure the gold would work, though I think he would prefer a credit card."

      "I do not have one of those. Your world is complicated."

      Her shoulders drooped. Weariness was creeping in and all she wanted to do was get into pajamas and veg out in front of the TV. Or, even better, veg out with a good book. "That it is," she agreed. Ella handed over her cell phone to Gregor. "You can use this to call. Don't be surprised if you can't get someone out tonight."

      Gregor's eyes were unreadable. "I can be very convincing," he said, with no arrogance in his tone.

      She bet he could be. It was one of the many reasons him moving in, even temporarily, was a horrible idea. Worst one she'd ever had. Not that she was the one who had it. She could blame her friends for that one. She was only to blame because she didn’t put her foot down.

      But seeing Ludovic standing outside her window was enough to give her pause. She could do close quarters with Gregor if it meant Ludovic wouldn't come back. There was something profoundly disturbing about the dragon. An emptiness in his eyes she found terrifying. A shiver ran down her spine. If dealing with Gregor kept her from ever feeling that again, she would deal with it.

      Happily.
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      Ella had a lot of rules. She sat across from him, her legs crossed over each other. Her toes were bare and her hair swung down around her face as she studied the paper she'd scribbled all over.

      "If you cook, the other person cleans." She looked up at him and adjusted the dark-framed glasses on her face.

      Gregor couldn't decide if he loved those glasses or hated them. He loved the color of her eyes and how expressive they were. But when she wore the glasses, he imagined her asking him if he wanted a spanking.

      He was having trouble concentrating.

      "Do you cook?" she asked.

      Ella damn well knew the answer to that question.

      "I do not," Gregor said.

      "So if I cook, you know to do the dishes?"

      A soft sigh escaped him. "I am not an idiot."

      She tapped her pencil against the paper. "I didn't say you were. But do dragons wash dishes where you're from?" Ella speared him with those eyes and sexy glasses.

      "They do not," he admitted.

      "Ha!" she crowed and tapped the pad again. "So my next question is, do you know how to do the dishes?"

      Ella was exhausting him. They'd been at it for hours. "Yes," he said, his jaw clenching with annoyance. "Sara taught all of us. She, too, is anal-retentive about someone else doing the dishes if she's doing all the cooking."

      "Anal retentive?" Amusement sparkled in those gorgeous eyes. "I see you're picking up some of the lingo."

      "It's hard not to," Gregor said, "living with four insane women."

      A laugh burst from her, but Gregor could tell she didn't want it to.

      "Well, these four insane women had four dragons burst into their home and fuck everything up. So, we can be crazy if we want to." She set her pencil down and held it in place with a thumb. "Have you ever thought about getting your own place?"

      Gregor was stunned by the question. No. He never had. And why not? He frowned at her. Because he never wanted to be too far away from her. If he told her that, she'd scoff or pull away. As much as he was annoyed by this, he was also eager for her company. This is why he hadn't told her to stop talking yet.

      "I have not," was his response. He hoped she'd drop it.

      But this was Ella.

      "Well, why not?" she demanded.

      Gregor shrugged and tried to think of a lie. "Because all of us grew up together, and we are not used to being apart."

      If he were talking about any other dragons, it would be a damned big lie. Dragons were notoriously greedy and fickle, but they'd spent so much time in close quarters and almost dying together, they'd all formed an unbreakable bond.  He couldn't imagine ever living too far from his brothers.

      Even more, he couldn't imagine not living close to Ella.

      "Maybe when this is all over you should think some more about it?"

      When this was all over, if he and Ella weren't mated officially, he was going to drown some sailors. Or something. Just to get some frustration out. "Maybe I will," he said, having absolutely no intention of doing so.

      "Good." Ella picked up her pencil again. "No dirty underwear on the floor, got it?" A delicate shudder racked her lithe frame. "We will have two separate hampers. Do not put your dirty clothes into mine! And, I'm not doing your laundry. I'll show you how to use the machine."

      "No need," he interjected. "Sara showed us all how to launder our clothes."

      "Good. If you want to eat, be here at 6:30. If you aren't here, I can't guarantee there will be leftovers."

      "I will always be here for dinner." A sharp grin formed on his face. Ella took one look at it, blinked, then frowned. "Always," he repeated. "A dragon does not miss dinner."

      "Oookay," she said, looking uncomfortable. "No touching."

      Gregor's gaze sharpened. "Why is that a rule?" Just a little while ago, they’d been doing a whole lot of touching.

      He could almost see the thought wheels spinning in her head.

      "This has to do with personal boundaries," she said. Ella pulled a string of her hair up and was wrapping it around her finger. She didn't like this topic. It was making her nervous.

      "What if you cut yourself?" Gregor asked, his tone innocent.

      "Unless I've cut off an appendage, I can manage it myself," she said. Ella straightened in her chair.

      He pushed more. "What if you've burned yourself, and you're racked with pain?"

      Two spots of color hit the tops of her cheeks. "Unless I am completely immobile, I can deal with it." She opened her mouth, no doubt to move on to the next rule, but he pushed a little more.

      "What if you want me to?"

      "Want you to what?" she snapped. Her gaze locked with his. Ella's breath was coming quicker now.

      "Touch you," Gregor said. His voice was like silk and he could see how it affected Ella. She did not yet know that a mating bond was forming between them, but soon, it would be all she could see.

      The silence drew out like a taut bowstring.

      After a few seconds, she dropped her gaze and cleared her throat. "I can assure you if that ever were the case, which it will not be⁠—" She shook her head and swallowed. "⁠—anymore. I won’t ask you to touch me anymore. But if I do, I will do my best to ensure I give you strict verbal instructions on the hows and whys of it."

      One of his eyebrows rose. "That seems really proper," he said. "I can't help but think that sometimes there is passion involved in touching. In that case, the only type of verbal thing I'm interested in hearing is you repeatedly screaming 'yes'."

      Ella's cheeks were flaming red. There was a touch of sweat forming right at the dip of her neck.

      "Gregor," she hissed. "That is wildly inappropriate."

      He raised his hands in surrender. "You're the one making all of the rules. I'm merely asking you to explain the scenarios."

      Her glare would have cowed a lesser man.

      "Moving on," she said, her face still a fiery red. "I'll make you a key, but if you lose it, you need to notify me as soon as possible so we can change the locks..."

      And so it went, for another hour and a half until Gregor was so exhausted, he was falling asleep in his chair.

      "Gregor!" she snapped.

      He jerked away and rubbed the back of his neck. "Can't you just write them all down and give them to me? I feel like this is overkill."

      "It might be overkill, but I have very strong boundaries." Her voice dropped. "And I haven’t lived with many people before." Ella's shoulders slumped. "I'm completely freaked out about it."

      Sympathy washed his annoyance away. "Hey. It's okay. I'm neat, clean, and I know how to do dishes. I'm only here because of Ludovic. If he comes back, I will deal with it." He leaned over and touched her chin. "Okay?"

      She nodded and blew out a slow breath. "Okay. The whole thing is just so strange."

