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      Hi,

      This series is a follow-up to my Awakened Dragons series. You don’t have to read that series first, but there are characters appearing in those books that will appear here and play major roles.

      I have a boxed set of those stories on sale for those who want to catch up here: Awakened Dragons Boxed Set

      I hope you enjoy these new dragons and thanks for always giving me a chance.

      Sincerely,

      Terry
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      “Can I get the next round for you?”

      Liam Steel looked with odd curiosity at the sound of a woman’s voice as she took the stool next to him at the bar.

      All around him, noises of glasses clinking and people talking created a dull roar that filled the room. Behind him, his two crew mates, Magnus and Titus, practically filled the booth they sat in.

      Titus was ignoring furtive glances from a group of women at a nearby table and Magnus was busy disassembling his smartphone for the umpteenth time.

      Liam took in the scent of the woman as she scooted ever-so-closer, just enough for her body to graze his. But as attractive as she probably was, with long, straight hair and full, red lips, Liam didn’t feel much except slight annoyance.

      Undeterred by his response, or lack thereof, the woman put several bills on the bar in front of him.

      “I’ll have whatever he’s having. And get another for my friend here,” she said, her perky voice an odd contrast with the sounds of late-night drunkenness.

      Liam’s eyes narrowed slightly. A woman buying a man his drink? Ridiculous.

      What had the world come to since he and his crew had been frozen at the bottom of the sea?

      With a thump that shook the wood of the bar, Liam plopped his hand down on the money in front of them and pushed it back in front of the woman, who looked up in surprise. Even though he didn’t want to hear her thoughts, he could certainly feel disappointment coming from her at his not-so-subtle rejection.

      “Don’t bother. I’m not looking for company.”

      “Come on. Big, strong guy like you, sitting alone in a bar like this. Don’t tell me you just came here to drink,” she said, smiling through the dismissal as she put an arm around his and ran her hand appreciatively up his muscles.

      “That’s exactly why I came here,” Liam replied nonchalantly. The more she touched him, the more he was certain.

      This woman was not his mate.

      And after months of searching, he was becoming increasingly skeptical of the possibility he and his crew would indeed find their mates as hoped.

      When Liam didn’t respond to the woman’s pouty look, she got the hint and slid off the stool. But he couldn’t help but notice the one last, long glance she gave over her shoulder, accompanied by a sigh of apparent lust or longing, before she found a new seat by herself at the opposite end of the bar.

      That was mean, Liam could hear Magnus’s voice in his head, eager and inquisitive as always. Why not give her a chance?

      Unlike modern dragons, who could share thoughts for the most part only when they were together, Liam and his crew mates shared an almost inseparable mental connection that could span long distances.

      Why do you think? Liam replied.

      He’d learned pretty quickly that if you didn’t make your point strong and quick, women got ideas. And he wasn’t here to lead people on.

      He was here to find his mate.

      Just because she’s not your mate doesn’t mean you couldn’t have a little fun, Magnus replied.

      Oh really? Then why don’t you go talk to her or any other women instead of playing doctor on that damn phone of yours?

      Magnus’s silence said everything.

      He went back to fiddling with his phone, pale, light green-blue eyes focused, dark reddish-brown, shoulder-length hair tied back low with a few strands escaping around his face.

      Titus sat next to him, his wheat-blond hair trailing down is back in a long braid. His firm jaw was shaded with stubble, his expression somber as he stared down at his drink.

      No one was saying it, but his crew was losing hope.

      No one knew how long they’d been locked in ice before the oracle had found and revived them. But Liam knew for sure that neither time nor space had diminished their longing to find their fated companions.

      Do you actually think they’re out there? Titus’s deep voice resounded in Liam’s mind as icy blue eyes met his.

      Our mates? Liam replied.

      Yes. Our mates.

      Liam tried to think of a meaningful response. Something inspiring that would raise the spirits of his crew. But before he could, a disturbance at the bar broke his focus.

      “No,” said a familiar voice to his right.

      Liam turned to see the woman from earlier no longer by herself, a man standing next to her. His glazed eyes were drunk and mean, and the little blonde clearly didn’t want whatever he offered.

      “You asked that other guy out and he said no already. So I think you should give me a chance,” the drunken man said, speech slurred. His unkempt hair didn’t add to his appeal. The bartender brought up another round for Liam, but he hardly even noticed; he was so focused.

      “No, because I’m not interested, you creep,” she said, waving the man away and turning back to ignore him.

      Captain? That was Titus, leaning forward, icy eyes narrowed. Despite his giant size, Titus was often the gentlest and keenly aware of things like this.

      Suddenly, the man grabbed the woman’s wrist and yanked it backward, pulling her to him.

      “Now look here, you little slut—”

      Liam didn’t even hear the rest of his words as he pushed off the bar and cleared the distance between himself and the woman in two steps.

      “Hey,” Liam said forcefully, loud enough to get the man’s attention, but hopefully not loud enough to make a scene.

      “What do you wa—” the man started to say, turning to face Liam, before being interrupted by Liam’s fist driving into his face like a hammer on steel.

      The man flew backward, ricocheting off the bar and into a pile of stools and splintered wood.

      Just because Liam wasn’t interested in the woman didn’t mean he was going to sit idly by while other men took liberties they had no right to take.

      Nice one, Captain, Magnus thought.

      But as Liam turned to go back to his drink, hopeful no one was paying attention, he saw a group of men get up from a nearby table and approach him, cracking their knuckles and rolling up shirt sleeves.

      Company. Shit, Liam thought.

      “Hey, he was just asking her out,” one man said, clearly a friend of the creep who had just been dished a deserved beat down.

      “He wasn’t hurting anybody,” another blurted out as they circled around Liam.

      Despite being various degrees of drunk and smelly, the men were all on the large side and certainly would have been an intimidating sight for any normal human. But dragons, especially the metal dragons, were made for fighting.

      This would be child’s play.

      Want a hand? Titus asked.

      What he really means is ‘can I come, too?’ Magnus clarified with a grin.

      No, I’ve got it, Liam said.

      The first man came at him without warning, swinging a meaty fist at Liam’s face. Liam stepped effortlessly to the side, then grabbed the man by the back of his head and slammed it into the bar, making the mugs and glasses jump and rattle from the impact before the man slumped onto the ground.

      Two more came at him, one grabbing a nearby beer bottle and breaking it to create a makeshift weapon as they charged.

      Glass. How pathetic.

      Liam just kicked the first in the gut as he came forward, sending him flying back into the table they had come from and upturning it. The second, with the broken bottle in his hand, he grabbed by the wrist, then punched him hard in the nose. With a loud crack, the man tripped backward, then crumpled onto the ground as he held his face.

      But as the rest of them all lurched forward in unison, Liam became vaguely aware of a thin, green mist in the air, filling the room like tinted cigarette smoke as he punched faces and crushed bar furniture on the attackers. And with that came an odd sensation at the back of his neck, tingling like a bug crawling on skin, a sixth-sense sort of insight into something ominous and nearby.

      “Everyone stop!” a man’s voice shouted into the room, commanding and incredibly pissed off.