      "I get it. I'm sorry it had to come to this." Gregor was most definitely not sorry it had come to this. He'd been trying to get Ella into close quarters for a while now. Hell, he'd even tried to trick her into spending time with him before she moved out. Sometimes it worked, sometimes it didn't. But now? Sharing the same roof and with no one else to interrupt or interfere? He was like a kid in a candy store. All he wanted to do was eye all the delights and dig in for dessert. Of course, he couldn't do that right now. She was not used to having someone here, and it seemed like she wanted to bolt.

      He'd have to make sure he put her at ease. Then, he could slowly ease his way into her heart.

      It's what he'd already been trying to do.

      Since he was here, he knew it was working. At least a little. She called him first when she spotted Ludovic, so he knew, at a minimum, she felt safe with him.

      This meant she trusted him.

      He was a man who knew how powerful trust could be.

      Gregor would do his best not to abuse it.

      [image: ]

      Ella tossed a stack of blankets onto the guest bed. "These should do for you, but if you need more, there are more in the chest in the living room." She walked out and came back seconds later holding two pillows. "These were the best I had. Maybe we can go to the store to get more if they're uncomfortable."

      Gregor took them from her and punched them. "We're used to sleeping on the ground or in the sea. These will be just fine."

      He glanced around the room and saw nothing but sparse walls and gray carpet. "I take it this was the last room to be decorated?"

      Ella shrugged. "I had a lot of other things to do first. I didn't think I'd ever have a houseguest for more than a day or two. Sorry. Maybe we can spruce it up a little over the next week."

      Gregor grinned. "I'm kidding. This is perfect. All I need is a bed and food. Other than that, you'll find I don't complain a lot."

      It was true. At least for him. He needed to go back to the sea soon and he would, but he was an atypical dragon. Most kept things, a lot of things, with them. Some even had massive hoards. All Gregor had was his small satchel and two precious things from his former life. To an outsider or a thief, those two things weren't worth anything. To him, they were everything.

      A lock of hair Telya gave him when they were courting.

      A pearl his father had given him before he was taken away.

      Those two things were his entire life. Or they used to be. Before Ella came into his life.

      Ella busied herself making the bed up, but he shooed her away. "You don't need to do that. I can take care of it. Thank you for allowing me to stay here."

      She frowned at his words. Technically, she had allowed him to stay. She just didn't want to. There was a big difference. Gregor expected the first few days to be awkward, but he would do his best to set her at ease.

      Every time he thought about how terrified she looked when he burst into the house, rage boiled in his veins. He never, ever wanted her to feel that again. Gregor wanted her always to be safe.

      He wanted to be the one to keep her safe.

      Gregor smiled at Ella and took the blanket from her hands. If he had his way, he wouldn't be sleeping in the guest room for long. He could see the yearning in her eyes when she looked at him. It had to be that way. If they weren't mates, he knew he could mistake the look. But every time he saw the golden light of the bond curling around her waist, he knew she wanted him.

      Just as much as he wanted her.

      Ella nodded and walked over to the door. "I'll leave you to it, then." She tapped on the edge of the door and closed it gently behind her.

      As soon as she left, he sat down on the edge of the bed and let out a low groan. He didn't know how he was going to be able to live with her without claiming her. It was making him feel like he was on fire.

      And yet, he couldn't tell her about the bond right now. It would freak her out, and he would lose the progress he’d made with her.

      Maybe soon. Soon he would be able to tell her without any fear. All he could do for now was hope she would realize how much he cared about her and how he wanted to do everything he could to keep her safe.

      Gregor rubbed the back of his neck. Telya wasn't this hard. A harsh laugh escaped him.

      Telya was wonderful. Biddable and sweet. Ella was harsh words, sharp intellect, and mistrust. She was fire to his water. Telya, as much as he loved her, was the exact opposite of Ella.

      Gregor still couldn’t believe he’d managed two mates in one lifetime. If that’s what this was. If his feelings were any indication, he’d been blessed not once but twice. It was impossible. And yet, when he looked at the woman outside of his door, he felt in his heart it was true.

      He finished making up the bed. Satisfied it was to his liking, he quickly stripped out of the armor he’d quickly donned when Ella called. Gregor slipped into a pair of sleep pants and got into bed. He crossed his arms underneath his head and closed his eyes.

      Soon, Ella would love him. He knew it in his bones.

      This would make waking up under the sea after thousands of years finally worth it.
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      Two long weeks had passed. Living with Gregor had been an exercise in both patience and willpower. Every single time he brushed by her, she thought about the day they'd gone shopping and what had happened at the very end of it.

      Even now, it still made her shiver in anticipation. Gregor was a consummate houseguest. She never had to worry about picking up any of his dirty laundry. He stayed to his word about the dishes, so there was rarely a time Ella had to load the dishwasher.

      The one rule he kept breaking was the touching, and Ella couldn't bring herself to get mad about it. The touches weren't sexual, she didn't think. Though Gregor did have a way of making every touch linger, which made her think about sex, the touches themselves were innocent.

      A caress against her lower back when he needed to walk behind her in the kitchen. Fingers brushing against each other when they both reached for the same bowl. His knees too close to hers as she introduced him to modern television.

      It was slowly making her go out of her skin.

      Then, there were the stares.

      It wasn't all the time.

      It wasn't even creepy.

      It was just ... she'd catch Gregor watching her intently. As if he knew something about her she didn't know. It made her squirm. The first couple of times, they locked gazes. She was always the one to look away first. In fact, Gregor could be the world champion of the no blink game because she never saw him blink when he was looking at her.

      After a few times, she stopped catching his eye and just continued doing what she was doing. If Gregor wanted to tell her what it was, he would. Until then, he could look his fill.

      She was in the kitchen dicing yellow onions when he came in. Her breath stuttered and stopped as she took him in.

      Gregor had all but commandeered her patio for Aikido practice, a new art he'd learned while watching YouTube. He hadn't gotten an instructor yet, but she didn't think he needed to. Ella almost always made a point of ensuring she was in the living room reading or pretending to work when it was time for him to go out and practice.

      He always took his shirt off. Then, when he finished, he would pick it up and wipe the sweat off his face, leaving Ella a good twenty seconds to gape at him unabashedly. He had to know she was staring at him. Ella couldn't help being obvious. But if he did, he never said a word.

      He hadn't put the shirt back on this evening. Ella's knife slipped and she damn near drew blood.

      Her hiss of surprise alerted Gregor and suddenly he was at her back, looming over her like a knight in shining armor.

      "Ella?"

      She set the knife down. "Close call, that's all. You surprised me."

      Ella didn't dare turn around. If she had, she would have lost all control. The heat of him beat against the thin fabric of her tank top and against her bare shoulders. He had to be twice the size of her, all-powerful muscle and bulk. Gregor was almost frightening in his power.

      Ella knew he would never harm her. He was one of the few people she felt safe with.

      She picked the knife back up and began to chop a few cloves of garlic. Gregor loomed for another moment beside her and then took a seat at the bar where he could watch her.

      "What are you making?" he asked.

      This was their ritual most evenings. He sat there, his hair brushing against his temples because it was still mussed from his workout, and inquired about what she was making. He asked about ingredients, cook times, anything else his mind came up with.

      And Ella answered anything he asked.