      All at once, everything stopped, as if the entire world had been frozen in time. Liam’s muscles all froze, his fist mere inches from a guy’s cheekbone.

      Conversations stopped mid-sentence. Raised glasses poured their contents all over their unmoving, non-drinking owners. Everyone stayed in place, unable to speak or shift even slightly.

      And out of the corner of Liam’s eye, he saw a tall, blond man come through the door to the bar, striding like a pompous asshole and glaring furiously with piercing green eyes.

      Dammit, the emerald dragon had found them.

      The fun was over.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Aegis, the emerald dragon, cursed the day he’d agreed to take this assignment and watch over the metal dragons as they adjusted to society.

      He paced angrily in his office, fuming with rage, and stopped only when he heard a loud knock at the door.

      “Come in,” he said sharply, ready to punch whoever came through the door first.

      Especially if it was Liam.

      Aegis should never have had to track the metal dragons down, only to find their leader brawling like a maniac with a group of human men.

      Magnus had tried to explain their captain had only been doing it to protect a woman being harangued by some drunkard, but that didn’t change the fact that Aegis had needed to use his powers to stop the fight and later erase everyone’s memories of the occurrence.

      Which he wouldn’t have had to do if they hadn’t been there in the first place.

      The door opened and the citrine dragon, with his long brown hair, champagne-colored eyes, and infuriatingly calm demeanor, walked in, taking a seat by the door.

      A second later, Aegis’s mate, the opal dragon, with her long black hair and shimmering beauty, glided in after him.

      Aegis felt his blood pressure drop a few degrees, if only for the sake of not throwing a temper tantrum in front of his wife.

      “You know, you’ve got to stop erasing people’s memories like that,” Citrine said coolly, as if commenting on the weather. “It’s dangerous.”

      “What did you expect me to do? The metal dragons were acting like Neanderthals again.” Aegis fumed, pacing again.

      Opal, who had made herself comfortable in the oversized leather chair at the head of Aegis’s desk, just watched him, both concern and amusement in her gaze as he walked in circles.

      “Aegis, you’ve got to stop worrying so much,” she said, the sound of her voice more soothing than any earthly food or drink.

      “Worried? Ha, I’m not worried. I’m angry. Angry with these miscreant dragons. Angry with the oracle for putting me up to this charade. Angry that we haven’t been able to make progress on the mission we’ve been given.”

      At that, Opal stood and took one of his hands in both of hers, her soft skin sending calm surging through him.

      “You can’t control everything, you know,” she said with a light giggle, the sound charming and a strong reminder of just how lucky he was to have her.

      “Yes, I can. And I will,” Aegis insisted.

      “Very well. But in the meantime, have a seat.”

      At her command, Aegis plopped himself into a chair, and Opal took another seat beside him.

      “Have there been any updates from the oracle lately?” he asked.

      “None,” Citrine said flatly. “She’s still dealing with things on Pride Island. And with the gem dragons working closely with the regional dragon teams and local shifter groups, things are pretty quiet out here right now.”

      “Which means all we have to worry about is finding mates for the metal dragons,” Opal added.

      Aegis was starting to lose hope. The Oracle had trusted Liam and his crew so much that she hadn’t even collared them as she had Aegis and his counterparts. And at first, they’d tried letting the crew have total freedom. But one too many incidents had occurred, so Aegis ordered they be sequestered at the castle.

      But there had to be some way to help the damn dragons find their mates so they would aid humanity in the fight against evil. Some way without endangering humans and without revealing their identities as dragons.

      Reading his mind, Opal offered a suggestion. “How about using a dating service?”

      “Too risky. We can’t have their faces and information online somewhere public,” Aegis replied, thinking it out.

      “How about setting them up as chaperones for hire or something?”

      “Liam and his crew as male escorts? Kill me now,” Aegis said, tasting bile at the back of his throat.

      “Well, what are they good at?” Citrine chimed in, always the one to answer a question with another question.

      He hated when Citrine did that.

      For a moment, they all sat in silence.

      “You know, they are pretty good with their hands,” Opal said, snapping her fingers. “Since they’ve moved into this old place, it’s been in better shape than ever.”

      Aegis thought about it. Despite the fact that their intermittent brawls with each other had torn the mansion to shreds, the metal dragons had indeed set about fixing the place up since they had come to live with them. There wasn’t a pipe, gasket, heater, or fitting that hadn’t been improved or replaced.

      At first, Aegis had just thought it was boredom. But the more he’d seen it, the more he’d realized the metal dragons, particularly Magnus, were just naturally good at figuring out how things worked and fixing them.

      Whereas Aegis didn’t even care to know how to change a damn light bulb.

      He had more important things to do.

      “Are you suggesting we hire them out as handymen?” Aegis said, the idea taking root in spite of his reservations.

      Citrine nodded. “They can work locally, hire out for odd jobs. It will keep them busy, and if we’re lucky, they’ll run into their mates out there.”

      As much as Aegis hated to agree with it, the idea was sound. If he’d learned anything during his crazy escapades with the gem dragons, it was that fate came to you, not the other way around. Trying to force it didn’t help anything.

      “How do you suppose we do this?” Aegis said, annoyed that Citrine had clearly already been thinking about this but only now brought it up.

      “Don’t worry. I’ve already registered an LLC and an online domain name. I can have a website up by the end of the week, and I’ll just set myself up as the primary contact for the company so you don’t get interrupted when you’re busy.”

      Aegis felt a muscle tick in his jaw. “Do I dare ask what name you settled on?”

      “Rent-A-Dragon,” Citrine replied, looking smug.

      Aegis sighed. “Heaven help us.”

      “It’ll be okay,” Opal said, reassuring him.

      He hoped she was right, for all of their sakes.
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      “Come on, come on,” Kate Hinton muttered impatiently as the light in front of her refused to turn green, almost as if it was personally trying to spite her.

      She only had an hour break for lunch and she needed to use it to check out the company she was hoping to hire for help with repairs and landscaping around the house.

      When the light finally turned, Kate hit the gas hard and squealed forward, speeding up as fast as she could in an attempt to make the next light.

      She barely squeezed through the yellow and sighed in relief as she got onto the freeway.

      There was only one company online that purported to do everything she needed, a sort of jack-of-all-trades service that was essentially hired muscle, but they’d started up pretty recently and she wasn’t sure how she felt about it.

      Rent-A-Dragon, Inc.

      She snorted. Okay, so the name was odd, but she’d had a good feeling about them and the website was very professional. The man who’d answered the phone sounded normal enough, if oddly polite.

      Polite was always a good thing. As someone who worked in high-pressure sales management, she was used to being in a hurry and talking to other people who were in a hurry and sometimes rude as a result.

      She glanced at the map on her phone where it was mounted on the dash and took the correct exit, wondering why she’d never gotten off on this exit before.

      She drove up through the lush trees and greenery that were common to the suburbs around Seattle and enjoyed getting lost under a canopy of lush vegetation before she broke out under the cloudy sky as the road wound up toward a private drive off to the left.