      "Tomato soup and grilled cheese," she said, sparing him a glance in between her chops.

      "Grilled cheese?" he questioned. "What is that?"

      "It's a sandwich. A delicious one." Ella pulled the two cans of diced tomatoes she'd gotten out earlier towards herself and opened the tab. She set those aside, picked up the chopping board, and poured the diced veggies into the pan filled with two tablespoons of butter and a little avocado oil. It sizzled, sending the smell of onion and garlic into the air.

      Gregor closed his eyes. His nostrils flared. "I think I am going to like this," he said. His chest was still bare which made Ella feel like her tongue was full of cotton.

      "I think you might like everything," Ella said quietly. There had not been a plate put down in front of him that he didn't devour. She wasn't sure if the soup and sandwich would fill him up, but she had a surprise in store for him with it.

      "Dragons are not terribly picky, but we do like some things more than others. I love everything you make."

      Ella colored at that. She stirred the veggies and let them simmer for a few more moments before she tossed both cans of tomatoes in and opened the container of vegetable broth sitting by the stove. After pouring the contents in, she gave it a stir and turned the heat up to bring it to a boil.

      "I've run out of books," Gregor announced as Ella wiped her hands on a dishtowel. "Do you have any I could borrow?"

      Ella blinked, feeling like Christmas came early. "You want to borrow a book?" she asked.

      When he nodded, a wide grin spread over her face. "Wait here," she said.
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      Gregor ate four bowls of soup, three sandwiches, and read the first few chapters of Harry Potter and the Sorcerer's Stone while sitting at the table. Ella watched him with rapt fascination.

      "This boy wizard," he marveled. "He will have many adventures?"

      Ella laughed. "So many," she assured him.

      Gregor eyed the rest of the books she'd brought out for him. "I should hope so. I will return these to you when I am finished. I hope Hermione is as formidable as she seems."

      She snorted with laughter. "I'll let you find that out on your own."

      Gregor shut the book. "I thank you for dinner. Let me take these to my room, and I will wash the dishes."

      She tamped down the disappointment that filled her after he walked back to his room. When he came back out, he loaded the dishwasher, turned it on, and wished her goodnight.

      Ella watched as he walked back to his room. He was being the perfect gentleman.

      So why was she so annoyed by it?

      [image: ]

      An unseasonable cool front moved through the area over the last couple of days, bringing the temperature down to the mid-sixties. Ella rarely got the opportunity to wear sweaters unless she cranked the air conditioning down. Tonight, though, she was able to throw on a long-sleeved pullover and get her fuzzy socks out. She wore a pair of soft leggings and left her hair down.

      Tonight, Gregor was practicing late. She watched him for a little while before an idea struck her.

      Ella went into the kitchen and rummaged through the pantry, bringing out unsweetened cocoa powder, raw sugar, vanilla, milk, and heavy cream. She pulled out a medium-sized saucepan, added a couple of tablespoons of water and four tablespoons of the cocoa. She turned the heat on low and stirred the water into the chocolate making a paste. Ella continued to stir until the mixture bubbled just slightly, then added in the sugar and milk, stirring all the while. She allowed it to heat for a few minutes, then added in a touch of cream and the vanilla.

      She poured the mixture into two large cups and carried one outside to Gregor.

      He was just wiping his face off when she stepped onto the balcony. Ella sucked in a surprised breath and almost stumbled. Gregor caught her elbow.

      "Careful there."

      She shoved a mug at him. "I brought you this." Super eloquent. That was her.

      Gregor took the mug from her and winced at the heat of it. He shuffled it to his other hand and wrapped his fingers around the handle.

      "What is it?" he asked. He lifted the mug to smell its contents.

      Ella watched as a variety of pleased emotions flickered over his face.

      "It's called cocoa," she said. Ella sat down at the small bistro table pushed over to the side of the balcony.

      Gregor sat beside her. "It smells like chocolate. We had this back home, but never in drink form."

      "It is chocolate. Other ingredients, too, but chocolate powder is the main one."

      Gregor took a sip. He shut his eyes for a moment. "This is wonderful."

      Ella smiled before she turned to watch the waves crash against the shore.

      "It's terribly cold tonight, but I haven't gone to the sea in a while. It calls me, Ella."

      She wrapped her hands around the mug trying to keep warm. It wasn't too cold, but it was a lot chillier than Hawaii usually was. "Are you going tonight?" she asked.

      Gregor nodded and took another sip. "I am." He turned to her, his gray eyes searching. "I would like you to join me." He paused. "If you would."

      Ella blinked in surprise. She wanted to, but she was going to freeze.

      "If you are worried about the temperature, please don't. We have ... magic that allows us to regulate our temperature. We can share it amongst others if we need to."

      "Do we have to touch?" Ella asked, the memory of being in his arms coming to the forefront of her thoughts.

      A smile curved his lips upward. "Not if you don't want to."

      Ella could say no, and he would respect it. She knew this. But tonight felt like a fragile moment. She'd been running from Gregor for too long, even in close quarters. "Alright," she said. "I'll go."

      His eyes lit, sparking his gaze silver. "Truly?"

      She nodded. "Truly. Let me finish my cocoa and I'll change."

      "Deal," Gregor said.

      They sat in companionable silence for a while, sipping their cocoa. When she finished, she excused herself and went into her bedroom to change.

      The air between them felt charged. Ella knew something, for better or worse, would happen tonight.

      She pulled her wet suit from the closet, the one that covered her from neck to ankle. But as she laid it on the bed, she frowned.

      Shaking her head, she rummaged through her dresser and pulled out a teal blue bikini. It was madness. Hopefully, Gregor was telling the truth about temperature control, because if she got in the water in this thing and he couldn't, she was going to freeze her ass off.

      Making the decision, she stripped down and put the bikini on. Then she got dressed again, slid her feet into a pair of comfortable slip-ons and met Gregor back on the patio.

      He'd finished his cocoa and had put his shirt back on. "Ready?" he asked as he stood.

      Ella nodded and turned to go inside.

      He stopped her by pulling her toward him. "Would you like to take a shortcut?" he asked.

      She gave him a dubious stare. "It's just down there. What shortcut?"

      Wings burst from Gregor's back, shimmering with threads of blue and green, they were glorious. Ella gasped in surprise.

      "Put those away!" she said. "Someone will see."

      "I can't sense any humans around right now." He took a step toward her. "Ever flown with a dragon before?"

      Ella's mouth went dry. She allowed him to scoop her up. At first, she was rigid, but he was so warm and inviting that it didn't take her long to relax. Moments later, she felt warmth slowly rise from her head to her feet.

      "Oh," she said. "Is that the magic?"

      His eyes glowed silver. "It is."

      Was it her imagination or was his voice huskier than usual?

      "Nice."

      Gregor took two steps, lunged, and leaped off the balcony, Ella secure in his arms.

      A long scream overtook her, but it was quickly overruled by laughter. She was flying. Her hair whipped around her face and her eyes stung with tears.

      Gregor swooped low and vaulted up, causing her to cry out with alarm.

      "Do not worry. You are safe."

      No one had ever said those words to her. She relaxed fully into his arms. Gregor flew a little while longer before he touched the ground. He set her down and steadied her while she got her bearings about her. The moon was full and shimmering on top of the surface of the ocean.

      Gregor's look was one of pure longing. He took two steps into the sea and glanced back at her.

      That look. Ella stripped her clothes off, pleasure filling her as Gregor's gaze went feral. He held a hand out to her and she took it.

      There was no cold, only the warmth Gregor gave her. They walked together until the water was waist-deep, and soon enough, they were both treading water.

      Neither one of them spoke for a while.

      Gregor was the one to break the silence. "You look beautiful tonight, Ella. You always look beautiful."

      She moved a touch closer to him. "Thank you."

      Gregor's chest was bare and she couldn't remember him losing his shirt. She itched to touch the planes of his chest, his lips, his hair. Everywhere. She just wanted to touch him, no matter where it was.

      He reached out to her first. A small touch on her chin.

      Time froze between them.

      It stopped, then stuttered, then seemed to speed up in a frenzy of hands, and lips, and tongues.

      Gregor kissed her like he'd been a starving man. Ella returned the ferocity of it, her legs treading water while her hands roamed over Gregor's chest.

      It didn't take too long for Ella to grow tired and as she dipped in the water, Gregor snagged her around the waist and pulled her to him.

      "Let me," he whispered.

      And she did.

      He tilted her neck back and planted kisses along the nape of her neck, whispering her name like a prayer. When his fingers went to the bikini tie, she didn't protest. It fell away and Gregor's hand cupped the bottom of one of her breasts.

      "So beautiful," he whispered.

      He went underwater and took the nipple into his mouth, suckling it. Ella gasped, her fingers roaming through Gregor's dark hair. He went to the other breast, his fingers urging her bikini bottoms off. Ella was trapped by his arms and couldn't squirm enough to get them off.

      Impatient, Gregor tore the fabric, only surfacing to look Ella in the eye.

      He still held her by the waist. Water dripped from her hair. They stared at each other like they were both drowning.

      "How I've waited for you," Gregor murmured as he claimed her mouth again. One of his hands went to the back of her head and dipped it back so he could deepen the kiss.

      Ella moaned and wrapped her legs around Gregor's waist. He hissed against her open lips.

      She moved down and felt the heat of him against her core. Ella gasped.

      "Aye, milady. Dragons wear nothing in the water."

      Amusement softened her face. "Are we really doing this?"

      Gregor sobered. His hands stilled. "I've waited forever, Ella, but we will go no further unless you want to."

      Ella nodded. She touched Gregor's lips with her fingertips. "I want all of you," she whispered.

      Gregor shuddered in her arms. A shimmer appeared around her and suddenly, the only water they had was at the very bottom of their feet. Ella reached out and touched the edges of the shimmer and gasped as it flexed against her fingers.

      Stunned, she looked at Gregor.

      He grinned at her, pleased. "It's a secure pod. We use it to communicate without anyone hearing us." His eyes heated. "And for other things." He still held her in his arms. "I want to hear you scream, Ella."

      Heat burned within her.

      "I want to hear you scream for me."

      They floated across the surface of the ocean, Ella secure in Gregor's arms and warmed by the heat of his body and his magic. She wiggled out of his embrace, surprised when her feet felt the solid surface of the magic underneath her feet.

      "Only if you scream first," she said. She crooked a finger at Gregor.

      A grin of male satisfaction lit his face, and he stalked over to her. The magic wavered at the force of his steps but didn't give. Before he reached for her, Ella placed a hand against his chest. She had not yet looked down.

      She wasn't sure she could. Ella was a small person. Gregor was massive. She swallowed in trepidation, even as she eagerly anticipated it.

      Ella stood on her tiptoes. "Kiss me," she demanded.

      "Gladly," Gregor said.

      He claimed her lips in a desperate rush. Heat pooled through her veins. Gregor pulled her against him, then swept her up into his arms and laid her down, on top of the water. He covered her body partially with his. He lay against her and brushed her hair from her face. With a soft touch, her hair dried.

      "Neat trick," she whispered.

      "I'm full of them." A second later, Gregor's fingers lazily drifted over one breast and then the other. Ella squirmed beneath his touch. His fingers drifted down until he reached her core.

      Ella's knees fell open.

      "I want to look at you," he said.

      She blinked at him. Gregor shifted and moved until his face was in between her knees. She shifted up on her elbows. "Gregor..."

      He bent his head and his warm tongue touched her sex. Ella screeched in surprise and pleasure and tried to lift Gregor's head up, but he was having none of it. He lapped at her until Ella was crazy with need. When his mouth was at her clitoris, Ella's breath began to come in harsh gasps.

      "Gregor. Please. Gregor," she begged.

      He lifted his head, his mouth wet with her and shifted to loom over her. His cock touched her entrance.

      "Yes," she whispered.

      Gregor settled and slowly entered her.

      Stars burst within her head as she stretched to accommodate him. Gregor was up on two elbows, his face a rictus of concentration and need.

      She moved her hips slightly.

      "Gods," Gregor whispered. "Don't do that. Yet. Give me a second."

      Ella stilled, her eyes wide as he pushed further inside. She was deliciously stretched and wasn't sure how much longer she could hold on.

      "Gregor," she whispered.

      When he was settled to the hilt, he brushed a strand of hair from her face. They lay like that for a moment, their gazes locked.

      When he moved, a long, sure stroke inside of her, Ella lost control.

      Gregor was delicious torture, a beast of a man locked inside a gentleman. But tonight?

      He was pure beast.

      Gregor roared his pleasure as he stroked within her. Ella moaned and called his name as the pleasure built up inside of her.

      Only moments later, she felt herself teetering on the edge.

      "God," she whispered.

      Ella fell over the edge, screaming her pleasure. A scant second later, Gregor roared as his release shook him to his core.

      [image: ]

      They lay on the surface of the ocean, an astounding magical feat that had Ella beaming with delight as she lay in the circle of Gregor’s arms. The moon cast shadows upon them, lighting his body up with silvery magic.

      She’d never seen a more beautiful man. Ella never wanted this moment to end.

      Gregor’s fingers lazily played with a strand of her hair.

      She nestled closer against his chest. "It’s a beautiful night," she murmured.

      "Never has there been a more glorious night," Gregor declared.

      She peered up at him, enjoying the way the moonlight highlighted the harsh angles of his face. His eyes matched the color of the moon.

      "Where do we go from here?" Ella pondered aloud. Gregor stiffened against her, and she had the first stirrings of regret.

      "Ludovic is still out there," he warned. "You are not safe until he is dealt with."

      She could have gone at least one night without hearing of the Ludovic threat. Ella sighed and sat up. Gregor’s arms fell away.

      "I guess we should head back," she said, frowning as she realized she had exactly zero clothing.

      "We can stay awhile more," Gregor said, though his tone was tentative. He’d sensed her mood.

      "No, I’m tired," she said. Ella wasn’t really tired, but she was feeling insecure out here with him now. She shouldn’t have asked the question. Men weren’t ready to commit after sex.

      It was asinine of her to assume Gregor would be different.
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      Gregor was before his prince, on one knee. The sword he so rarely wielded was in front of him, held out in supplication.