      But she made her way up the drive, and as trees parted, she saw a large, lush lawn with a circular drive and overgrown foliage on either side leading to a thick forest. And rising at the back of the lawn was a huge, old-fashioned mansion, one she was shocked even existed without anyone knowing about it.

      She parked in the circular drive in front of the house and got out so she could look up at it. A shudder of apprehension moved over her as she took in the huge, austere brick building that almost looked like a castle with its turrets, multiple floors, and aged stone details along with angled roofs.

      For its age, it seemed to be in good condition, though if there had been repairs, they were done well enough she couldn’t see them.

      And the lawn was nicely cut and watered, not that it was a problem in Seattle. The overgrown foliage on both sides of the wide, round lawn looked like an intentional choice.

      Overall, the company appeared at least capable enough of keeping their own property in good condition. That was a good sign.

      The fact that their place of business looked more like a castle… that was a little more concerning.

      She walked up and grabbed the large, circular knocker that looked made from iron that was mounted in an elaborate dragon’s head, hanging from the mouth.

      She knocked three times, loud, and waited, heart starting to race at the thought of meeting whoever lived here.

      She had to remind herself this was just a contractor interview, because her natural curiosity was beginning to take over.

      The door, a huge thing made of thick, rough wood, slowly began to open, and when it did, she looked at maybe the most beautiful man she’d ever seen in her life.

      He gave her a pleasant smile as he swept a hand out to invite her into the house. “Kate Hinton, I presume?” His warm eyes were the color of sunflower petals in sunshine and just as inviting. His dark-brown hair was silky and brushed his shoulders. He was wearing a professional-looking outfit of a tailored polo paired with linen pants and a sharp black belt.

      He reached out a hand and held it there for a moment, a patient smile on a lightly tanned face with exquisite features. So tall…

      He cleared his throat, and she remembered she was standing there gawking when she had a limited lunch break. She shook his hand quickly and stepped forward.

      “Yes, Kate Hinton. I believe we spoke on the phone.”

      “No, I believe that would have been Aegis,” the man said. “My name is Citrine.”

      “Like the stone?”

      “The very same,” he said with a grin. “Now let’s go into the office, and you can meet my partners.”

      As they crossed a huge, marble foyer, she heard a slight scuffle and saw someone in a side room dart out of sight, a long braid whipping out behind them. Then the door shut.

      That was odd.

      A door on the other side of the foyer opened, and a blond man with stunningly handsome features and a sharp look to his eyes poked his head out, gesturing for them to hurry. As they crossed over to him, she saw movement out of the side of her eye and saw a giant man with bulging muscles and red hair with a towel around his waist give her a smile before disappearing behind a staircase.

      Just what was going on here, and why was everyone so tall?

      The blond man opened the door wide, and she walked in, followed by Citrine. It was an office with a semicircle of chairs in front of a big desk. A woman was seated behind it.

      Finally, someone normal.

      Except she wasn’t. She was a woman, not a human tree like the rest of these giants, but she had pale, almost translucent skin, a beautiful heart-shaped face, and eyes that could almost be called… opalescent. Or maybe a light purplish-blue. Like on certain butterfly wings.

      The woman smiled with perfect, pink lips and stood, walking around the desk. She took Kate’s hand in hers, and Kate couldn’t help feeling a sense of warmth at her touch and her presence.

      “So glad you found us,” the woman said. “I’m Opal, and this is my mate—I mean husband, Aegis.” She smiled as the blond man sat rigidly in a chair next to the one behind the desk and stared at her intently.

      Kate sat down in a chair Citrine pulled out for her, and he sat next to her.

      Opal sat back at the desk next to her husband and opened her computer.

      Kate could still feel Aegis staring and looked up into his venom-green eyes. There was something almost otherworldly about this place.

      She almost stood to leave, overwhelmed by the weirdness, but she couldn’t shake the feeling she should stay. That it was meant to be. And she really did need help.

      “So I see you need a lot done. Would you say it was more general labor or something needing specialized experience?”

      “More just labor, and someone who has a good understanding of how to fix things.”

      “All our dragons have that.”

      “Oh, right, about that. Why are they called dragons?” Kate asked.

      Opal’s eyes twinkled. “We wanted to stand out. Be different.”

      “Well, yeah. That does. But why dragons?”

      “Because dragons are awesome,” Aegis said, slightly defensive.

      “Because the kind of service we can provide doesn’t exist elsewhere,” Citrine said smoothly. “Our workers are practically mythical beasts with their talents.”

      “Um. Okay. So how does this work?”

      “We’ll show your profile and what you want done to our workers and select one of them for the job.” Opal smiled softly. “That is if you still want to hire us.”

      “I do,” she said. The other companies had bad reviews anyway, and she didn’t have time to go check out another one. And she’d gotten pretty far at work by following her gut, so she figured that was the right thing to do here as well.

      “Okay,” Opal said, standing along with the others. “When would you like them to start?”

      “As soon as possible,” Kate said. With her neighbor Davis breathing down her neck, she didn’t really have time to waste. “And wait. Them or just one of them?”

      “One,” Opal said. “Unless you end up needing more.”

      “That should be fine,” Kate said. If the “dragons” looked like these people, even having one on her property would be pretty overwhelming.

      They walked out of the office, exchanging handshakes, and Citrine and Opal followed her to the door while Aegis stayed near the office.

      As she said goodbye to the others, she heard the pounding of heavy footsteps, and she looked over to see maybe the tallest man so far storming up to talk to Aegis.

      She couldn’t see his face, just his broad shoulders in a checked button-up shirt he was threatening to burst out of. And dark hair in loose waves that just hit the nape of his collar and fell around his ears and face.

      Aegis just cocked his head, bored, and then said something, gesturing to her.

      The tall man turned to face her, and time froze.

      Handsome didn’t even begin to describe the masculine perfection in front of her. Jaw like it was cut from marble, straight, elegant nose, full lips, strong chin. High, arched brows. Long lashes and blue eyes like a deep ocean. Blue with a hint of teal.

      He had an angry expression that faded to something else as he locked eyes with her. She could feel an electric current sparking between them.

      She was the first to look away.

      Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Aegis stride over, his companion following behind him.

      She quickly shook Citrine’s hand and tried to make a run for it, but Aegis jogged to catch up.

      He pushed the door closed in front of her and gestured to the man beside him, who was a few inches taller. Maybe six and a half feet? She peered up at him, and he stared down at her with an intensity that made her knees weak for reasons she couldn’t even begin to explain.

      “This is Liam,” Aegis said, a knowing look in his eyes. “He’ll be helping you. Is that all right?”

      She gaped and shut her mouth with all her effort. “Um. Yes. He’ll do.” How was she supposed to reject such a beautiful man?

      Liam nodded, looking pleased by that, and she edged to the door, pulling it from Aegis’s fingers.

      “Sorry, I really do have to go. I’ll see you later, then, Liam,” she said nervously.

      Damn, she did high-pressure things all day, but it was nothing compared to being around people like this.

      As she practically ran back to her car, she couldn’t shake the feeling she’d been in another world, and a part of that world was coming to work for her.

      She sighed as she started the car, casting one last look up at the open castle door. A shiver went down her shoulder as she saw Liam standing in front of it.

      She’d just rented a “dragon.” Hopefully, when he showed up, she wouldn’t regret it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          3

        

      

    
    
      Liam cursed and fumbled with the clutch as he shifted from neutral into first at the stoplight on the edge of town.

      Aegis and the others had insisted he take the old truck, an off-white monster that was at least a decade old, to his first job because it would look more “authentic.”

      The truck changed gears with a loud groan, then lurched forward toward the small development just outside the small city near the mansion.

      Authentic.

      The whole idea of being hired out as common laborers was preposterous. And despite Citrine’s insistence this would be a good way to potentially find a mate, Liam could think of a million things he’d rather be doing other than mending fences and roofs and whatnot.

      Especially since the beautiful woman he’d been hired to work for was most likely taken.

      Kate Hinton. Even with just a glance, he had noticed right away her curvaceous, feminine figure. Soft, light-brown hair. Hazel eyes with little flecks of gold and green. Tiny freckles scattered over a cute, upturned nose. A stubborn chin.

      Yes, with raw physical beauty like hers and the confident, well-spoken manner she carried herself with, she must certainly have a mate. She wasn’t even nervous around Aegis, the most intimidating of all dragons.

      It irked him to think there was probably some lazy-ass human male sitting around at home while his mate had to come looking for help at Rent-A-Dragon.

      The tires screeched lightly as he came to an abrupt halt at a stop sign he’d almost missed, making the tools and various “how-to” manuals he’d stashed in the backseat of the truck rattle and shuffle.

      Thankful that no one was around to see his questionable driving, he drove forward again. A moment later, his phone chirped.

      “The destination is on your left,” the almost-human-sounding voice said.

      The development he was in was indeed small but quaint. Dozens of small, well-kept houses with pretty little yards surrounded him, making Liam wonder what it must be like to be a mortal human living in one of these little caves they called home.

      And then on his left, the aforementioned destination and supposed home of his client.

      The property was an eyesore, entirely out of place amid the aging but maintained houses. Wild grass and weeds completely covered the land surrounding the small house. Amidst the overgrowth and bushes, discarded appliances and furniture dotted the small landscape.

      The house itself wasn’t terrible, a light, faded blue that could certainly use a fresh coat of paint, with white-shuttered windows and a little wooden porch that was in bad need of a good sanding and lacquering.

      As he pulled into the drive, he could feel his annoyance growing at the thought of other people’s laziness creating this mess.

      Above him, the morning sun began to crest over the far-off peaks, a warning that today was going to be warm, and he shed his jacket before coming up to the front porch and knocking on the door.

      Inside, he heard the shuffling of feet, followed by several excited barks, then more shuffling.

      The door opened just a crack as the woman inside peeked out into the sunlight. It then opened all the way, revealing a well-dressed Kate in a tight skirt with a white blouse and matching jacket. She wore soft-looking sandals and held a very strong-smelling cup of coffee in her hands.

      “Hi. Liam, right?”

      He nodded.

      “I’m glad you showed up on time. I was afraid you’d take your time arriving and make me late for work,” she said, pulling an errant strand of her light-brown hair back over her ear, the rest of it tied in a ponytail.

      “Yes. And your name is Kate?” Liam replied, trying to sound formal but unsure he was doing it right.

      The steel dragon had never been on someone’s doorstep, introducing himself.

      “Yes, that’s right. Your boss, um… Aegis, right? He spoke very highly of you,” she said, raising a hand to block the barrage of sunlight bearing down on the front of her house.

      Liam instinctively moved a step to the right so he could block the sun’s glare from reaching her face. She smiled at him appreciatively, her full lips curving and her hazel eyes more clearly visible now that the sun wasn’t in them.

      Whoever this woman belonged to was a lucky man indeed.

      “I’m surprised he had anything to say about me at all,” Liam joked, feeling off kilter with how attractive Kate was.

      “Well, regardless, it’s a pleasure to meet you,” she said, reaching out a hand, revealing well-manicured nails with pink color on them.

      Not one to mess with human protocol in front of a lady like this, Liam took her hand in his to return the shake.

      But the moment his skin touched hers, he felt a rush of energy through him, like pure light, hot and overwhelming, coursing through his entire body from head to toe.

      And as the warmth abated, a single word stuck in his mind, uttered by the dragon deep within him.

      Mate.

      Mate.

      And as quickly as the feeling was there, it was gone, leaving Liam confused and shocked. Suddenly, he realized he was still holding Kate’s hand, and he shook it lightly, then returned it.

      Kate just glanced at him with a raised eyebrow, lips slightly pursed.

      All at once feeling incredibly awkward, Liam looked to the side and said the first thing that came to his mind.

      “So what do you want me to do today?” he asked, his throat dry and scratchy and that one word still in his head, pounding like a beating drum.

      Following the direction of his gaze, Kate looked out at the yard, walking out in front of him and leaning on railing of the small deck.

      “What is there that doesn’t need doing?” she exclaimed in consternation.

      It was hard not to be distracted by her curvaceous silhouette outlined by the morning light. That and the fact that he had a single word stuck in his mind like an annoying song on repeat.

      But how could she be his mate?

      They were interrupted by harsh words coming from nearby down the street.

      “Hinton, I’ve had it with this dump of yours.” The man who said it was walking toward them down the sidewalk, probably in his late thirties or early forties, balding head covered by a dirty ball cap, short, sagging body clothed in equally dirty clothing.

      Kate whirled around to face the man and then moved to the front of the porch. “Buck, I know you’ve been patient with me, and I’ve actually just hired someone to clear it. Are you happy?”

      The so-called neighbor who went by the name Buck stared up at Liam in disgust, then turned his frown back to Kate. “I’m not just talking about your yard. It’s your fence. It’s over my property line, and I want you to tear it down. It’s my right,” Buck said smugly as he crossed his arms, glaring at Kate from the bottom of the steps.

      “We’ve been over this before. I’ve even checked with the county. Someone moved the property marker. Though it’s not too hard to wonder who,” she said, standing her ground and returning the glare.

      Buck winced at the show of resistance, then doubled down on his attack, ignoring Liam.

      “Now look here. It’s on my land. And I have every right to knock down that shit fence of yours today if I want to. Hell, maybe I’ll go do it right now,” Buck said, marching up the steps to come face to face with Kate, who was beginning to shrink a little from the sheer aggressiveness of the bastard.

      Liam didn’t even know what came over him. One second he was watching a neighborly dispute; the next he was in front of Kate, grabbing Buck by the front of his jacket and lifting him off the ground like a bag of garbage.

      Buck yelped as his feet and arms flailed in the air, followed by a stream of threats and curses.

      “Let me down. I’ll sue. I’ll sue!” he cried out.

      Liam’s grip tightened around the man’s collar, and Buck made a strained “hork” sound as Liam pulled him closer, face to face so Buck could hear him.