      "Stand," Daegal growled. He loomed over Gregor, not pleased with his friend’s presence. Gregor knew Daegal was aware of the mating bond. There wasn’t much his friend and prince did not know about.

      Gregor got to his feet. The two men faced each other. Gregor was slightly taller, but Daegal was not a man to be cowed. They locked eyes before Daegal shut his for a moment. His nostrils flared and a sigh of defeat rang from him.

      "Ella does not know she is mated?"

      Gregor frowned. "No. I wanted to be careful. She has a fragile heart."

      "I believe you underestimate the fierceness of humans, brother." Daegal stood on the balcony. He turned from Gregor, giving his back to him. It was the ultimate gesture of trust to a dragon. Gregor could strike him down at any time in such a state of vulnerability.

      "Is the bond completed?" Daegal asked.

      "No," Gregor said. "It is almost there, but Ella … she holds herself back from me."

      "And have you mated?"

      Gregor was a man who was good with words, but this frank conversation was enough to make him squirm. "Yes." The word was short and clipped.

      "If the mating bond did not snap into place after that, then something is wrong."

      This was the reason Gregor was here, discussing his personal business too early in the morning.

      "About that," he began.

      Daegal turned to him. "You have doubts." It was not a question.

      "Who am I to have such profound good fortune? To find two mates in one lifetime is unheard of." Gregor shifted on his feet. "I am no hero, brother. I am merely a man sworn to follow his prince. I have made mistakes in my lifetime. Many mistakes. I do not think I am more deserving than others."

      The prince studied him for a moment. "Perhaps that is exactly why the fates have given you such a chance. A man who thought he did deserve it would be selfish indeed." Daegal gestured for him to take a seat.

      Gregor settled himself at the too-small patio table. His legs were so long he couldn’t fit them under the table, so he scooted the chair over to accommodate his bulk.

      Daegal sat across from him. He was about to speak when Sara stepped out holding two steaming mugs. She set them down in front of the two men, dropped a quick kiss on Daegal’s cheek and squeezed Gregor’s arm.

      Daegal did not speak until she was gone. "Sara knows my heart," he said. "Does Ella know yours?"

      Gregor did not know, and so he did not answer.

      A sigh came from the prince. "When the world was first formed and the dragons were new to this world, the gods came from above and gifted everyone with a mate." He held a hand up. "It wasn’t quite as easy as that, as no gifts from the gods ever are. Our ancestors had to find them. New dragons were scattered all over the world. Not everyone was successful. The stories foretold one man or woman was prophesied for every born dragon. When a mate died, there was nothing left but an abyss of loneliness."

      Daegal stopped and sipped his coffee. Gregor was still in his silence, eager to hear of what happened. His prince rarely told stories, so when he did, Gregor knew he should listen.

      "But there was one man—a hero among the ancient dragons who lost his mate to a great evil. The dragon swore vengeance and devoted his life to finding the being responsible for her death. When he finally did, he realized that killing him would not ease his broken heart. You see, this being was responsible for many of the world’s ills at the time. Killing him would have been equivalent to taking only one head of the hydra. You have to cut off all of the heads to stop the evil. So, he spent the next fifty years of his life painstakingly taking down his army. He killed all of the soldiers and all of the soldier’s wives to prevent future children. He took out their weapons forges, their extended family who might have vengeance in their hearts, their villages, and anything related to his activities."

      Gregor’s eyebrows were lifted in surprise. Those actions would require a skilled mind and the willpower of the gods.

      "And when he was done," Daegal continued, "the dragon met the being responsible for the death of his wife. Remember, he’d taken everything away from this man. He had nothing. Not even his ego. The man quaked in front of the presence of the great dragon."

      Gregor sighed. "So he killed him? That does not sound especially merciful."

      Daegal’s eyes glittered. "No, indeed, it does not. And that was why the gods granted the dragon the chance of a lifetime. A second mate. It was because he did not kill him." Daegal shrugged. "Some of us might believe the dragon left him to suffer a fate worse than death. I do not believe that. Because there is always a choice. The man could continue his evil ways, or he could change."

      "And did he?" Gregor asked. Change was difficult for even the strongest.

      A smile played over Daegal’s mouth. "Aye, he did. For when the dragon stood there and the man quaked before him, a woman ran out and shielded the evil man from him." His eyes sparkled. "A beautiful woman with hair the color of a winter’s morning and lips the color of spilled rubies."

      Gregor’s mouth dropped open.

      "The dragon was not merciful because of the man, you see. He showed mercy because someone loved this man enough to die for him."

      Daegal’s eyes glittered. "And because as soon as this woman stepped in front of her father, the mating bond snapped into place."

      Gregor choked on the coffee he just sipped. "You’re kidding. The man who killed his first mate became his father-in-law?"

      "That he did." Daegal sipped his coffee. "Could you imagine a more awkward Christmas dinner?"

      Gregor chortled and sat back in his chair. "So you think it’s real?"

      Daegal nodded. "It is. A mating bond cannot be faked, Gregor. It can certainly be complicated. Never faked. You need to claim Ella before it’s too late, friend. Just because there’s a mating bond in place does not mean free will ceases to exist."

      Gregor stood and gave his friend a shallow bow. "Thank you, brother."

      Daegal raised his mug. "My pleasure."

      Gregor cloaked himself, leaped off the balcony, and snapped his wings out right before he started to plummet. He had to see Ella.

      Now.
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      A figure stood on the balcony of Ella’s home. Gregor’s instincts sharpened and screamed. He dove for the ledge, and just as he did, the figure turned and held out a clawed hand.

      Magic slammed into Gregor, sending him spinning away. Pain roared through his chest as he careened out of control. A primal screech came from him as he righted himself.

      Ludovic had arrived.

      Gregor flew at the dragon again, but this time, Ludovic rose to meet him. Both were cloaked, but their roars and cries could not be silenced. He fought desperately in an effort to get to Ella, but Ludovic was just as powerful as he was.

      He did not think the dragon had arrived on his own, so he knew he had to get to Ella before something worse happened.

      A blast of azure blue magic burst from his hands and hit its target. Ludovic screeched in pain and plummeted, his wing a smoking mess.

      Gregor didn’t bother to watch the fall. He flew to the balcony and landed sloppy, his steps stumbling and off-balance. He crashed into the glass doors, shattering the glass and wood.

      He fell onto his knees, his mind barely registering the thousand cuts on his hands as he kneeled. His gaze frantically searched the apartment.

      "ELLA!" His roar echoed through the house. Gregor stood and rushed through every room. His mind catalogued the destruction of the rooms.

      There was no sign of her.

      "ELLA!" he called one more time. When no one answered, Gregor slumped against the wall, his hand over his mouth and his eyes wet with suspicious moisture. He stood there for a moment, stunned at the development.

      Less than a minute later, he launched himself off the balcony, not bothering to cloak himself until he was well in the air.

      [image: ]

      He landed on the balcony of Sara’s home, wounded and enraged. Carrie was the first to see him. He noted the concern in her eyes right before he collapsed.

      "Daegal!" the woman screamed.