      “Now you listen, Buck. If you ever, ever talk to Kate like that again, I’ll tear your house down with my own bare hands. And then I’ll break you in two like a piece of wood. Like a twig,” Liam said under his breath, fire boiling at the back of his throat like a furnace.

      Rage was heating his blood like molten metal. The desire to tear a person limb from limb had never been so strong in his entire life.

      Kate’s initial shock at the sudden turn of events quickly turned to worry, and she swiftly came up to Liam and grabbed at his arm.

      “Liam, let him down!”

      Liam didn’t want to. He wanted to keep watching the man in his grasp turn redder. Wanted to make sure he got the picture. No one threatened his mate.

      “House, rubble. You, twig. Understood?” Liam growled angrily.

      Buck nodded, wide-eyed, and Liam did as Kate asked and put Buck back down.

      The man stumbled backward, then practically sprinted back in the direction of his home like a terrified deer.

      But as Liam looked down at Kate, pleased with himself, it was very clear she wasn’t so pleased.

      “What came over you? That was crazy,” she said, cocking her hip and furrowing her brow.

      “He shouldn’t have been so aggressive.”

      “Yeah, well, it’s not the first time. And that doesn’t mean you get to just lift him into the air like that,” she said incredulously.

      Liam wanted to argue that he’d done the right thing. That Buck’s anger was unacceptable. But the last thing he needed at the start of his first day was to lose his mate’s trust.

      “You’re right. I apologize. It wasn’t my place to do that,” Liam said, sounding as contrite as he could muster in spite of the adrenaline still pumping through him.

      Mollified, Kate relaxed a little, and he was pleased to see a small grin creep up the corner of her mouth.

      “If I’m honest, he probably deserved it. There aren’t exactly any other men around in my life to step in like that anyway,” she remarked, picking up the mug she’d left on the railing and taking a long sip of her coffee. “How exactly did you do that, though?”

      Liam tried to think of a proper response, but he was too distracted by her words.

      So there wasn’t a man in her life. She wasn’t mated. Or was her mate just absent, away at war or something?

      No. He had to trust his instincts. If his dragon had called her mate, then there must be a reason.

      Just then, a series of loud barks boomed from inside the house, followed by the half-open front door flying open as a large, black dog burst outside, tail wagging as he ran circles around the deck.

      “Tank, how did you get out?” Kate exclaimed, trying to get the overexcited dog to sit as it licked everything in sight and jumped for joy.

      “Tank, sit,” Liam commanded, stepping forward and addressing the happy-go-lucky Labrador.

      Immediately, Tank turned to Liam and sat, his tongue hanging as he panted, but his eyes remained locked on Liam’s gaze.

      Good boy, Tank.

      “Wow, that’s pretty impressive. Whenever a stranger’s over, he gets so excited I have to put him away or he’ll knock people over,” Kate said.

      “Dogs respond to authority. It’s how they work in the wild,” Liam said.

      “I’d love to hear more, but…” Kate said, trailing off as she pulled out her phone and checked the time. Her expression immediately turned from curiosity to worry. “Crap, the time. Could you keep an eye on him for a moment? I actually have a list inside that I’ll give you. Will that work?”

      “That will be fine,” Liam said as Kate disappeared inside with her coffee.

      Tank just sat there, looking up at Liam eagerly.

      Liam would fix this house for Kate.

      Hell, he’d build her ten houses if it was what she wanted.

      He’d finally found his mate.
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      Kate wasn’t expecting much when she got home from work that day. From what she’d learned about contractors, they usually did the bare minimum promised and then showed up the next day only when bugged.

      And that was still better than asking her ex to do anything around the house when all he wanted to do was sit on the couch and watch football.

      So it was with huge shock that she pulled up in front of her house and into the driveway, almost feeling she’d come to the wrong address or something.

      She got out of the car, shut the door, and stared at the nearly fully cleared yard, nicely groomed dirt, and the fixed, straight drain pipes on the side of the house.

      She heard a bark, and her heart sank. Had Tank been out here all day, getting in the mud and in Liam’s way?

      She heard a male laugh, and Liam appeared, walking around the side of her house and patting his leg for Tank to trot obediently alongside him, tongue hanging out, looking as if Liam were the most amazing human he’d ever seen in his life.

      And she’d never seen Tank respect a human before. He liked her, but he didn’t make a huge effort to be obedient, and no amount of treats or discipline seemed to help that.

      Liam looked up and gave her a calm smile, appearing proud of what he’d done.

      She would never get used to how gorgeous he was, his work shirt clinging to his body, his muscles bulging and damp, his tall figure flushed and lightly tanned from a day of hard work.

      She walked into the center of her yard, which had previously looked something like a mini junkyard. There was no way one person could have done this in a work day. All she’d done was move a little closer on a few sales deals.

      He wiped his forehead and leaned on a shovel. His dark hair was swept back and pointing all directions. So thick. His teal eyes sparkled in the evening light.

      He looked… genuinely happy to see her.

      She felt slightly ashamed for going off on him earlier about the neighbor. She wasn’t used to people standing up for her, and she’d realized right after moving in that there was no point arguing with Buck or the others.

      But after driving all the way to work with a deep blush on her face, she realized she was still reacting to the thought of a big, handsome man getting that angry for her.

      But he was just a contractor. She needed to keep it professional, right? She smoothed her suit coat down and straightened her skirt and strode over to him, trying not to let her heels sink too far into the dirt as she straightened to look up at him.

      “How do you like it?” he asked, cocking his head with a playful glint in his eyes. No, not playful. Hungry. Eager.

      She was hallucinating. No way a man like that would be thinking of her as anything but a client.

      “It’s amazing,” she said, looking around the yard. She reached a hand out toward Tank, and after Liam nodded, Tank stepped forward for her to pet him. “And you’ve tamed my dog in the meantime.”

      “We’re friends,” Liam said. “Dogs like it when someone is in charge.”

      She sighed, folding her arms as Tank panted up at her with big brown eyes. “I’ve tried to be in charge, but I guess I haven’t done so well, have I, big guy?”

      Tank’s tail wagged as she scratched him behind the ears.

      “So you’re happy?” he asked.

      “Yes,” she said. “Are you sure you didn’t ship in a crew when I wasn’t looking?”

      “No,” he said. “We dragons can be very motivated when we’re working for the right cause.”

      She giggled. “Dragons, right.”

      He just shrugged and slung the shovel across his shoulders. “I’m still finishing some stuff in the backyard. Talk to you after?” She could see the list she’d given him tucked in the breast pocket of his work shirt. His tight, sweaty work shirt.

      She swallowed, feeling sweaty as well. “Sure,” she said. “I’ll be inside. Just ring the doorbell when you’re done.”

      He nodded and started for the backyard.

      “Don’t work too long,” she said, looking at the horizon. “It’s getting dark.”

      He nodded and disappeared behind the house, and she took a deep breath to calm herself. Hot didn’t begin to describe him. Especially after a day of working on her property. She walked into the kitchen and took a peek out the back window as he dug a ditch along the back of the hill on the edge of her property. Such a hard worker.

      He wiped sweat as Tank took a seat above him on the hill to watch patiently. She had to grin at Tank finding such a friend. Her ex had never gotten along with Tank, and she’d seen him growl at him more than once or hide under the table, tail tucked.

      Not that she’d have allowed her ex to hurt her dog. She’d have left him long before if that had happened.

      She started prepping dinner, chopping ingredients and trying not to look at the sexy man outside the window.

      She’d been without a man for years now, and with her work being busy and with Tank to cuddle at night, she hadn’t really minded it.

      But something about having Liam here, just being such a man outside, working with his hands, saving her from the neighbors, was making her just too aware of how much she wanted him as a woman.

      Oh, Kate, you’re embarrassing yourself. Just stop it.

      She put the lid on the skillet and went to the back door to look down at Liam, who put a hand over his waist as he looked out at the rest of the dirt. Had he eaten? She felt unreasonably concerned about it.

      She opened the door and stepped out onto the deck. The yard was a complete mess front and back, but the house had won her over with the beautiful deck. She’d put a hot tub on it and wished she had more chances to use it, but she was working too much.

      She whistled to get Liam’s attention, and he narrowed his eyes, squinting up at her. She waved for him to come up.

      He did, gesturing for Tank to come with him. He came up on the porch, looking slightly shy about it, and she felt her own nervousness as her heart sped up and began hammering in her throat.

      “I was thinking, if you didn’t have plans, you could join me for dinner? It’s the least I can do for how hard you’ve worked.”

      He looked out at the yard. “I’m not finished.”

      “It’s fine,” she said. “You can do it tomorrow, right? Let me feed you to say thank you.”

      He folded his arms, cocking his head. Damn, he was huge when he was close to her. Despite his long day in her dirty yard, he still smelled masculine, fresh and spicy, and looked good enough to eat. “I don’t know,” he said. “Do contractors usually do dinner?”

      “I guess not,” she said, feeling suddenly awkward. “I didn’t mean to make you uncomfortable.” She felt stupid. She was just a lame, desperate single girl, obviously using dinner as an excuse to have some company, but—

      “I’ll come,” he said. “Let me freshen up.”

      “How?”

      “The hose,” he said. “I’ll just hose off my boots and hands.”

      “Okay,” she said, feeling strangely relieved he was joining her, that he didn’t think she was weird.

      A few minutes later, when she was done setting the table, he came in, looking apologetic and uncertain. He had to duck slightly to get in her back door, and it made her want to giggle.

      Tank followed in after him, looking extremely proud of himself, as if he had worked hard all day, too. Maybe he had.

      She gave him a kiss on the nose and led him to his full food bowl, where he started eating voraciously. She watched him for a minute before sitting down with Liam.

      “I wish I could enjoy anything as much as dogs enjoy food,” she said with a sigh.

      Liam’s dark eyebrows furrowed. “You don’t?”

      She shook her head. “I don’t think so. Humans just don’t live in the moment like that.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that,” he said. “You should have more pleasure in your life.”

      “Thanks,” she said, feeling a flush tinge her cheeks. “And thanks for putting up with Tank today.”

      “He’s a good animal,” Liam said, sounding a little formal, as if he’d just a hint of an accent and was maybe hiding it. “He just needed someone to set boundaries.”

      “How do you know so much about dogs?”

      He waved a hand as he handed her his plate. “I really enjoyed them in my past life. I mean, before.”

      “Before you lived in a freakin’ castle?” she asked.

      “Freakin’?” he asked, looking puzzled as he took back his plate and started to dig into it.

      She laughed as he ate voraciously, using a spoon to scoop up the stir-fry awkwardly, holding the utensil in his entire fist.

      She covered her mouth as he looked up at her, confused. She shook her head. “Sorry, I just thought of something. Go ahead.” She was so happy about his work she really had no place to complain about his table manners. It was just a bit… odd. But there were a lot of odd things about him.

      He set down his spoon gingerly. “What is a freakin’ and how does it apply to the castle?”

      “Freakin’ is a just a term to mean… um…” Yeah, how did she explain it? “It’s just a word to express either disbelief or emphasis.”

      “Ah, like Tank is a freakin’ dog?”

      She put a hand to her head, smiling, and reached for her glass of wine. “Um. No. Just don’t worry about it. How did you end up in the castle?”

      “Well, me and my friends… um… The other workers and I fell on hard times, and Aegis and his mate, um, wife, took us in and gave us work.”

      “And what about Citrine? What does he do?”

      “Manages things, I guess. And keeps things calm, since, you know… Aegis.”

      “He does seem tightly wound. Kind of the type that always needs to have control?”

      “Oh, you have no idea,” Liam said. Then he threw his head back in a deep, hearty laugh that seemed to resonate inside her, making her warm all over. Or maybe it was the wine.

      He’d already refused any, so she was the only one drinking it.

      “So how did you come to live here with this dump of a yard?” he asked abruptly.

      She blinked. “That’s blunt.”

      “Oh,” he said, looking around nervously. “I mean, that yard that was not a dump, but interestingly organized and—”

      She laughed, waving a hand. “No, I get it. I had to move quickly when I… Well, I moved quickly, and I didn’t have time to do anything.”

      “And… you have no man to help you?”

      She raised an eyebrow. That sounded awfully sexist, but at the same time, yes, she had no man to help her and that was why she’d had to hire one. “No man.”

      His jaw dropped and his brows lowered in consternation. “How is that possible with someone as beautiful as you? What is wrong with your world that a man hasn’t claimed you?”

      She was kind of glad she’d had wine at this point. Otherwise, she’d be super weirded out by his words. Claimed?

      But it was also ludicrous that he thought she was some kind of beauty who could never be single. She was in her thirties, more into her career than getting out there and dating, and while she liked her hazel eyes and soft, thick brown hair, she’d always been kind of plain and freckled, not to mention overweight.

      She didn’t mind her curves, but she hadn’t really ever felt like the kind of woman who drove men wild.

      “I’m not that pretty,” she mumbled, digging into her dinner. Her wine made it easier to talk to such a handsome, striking man, but she still wasn’t used to talking about something like this. Her dating history.

      “Preposterous,” he said, scoffing. “You’re the most beautiful woman in the world.”

      She blinked up at him.

      “If you don’t mind me saying so,” he added nervously.

      “No,” she said. “It’s fine.” And it was, despite the scarlet blush she was sure was spreading under her freckles. “I just… don’t hear that a lot.”

      “Well, you should,” he said stubbornly. He held her eyes just a little too long, his long lashes shading his beautiful teal eyes she could just get lost in. They were bluer on the edges and a bit yellow in the center, with green in between. A startling color.

      He broke the tension and sat up straight, looking at the yard behind him. “We need to put in draining. I’m digging a small system, but we should do more. With that hill and all that sand, your back neighbor probably isn’t happy.”

      She nodded. “Cammie thinks it’s going to kill her rose bushes.”

      “Not yet,” he said. He shook his head. “I can’t believe humans are so rude to each other. It’s like communities don’t help each other anymore. They could be patient with a woman on her own.”

      She smiled at him. “You don’t sound like you’re from Earth sometimes, you know that?”