      Cool hands touched his face, his chest, his arm. Carrie sucked in a breath. "It will be okay, Gregor. Whatever this is, I promise you, it will be okay."

      "She’s dead," Gregor said. "I know it. She’s gone from me."

      The hands stilled on his arm. "I’ve never wanted to hit an injured man until right now. Unless you’ve seen her body, you idiot, I refuse to believe my friend is dead. Now lie here and wait for help."

      Gregor shut his eyes and the world went black.

      [image: ]

      Four dragons, a mate, and two humans sat around the living room much later that evening, mindlessly drinking wine and plotting. Gregor sat there in a haze of grief.

      His mate had been taken right out from under his nose. He’d left her alone, and now she was gone. He could no longer feel their bond. If she was alive, she was either hidden by magic or no longer in this world.

      A raven pecked at the glass of the balcony window. Everyone stilled. Conversation stopped. It was already unusual for a bird to come so close, but this one had something attached to his leg. Gregor was about to stand, but Daegal put a warning hand out.

      He was, after all, the prince’s enforcer. He stood down and allowed Daegal to approach the bird. The humans watched, shocked, as the raven allowed Daegal to come close enough to remove what looked like a tube from its foot.

      As soon as it was off, the raven flew off with a caw and a flurry of feathers.

      Daegal opened the tube and unfurled a small piece of paper. Gregor watched, hoping against hope in his heart, but his hopes were dashed like a fall to the rocks when Daegal’s expression turned grim.

      "Ella is dead," he announced.

      The paper floated down to the ground.

      Ash on the wind. Dust to dust.

      The first wail of grief floated on the air, stunning in its ferocity.
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      A person could be beautiful, but if they were a psychopath it kind of diminished their chances with women. Ella stared at Ludovic in disgust for probably the fifth time that day.

      This was the third time he’d tried to get her to put on some ridiculous looking harem outfit. He proclaimed that as his new mate, she had to dress the part.

      Ella had promptly told him to fuck off and then thrown her shoe at him.

      Now, they stood staring at each other from across the room. Ella had one shoe still on, disproportionately affecting her height, but it still didn’t stop the epic glare she was throwing at Ludovic.

      "I am not your mate," she growled at him.

      Ludovic leaned against the wall closest to the door of the room he kept her locked in. Ella was pretty sure she’d been here for seven days. He hadn’t harmed her yet, but he was good at scaring the shit out of her with his words.

      Since she’d been here for almost a week, she was beginning to wonder if he really did have some messed up feelings toward her.

      "Does it matter?" Ludovic answered. He pushed off the wall and prowled toward her. Ella denied a lot of things, but she could not deny how beautiful he was.

      The effect was ruined by the perpetual sneer the dragon wore. Jet black hair flopped over one eye. The other was a harsh blue. His lips were a slash against his face, and Ella wondered if he ever smiled. He could be an underwear model. Ludovic had the build for it and the untouchable, frozen handsomeness most of them possessed.

      Also … he was kind of a dick. Perfect behavior for a supermodel.

      "Don’t you like the way I look?" he asked. He ran a tan hand down perfect washboard abs.

      "Sure. If I were a shallow asshole with Stockholm syndrome." Ella reached down and took off her other shoe. "Don’t take one more step toward me," she warned as she leveraged the shoe above her head.

      Ludovic snorted. "Do you really think a shoe would deter me? I am a dragon. Ancient and feared."

      Ella sighed. "Well I am a human. Hormonal and annoyed," she said. "I don’t know what you want from me, but I can’t give it to you."

      Ludovic stopped a few feet away from her. His gaze narrowed as he studied her. A moment later, he burst into deep laughter. "You truly have no idea." He turned from her, his shoulders shaking with mirth. "This is perfect!"

      Ella lowered the shoe. "What?" she demanded.

      Ludovic turned to her. "Gregor is your mate," he said. A wide grin stretched his mouth. "And you never realized it. How Gregor must have suffered." He inhaled deeply. "I can just taste his torture."

      Ella’s insides roiled with alarm. His mate? Impossible. "Don’t be a perv," she told Ludovic, keeping her voice steady in spite of her ragged emotions. She did not acknowledge his words.

      "Ella, you seem to think he will come for you." He waved a hand. "It is never folly to hope, but Gregor and all of your friends … they think you’re dead."

      The shoe dropped from her hand. Dread settled in her veins. "And why would they think something like that?" she asked, her voice soft and deadly.

      Ludovic headed toward the door. "Because I told them you were." A grin slashed his cruel face. "And Gregor will believe it because this room is warded against magic. He cannot sense the bond." He gave her a shallow bow. "Have a good evening, Ella."

      Ella reached down for the shoe and threw it, but it thumped harmlessly against the door Ludovic had already shut.

      [image: ]

      Ella lay flat on her back, her thoughts a whirl. She was in a room with no windows and only one door that had been locked since she arrived. They fed her by sliding a tray through a slot at the bottom of it.

      A small bathroom was located off to the side of the room, but there were no windows in there either. She had no idea where she was or how far she’d been taken. Her thoughts were all over the place. She thought about Gregor most of all and how stupid she’d been. And then she thought about how stupid he’d been for not telling her about the mating bond.

      Then she thought about Daegal and how he never told Sara about the bond and came to the realization that maybe dragons were just all stupid when it came to keeping their mates informed.

      But … one thing clicked in the back of her mind. When Daegal had left Sara, a dragon appeared in her dreams for almost a year. She later found out it was him. Ella closed her eyes. She had no idea if this was going to work, especially since the room she was in was warded, but maybe mental connections didn’t work the same way.

      Gregor, she called in her mind.

      Ella waited.

      Nothing.

      Gregor.

      Again, nothing came back to her. Ella sighed and rolled over. She had no idea if it was night or day, but weariness seeped through her bones.

      He would find her.

      He had to.
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      Daegal and Sebastian did not believe Ella was really dead. Killing someone’s mate was considered the highest dishonor among dragons, and neither of them thought Ludovic would stoop that low. He would steal from them, sure. He would also enslave the humans, but they didn’t think he would murder Gregor’s mate.

      Gregor thought maybe they were being overly optimistic. He couldn’t feel Ella anymore and hadn’t been able to from the moment she’d disappeared. The mating bond was silent. It was as if it had never been.

      Daegal thought the only place they could be was an old abandoned castle located on what locals called "The Forbidden Island." The military was rampant on the island so sneaking in there would be difficult, especially with the technology the armed forces possessed. It was possible their cloaking abilities would be compromised.

      Carrie, surprisingly enough, had been a wealth of information. Gregor was listening with half an ear when Sebastian burst into the house.

      "Rolf and Aksel are there!" he shouted. Sebastian stumbled and fell to his knees. Blood seeped from a wound on his shoulder.

      Daegal was on instant alert. "And Ludovic?" Sara rushed into the kitchen and came back with a first aid kit which Sebastian waved away. They were dragons and would heal much faster than the humans expected. Ripping off a bandage would only cause discomfort.

      Edvard stepped into the house unscathed. "No sign of him, but they’re guarding one room closely. We cannot tell what’s inside. There’s a magical ward around it." He and Daegal exchanged a glance.

      Gregor shook his head. "This is all for naught. Bide your time and attack when you’re ready. There is no need to search for Ella. The gods have cursed me. I was never worthy to have two mates, so they’ve taken her from me."

      Sebastian growled at Gregor and slowly got to his feet. "Usually I’m the idiot," he said. "The least you can do is look. Try to see if she’s there."

      Grief creased Gregor’s face. "The mating bond fell when she disappeared."

      "Who gives a shit?" Edvard said. "You don’t give up until you find her body."

      Gregor shut his eyes and tried to block the image of Ella’s lifeless body from his mind. He got up and left the room.
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      Three hours later, Gregor ventured back into the living room only to see Carrie, Sara, and Jillian sitting close together on the couch. Carrie had her head on Jillian’s shoulder, and Jillian’s arm was slung across Sara’s shoulders. All of them were crying silent tears.

      When they saw Gregor, they did not acknowledge him at first. He wandered to the kitchen and got himself a glass of water. The sense of failure careened through him and threatened to send him to his knees. All he could think about was Ella and their time together. The way she’d thrown her head back in wild abandon as they made love. The way she made him laugh.

      He set the glass down with a crack.

      "Where are my brothers?" he asked quietly.
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      A slight shimmer in the air told Gregor exactly where his brothers were. He landed right next to Sebastian. The dragon punched him in the arm.

      "It’s about fucking time," he said.

      Edvard acknowledged him with a nod. Daegal took his measure with a long look. Finally, he gave one short nod and cast a silence bubble.

      "This is the servant’s entrance. I haven’t been able to tell if there are other humans inside. He could have cloaked them somehow, but I don’t think so. I think the entire castle is abandoned." Daegal cast a look at the door. "It’s easy enough to break into. I don’t think he anticipated being found this quickly. If we see any other dragons, we don’t stop to chat. We fight to kill. Try to keep it as quiet as possible. Once Ludovic hears, he will retreat."

      "He’s good at that," muttered Edvard.

      "Ready?" Daegal asked.

      Gregor stood in front of the door.

      "Ready," they said in unison.

      Gregor honed his magic, sending water pouring through the lock. Seconds later, he froze it and a slight crack sounded from the door. Gregor pulled on the handle, and it came off in his hands.

      Daegal pushed the door open without a sound.

      They walked in to a silent kitchen. Daegal gestured for Gregor and Sebastian to go one way and he took Edvard. As they split up, Gregor felt hope began to build within him.

      "She’s alive," Sebastian said gruffly. "The gods would not be so cruel as to take another mate from you."

      Gregor wasn’t so sure. "All I can do is hope." The mating bond was still dead.

      "That’s all we dragons have," Sebastian acknowledged. "Especially now, being so far from home and any civilization we knew." He stopped abruptly and held a fist up.

      The sound of footsteps sent Gregor into a crouch. Sebastian pulled a dagger from his waist—a wicked, lethal thing. That was the thing about his brother. The rest of them used magic or brute force to fight. Sebastian was deadly silent and clever with a dagger. He held a finger up to his lips and waited for the sound to come closer.

      When a man stepped around the corner, Sebastian was there to meet him. Gregor let his brother have the kill. It was quick and silent.

      His brother did not fuck around when it came to murder. The dragon lay, his life’s blood pooling from the extra mouth in his neck. Hatred burned in his eyes until they glazed over.

      "Rolf," Sebastian said. He toed the man’s body with a boot. "One down, two to go," he said.

      They exchanged grim nods and continued their prowl through the castle.
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      Ludovic loomed in front of Ella, his hands gripping her shoulders tightly. She struggled to no avail.

      "Get off of me, you oaf," she said, but his hands were like vises. There was no escape.

      "You will bow to my will, or you will suffer," the dragon said.

      "Suffer how? By being locked in a room with no outside contact? By being bullied by a dragon with an ego the size of Texas? Gosh, feel me tremble, you prick!" Ella was almost snarling at the dragon.

      Ludovic’s eyes widened at her behavior. His hands loosened a smidge, and it was enough for Ella to reach in and punch him in the face.

      His head reared back at the blow. Ella screeched with pain and cradled her hand against her chest. Ludovic grabbed her by the shirt and was just lowering his face to hers when an alarm sounded throughout the room.

      Ludovic’s grip tightened for a moment as his face registered a host of emotions. He settled on anger as he stared at Ella.

      "So they’ve come," he said, almost resigned. Ludovic released her, raised his hand, and backhanded her across the face. "You stupid bitch. You could have had it all, and you called them?"

      Pain bloomed across her cheek. She put a shaky hand on her mouth and when she pulled it away, bright red blood trickled down her fingers. Rage coursed through her as she contemplated the man standing above her.

      Ella had not called them. She tried, but no one heard her. She was not one to look a gift horse in the mouth, though. She turned and a glint of silver caught her eye. Ella stilled for a moment, turned and scooted closer to the item and further away from Ludovic. She reached behind her, and her fingers closed over something metal.

      The dragon stalked over to her and pulled her up by the hair. She screamed in pain and anger, and stabbed at Ludovic’s face with whatever she had in her hand.

      The blow landed true. Ludovic roared with pain and his hands flew to his face as blood poured out of one of his eyes. Ella fell to her knees and scrambled to get away.

      When she looked back at him, a silver letter opener protruded from his left eye.

      Holy. Shit.

      She’d never been more glad the United States Postal System existed.

      But she’d never open a letter the same way again.

      Shuddering, she struggled to get to her feet just as the door burst open.

      Daegal, Sebastian, Edvard, and Gregor rushed into the room. A sob burst from Ella as she saw him.

      Her mate.

      Whatever the hell that meant. She rushed to him and he gathered her into his arms for a moment. But it was too brief. He pushed her away gently.

      "Go with them," he said. "I will follow."

      He claimed her lips in a fierce kiss before Sebastian took her from his arms.

      "No," she said and struggled against the other dragon’s grip.

      "Take her to safety," Gregor said. His wings snapped from his back and he turned to face Ludovic.

      Sebastian and the other dragons rushed out of the room.
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      Gregor winced when he saw what Ella had done to Ludovic. Seconds later, a wide grin formed over his face.

      "My mate," he said, "is a warrior."

      "Your mate is a weak whore," Ludovic said. His eyes was a ruined mess. Blood poured from the empty socket. He trembled from the pain.

      "Coming from a man with a letter opener sticking out of his eye, that seems to be the embarrassment talking."

      A burst of magic flew from Ludovic’s fingers. Gregor barely ducked in time. He flew at the dragon and tackled him to the floor. Even with a ruined eye, Ludovic’s power was astonishing.

      They grappled with each other, neither able to get the upper hand, when Ludovic slipped from his grasp and burst through the wall to the outside.

      Gregor followed immediately, shifting into dragon form in pursuit.

      Ludovic’s dragon form was terrifying to behold, but Gregor was too angry to notice. Concentrating, Gregor sent shards of ice from his claws directly at the other dragon’s wings.

      They tore through the membrane, sending Ludovic plummeting for a moment before he righted himself.

      He flew up to the top of the parapets of the castle and waited for Gregor. He circled around the evil dragon trying to see through whatever plans he had.