      He blinked and then bit down on his full lower lip. “Oh. Sorry.”

      She shook her head, hoping she hadn’t made this gorgeous man nervous. “It’s fine. Anyway, can you put in sprinklers and a lawn for Tank? I hate that we have to go to a dog park rather than him having his own grass. That’s what I’d really like.”

      “Yes,” he said.

      “You can give me a quote on it tomorrow,” she said.

      “Oh, right,” he said. “Quote.”

      “Yeah,” she said. “You know, because you’re getting paid for this, right?”

      He looked confused and then nodded. “Right. Money.” He stood and put his napkin aside. “That was amazing. Thank you for dinner.”

      She grinned. “Thanks for joining me. I don’t often get such handsome company for dinner.”

      He turned to her, and his lips curved into a dazzling grin showing gorgeous white teeth.

      “You think I’m handsome?” he asked, teasing.

      She pushed him toward the front door, blushing badly, feeling as if her body couldn’t deal with another minute of him. “Of course. The whole world would, I bet. But of course you know that.”

      “Hm,” he said, thinking about it as he walked out the front door and into the darkening light. He walked down the stairs with his hands in his pockets and then turned to her on the bottom one. “I’ll be back tomorrow at first light.”

      She cocked her head as she watched him walk to the beat-up truck he’d driven here, her eyes drinking in his figure from head to toe.

      She felt almost electric impulses to feel those muscles, those lips, drag him back, and run into his arms and stay there the rest of the night.

      It was a very good thing he was pulling away with a wave.
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      Back at the castle, Liam showered and changed into silk pajamas and a night robe and was ready to check in with Aegis as he’d demanded.

      It had been hard to drive away from his mate. He’d felt a physical resistance, as if something were being pulled from him.

      She wasn’t mated. She didn’t know how beautiful she was. She worked so hard, but she was too exhausted to enjoy anything. There was much more wrong with her life than just her yard, and he intended to help her fix it.

      He wondered if he should keep the information from Aegis, but wasn’t sure it would really be his choice as he walked into the office and sat in one of the comfy leather chairs facing the desk.

      Aegis, who had been facing away from him, spun dramatically in the chair and slammed his hands down on the desk, staring into Liam’s eyes with his intense, vivid green gaze. “So how was it?”

      “Good, I think,” Liam said, frowning.

      “You’re late,” Aegis said. “I was beginning to worry you’d gotten in trouble.”

      “Despite what you think, I don’t get in trouble for no reason,” Liam said.

      “True,” Aegis said begrudgingly. “That’s Magnus.”

      Liam laughed. He knew Aegis was doing them all a favor in helping them adjust to this world, especially when it pulled him away from his mate so often. The emerald dragon had every reason to be grumpy.

      And every reason to be happy Liam had found his mate.

      “She’s my mate,” he said, feeling almost as if the words were pulled from him against his own will. Or maybe it was just that his spirit badly wanted to announce it to someone, somewhere, out loud.

      Aegis sat back in the chair, looking stunned. “What makes you think so?”

      Liam thumped his chest. “My kind knows instantly. We hear it here.”

      Aegis sighed, folding his arms over his chest. His pajamas, like most of his wardrobe, were green. He wore different shades, and these were dark green silk with a lighter robe. “Well, then there’s only one thing to do.” Aegis stood, pacing. “I’ll have to help you win her.”

      “Okay.” Liam agreed. “How do we do that?”

      Aegis pushed on a shelf of what looked like books, and it slid to the side, revealing an old-fashioned chalkboard. He picked up a piece of chalk and pointed it at Liam. “Pay attention.”

      Aegis was about to write on the board when a knock sounded at the office door. He sighed. “Who is it?”

      “Magnus,” the voice answered cheerfully. “And Titus.”

      “Tweedle Dee and Tweedle Dum,” Aegis muttered under his breath.

      “What was that?” Magnus called.

      “Nothing,” Aegis quipped innocently. “Come in.”

      “I heard that,” Liam said with a grin.

      Aegis ignored him. “You two might as well take a seat. You could benefit from this as well.”

      “From what?” Titus asked in that low, quiet voice of his, moving his braid off his shoulder and over his back.

      Magnus slumped in his chair, looking haughty. “What is this, nursery school?”

      “Just shut up and listen,” Aegis snapped, and the piece of chalk in his hand snapped in two, falling to the ground.

      Liam snorted and earned a glare from Aegis as he picked the chalk back up. But he couldn’t afford to piss off Aegis now or not pay attention. His chances with Kate depended on it.

      “We’ve talked about finding you mates, but we haven’t talked about what to do when you do find a human mate in this world,” Aegis said, scratching the chalk over the board, writing something they couldn’t see. “And this is going to be different than whatever you’re used to, so pay attention.”

      “I know how to win wenches,” Magnus said. “They can’t keep away from us.”

      “Shh,” Titus said. “I want to know how to win these new wenches. At least one of them.”

      It was important to them to finally find a home after years at sea, after losing their whole civilization for the most part. They’d been desperate for mates when they’d left home. It was worse now that they’d been awakened.

      “Me, too,” Liam said. “We’ll pay attention.”

      “Says you,” Magnus said. “I want to hear about that toothsome piece that came to the castle the other day.”

      Liam grabbed Magnus by the collar and yanked him out of the chair, causing a small rip in the dark scarlet pajamas he was wearing. Magnus snarled and shoved Liam off of him.

      Titus got between them. “Let us not fight each other.”

      Magnus brushed himself off and looked down at his shirt in disappointment. “I liked these.”

      Liam sighed. “I’m sorry. I do not like hearing her talked about like that.”

      Magnus sent him a grin. “Do not worry about it, brother. She really is your mate, then?”

      Liam nodded. “I’m sure of it.”

      “Then fucking pay attention!” Aegis snapped.

      Liam’s eyebrows went up. “Is that the F-word?”

      “The what?” Aegis asked, looking tired.

      “Freakin’,” Liam said. “That is another word for it?”

      “Yes,” Aegis said. “Why?”

      “Just still getting used to modern vernacular,” Liam said.

      “You should read more,” Titus said, picking up a book he’d had on his lap. “Freakin’ is a casual abbreviation of freaking, which is a less crude way of saying fucking, which refers to copulation—”

      Aegis slapped a hand over his forehead. “Am I teaching or you?”

      Liam stared at his crew mates to shush them. “You. I want to hear this.”

      They all settled back in their chairs, and Aegis pointed at the chalkboard where he’d written several lines with numbers by them.

      “I’m basing this on the mistakes made by the dragons from my time that awakened before you, so I’m not pulling this out of my ass.”

      “Physically impossible,” Liam said.

      Aegis put a hand up to his forehead again, letting out a longsuffering sigh. “Right. Anyway. Rule one, do not tell them they are your mate immediately. They do not like it or understand that.”

      “Got it,” Liam said, committing it to his memory.

      “Rule two, go slow physically. Leave them wanting more. If they make the first move, be the one to pull away. Human women like to be chased and told they are beautiful, but if you move too quickly with physical love and commitment, they will get creeped out and run.”

      “But we could chase them,” Titus said.