      An idea, a terrible one, slowly formed in his mind. Dragons were notoriously hard to kill, but if he were to be overpowered and kept that way, his strength would drain.

      Gregor was exhausted, physically and mentally. The loss of a mate took a toll. He was still recovering from the last wound he’d taken from Ludovic, so getting this battle over and done in minimum time would ensure his survival.

      He just had to lure the other dragon to the right place.

      Gregor flew straight at Ludovic. They tumbled in a tangle of claws and scales and crashed onto a flat portion of the roof. Gregor held Ludovic down for a moment and slashed at his face with his claws.

      Ludovic screeched in pain, his ruined face a rictus of agony.

      But Gregor abruptly let him go and flew away. He only had one chance.

      Out of Ludovic’s sight, Gregor began to weaken the stone of the castle with his water magic. He conjured the sea surrounding them and flooded the foundations of the castle, sending shards of ice careening through the stone. When the entire structure began to tremble, Gregor flew back up to the roof. Ludovic was still there, crawling over to the edge. His wings were mangled and drooped behind him.

      Gregor didn’t think the dragon could fly anymore, which worked perfectly for him. He landed on top of the dragon and held him there.

      When Ludovic felt the building tremble again, his eyes widened.

      "Gregor! This is suicide!"

      Gregor loomed over his former brother. "Then you and I shall go together," he sneered. "Your death is the only thing that will avenge the treatment you’ve shown my mate."

      The first bricks began to tumble into the sea.

      "Don’t do this!" Ludovic shouted.

      Gregor leaned down into Ludovic’s face. "I will gladly die if it means I take you with me."

      The dragon struggled against the inevitable, but Gregor’s strength and rage were no match. He held the dragon down and as the first shift of the roof came, he closed his eyes and thought of Ella.

      Ludovic’s roar of fear made him smile.
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      Ella sat on the couch, paralyzed by terror. Sara had shoved a cup of coffee into her hands what felt like hours ago, and it had since gone cold. Shivers racked her body as she thought about her mate and his decision to stay behind.

      When she questioned the others about it, all of them grew grim and stoic. Daegal finally answered by telling her simply, "Gregor chose to stay and defend your honor. We have our codes and we do not violate them. Nor do we insult his strength by insisting we stay."

      Ella had stared at him open-mouthed. "That’s the dumbest thing I’ve ever heard!"

      Daegal shrugged then. "He chose it. When he told us to take you away, he claimed dominion over Ludovic. What happens now is out of our hands."

      Sara’s disapproving glare cowed her husband, but he did not go back for him. Eventually, he sent Edvard back, but all of them wondered if it was to claim his body.

      So she sat vigil, hoping against all the odds that Gregor was okay. Ella shut her eyes, tears leaking from the sides, and thought about him.

      She’d never thought gray eyes were warm before. Not until she’d met him. He was comfort and hope and … home. He had to come back.

      The door burst open and Edvard stepped in. In his arms was a mountain of a man, bloody and beaten beyond all recognition.

      A sorrowful moan came from Ella as she rose from the couch. She reached out to touch him and drew her fingers back. "Is he alive?" she asked quietly.

      "Barely," Edvard said. He brushed past her and made his way back to the guest room where he lay Gregor down.

      Sebastian rushed in afterward and began removing his brother’s armor until he lay mostly unclothed, his body a crisscross of scars and new wounds.

      Ella choked out a sob and fell to her knees by the edge of the bed. "Gregor," she whispered. "It’s me. Please wake up."

      Daegal entered the room and when he saw his friend, he shut his eyes for a brief second before he began to bark orders.
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      Her mate lay silent and unmoving on the bed. Three days had passed since Edvard had come in carrying his body. Gregor was clean and clothed in a pair of his favorite sleep pants and a soft T-shirt. His pallor was still pale, but his chest was rising and falling steadily now.

      Daegal did not know how long it would take him to recover. Dragons were fast healers, but the internal damage he’d taken was severe.

      She’d temporarily moved back into Sara’s so she could sit beside him and hold his hand. Beside her on the nightstand rested all of her Harry Potter books. She read at least one chapter to him each night and curled against him when it got too late. Every morning, she woke up praying he would pull her closer, but he hadn’t.

      Today, she was reading from The Goblet of Fire when she saw the sheets twitch. Holding her breath, she put the book down and waited.

      Another twitch. She took her hand in his and kissed it. "Please come back to me," she whispered as she squeezed her eyes shut and sent a prayer up to the heavens.

      "Always," Gregor whispered.

      Her eyes flew open in surprise.

      "Gregor." Her voice broke.

      His fingers squeezed hers. "Let me tell you about mates," he said, his voice hoarse. "And how they never give up on each other."

      Ella’s lips trembled. "I adore you, you big lug. Always and forever."
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      Gregor sent the final screw into the bookshelf and stood back, admiring his handiwork. His wife and mate, Ella, stood beside him, one small hand resting on her enormous stomach.

      "It looks wonderful," she said.

      "It really does," Gregor said.

      Ella snorted. "So humble."

      "Dragons are not humble, my lady. You wouldn’t like us if we were."

      Daegal, prince of the dragons, stood behind both of them. "If you want something to eat, you better hurry up. Sebastian and Edvard are over there like garbage disposals. The food won’t last for long."

      Ella turned and watched the two dragons piling their plates high with barbecue and potato salad. Keanu, Sara and Daegal’s son, rode on top of Sebastian’s shoulders and pounded his head with a wooden spoon Ella had given him earlier.

      To his credit, Sebastian didn’t seem bothered at all.

      Jillian and Carrie sat in the living room. Carrie was busy plowing through her food, but Jillian’s eyes were on Sebastian. Ella caught her watching the other dragon all the time, but this was the first time she’d noticed something … more in her eyes.

      She nudged her husband. "Do you think…" Her voice trailed off.

      Gregor’s gaze went to Jillian and then his brother. "That is going to be an epic disaster," he declared. "Two people that hotheaded?" He shook his head. "I feel sorry for both of them if it happens to be true."

      What Gregor didn’t tell his mate was he already saw the first signs of the mating bond growing between them.

      He wasn’t sure who he felt sorrier for. Sebastian was a bastard sometimes, but he was deep and sensitive. Gregor was one of the few who knew that about him.

      Jillian was either going to be wonderful for him or shatter his heart into a million pieces.

      He snagged his wife around the waist. "Don’t worry about them. Spend all your attention to me."

      Gregor brushed his lips over Ella’s. "Come, woman, let’s feed ourselves and retire to our rooms to work some of it off."

      Ella slapped him on the shoulder. "Dirty dragon," she said fondly.

      "You love it, wife."

      And the truth was, she did.
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        Thank you for reading The Alpha Dragon’s Mate. I hope you enjoyed it! If you did, may I ask you to please write a review HERE!

      

        

      
        It would mean the world to me. Reviews are very important and allow me to keep writing the books that you love to read!

      

        

      
        Join my newsletter to be the first to know about new releases! http://eepurl.com/ggrmKL
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        If you wish to read the first book in Dragon Shifters of Kahului Series, CLICK HERE!

        Each of the books in this series has a new couple and a happy ending.
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