      Aegis sighed. “Here’s another rule. Don’t chase human women. That would be fucking terrifying, Titus.”

      “How does it involve copulating?”

      “That’s it!” Aegis said. “I can only stand one of you at a time. We’ll deal with this as it comes.” He walked over and hustled Titus and Magnus out of their chairs and shoved them toward the door, forcing them out.

      He shut the door behind them, ignoring their grumbles as they slowly walked away from the door, and sat on the desk facing Liam.

      “Look,” he said. “I think you’re the smartest, or most level-headed, of your crew, so I think you’re going to do fine with this.”

      Liam pressed his lips together. “I don’t know. Magnus is smooth with women, and Titus is a genius with most things.”

      “Yes, but pursuing a human woman is different,” Aegis said. “As you probably saw.”

      “I felt like a fish on land,” Liam said. “It didn’t help that she was incomparably beautiful and distracting. My plan is to continue to help her with her yard. She did invite me in for dinner, though, and seems to like it when I bond with her dog.”

      “Sounds like you’re doing fine, then,” Aegis said, standing and going to the chalkboard again. “But here’s the last rule, and it’s the most important one to remember. One I wish Magnus and Titus had gotten to see because they will need to remember it, too. I’ll tell them when it’s their time.”

      “Yes,” Liam said. “It can wait.”

      Aegis drew a line under the third rule. “Do not, under any circumstances, reveal to any human that you are a dragon. Not until it is absolutely mandatory because you are ready to mate them. Anything you do before that, eating together, dating—”

      “Sex?”

      “Yes, even that. Anything the human initiates normally,” Aegis said. “And before you do say something, you should ask me.”

      “Okay,” Liam said.

      “You have my number,” Aegis said impatiently. “Text me whenever you have questions. Or if something doesn’t make sense. Perhaps in my efforts to protect you and your crew, I haven’t exposed you enough to the outside world, but I’m here to help you every step of the way.”

      Liam stood and crushed Aegis in a quick hug, slapping his shoulder with one wide hand. “I appreciate that, Captain.”

      “I’m not your captain,” Aegis said, stepping back awkwardly, slightly embarrassed. “Remember the rules. You can write them down in your phone if you need to. I don’t know how the three of you picked up technology when you’re still so behind on everything else.”

      He left the office, and Liam just shrugged, entering the notes on his phone.

      He’d take all the help he could get.
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      Kate couldn’t believe how much had changed in just a few days. The yard in front and back of her house had little ditches dug through it with white pipes laid that would be the irrigation for the sprinkler system, and soon they would have sprinklers and sod and a new fence in the areas where she didn’t have one.

      Privacy. Peace.

      And there was more than that. She was getting used to having Liam around, as much as anyone could get used to having that much man-candy working in your yard.

      Every night when she got home, she invited him to join her for dinner, and after some hard work, he would.

      It was nice to have company, and they would talk about Tank and the land and how things were going. Tank was sleeping better through the night and seemed happier, and she had to admit it was nice to come home from work and see someone there waiting for her with a smile.

      But she knew she was probably living in a delusion. Liam probably only saw her as a client, despite the intensity with which he watched her. It was probably how his company was going to do well, because of their good-looking, hard-working employees.

      She still wondered about the castle he lived in, though. He’d been pretty tight lipped about personal things, including his past, but she supposed that was proper given their working relationship.

      Still, every time she looked out at him working in the yard, wiping sweat from his brow, she felt something stir in her. She wanted more.

      She was watching him now, holding a cup of coffee while the sandwiches she’d fixed waited on the counter for when he was ready to come in.

      There was something so attractive about such a hard worker. Maybe it was just that she’d always had to do everything on her own and it seemed like the work was never done, and then she’d always felt so alone.

      Liam lifted the bottom of his shirt to wipe his brow, and she gasped as rows of perfect, tanned, rippling ab muscles like something from a body builder magazine were revealed to her hungry eyes. She leaned on the door, feeling her knees weaken, feeling like an idiot for preying on her contractor this way.

      Not just her contractor, her friend. He’d done nothing but keep to his contract and be polite and kind to her, and she was rewarding him with lewd looks while he was working.

      He looked up, and she ducked out of sight, breathing heavily.

      Calm down.

      When she’d composed herself, she looked out to see Liam was shirtless, tossing his work shirt on top of a pile of piping and going back to work with the shovel.

      The sun was low but bright, and it glinted off rippling, perfect muscle that was almost too hot to be believed. His chest hair was just perfect, enough to be masculine and make her want to run her fingers through it while riding him, but not so much that it was a carpet. Those arms… What would it be like to be held by them?

      And why the hell was she thinking like this?

      She scolded herself as she ducked out of sight again, panting. She’d seen attractive men before. She hadn’t looked twice. She’d cared about her work, told herself she didn’t have time for a man in her life.

      And she was probably just spurred on by her gratefulness for the work he’d done and the fact that it felt good not to be alone anymore. Help, even paid help, was a welcome change from how things had been since she had to make a last-minute move here to escape her ex.

      She’d gotten a promotion at the time of the move, and then things had just been too busy to do anything with her house or yard or her life in general really.

      But looking out at Liam as he reached out a hand to rub a happy Tank under the ears made her want to start looking for more. Work a little less; enjoy life more.

      She saw him gather up the tools and head up toward the house. For one heart-stopping second, she thought he might come to the back door shirtless, but he stopped and pulled his work shirt over his head, giving her one last, tantalizing glance at his ab muscles as he did.

      She bit her lip. Calm down, Kate. Come on.

      Maybe they shouldn’t have these dinners anymore. She was starting to feel like she was going to seduce him. And she’d never been a wild woman like that. Curvy. Conservative. Quiet, except when she had to be assertive or bossy at work.

      With him, she felt a different side of her coming out. A side that probably shouldn’t with her contractor.

      He knocked, and she slid open the door, hoping her blush wasn’t as blatant as she thought it was.

      “I’m done,” he said, giving her a small smile. “Sorry, I’m a bit dirty.”

      “It’s no problem,” she said, gesturing for him to come in.

      He rubbed his work boots on the mat and walked into the kitchen, where he looked more and more at home.

      His dark hair was mussed and sticking in all directions, and he ran a hand through it, pushing it back. His dark-teal eyes were sparkling from exertion, his taut jaw dusted with stubble. But his smile said he was happy to see her, and if she wasn’t imagining it, then maybe he was starting to feel something between them, too.

      But where would that even be going?

      No, she wasn’t going to think like that. Always living in the future and worrying hadn’t done her any good, and she wasn’t going into that mode with him.

      She would just enjoy each moment.

      He sat down, and she set a sandwich stuffed with roast beef in front of him, with a side of fresh fries. He picked one up and bit into it, then smiled up at her in gratitude before continuing to eat.

      She felt a warm flush as she sat down with her own food. Darn, she was going to miss moments like this when his job was done.

      They ate, and she enjoyed the deep tone of his rich voice as he described the day and then asked about hers. She told him about her sales job, knowing it probably didn’t mean much to him but appreciating he cared.

      He always listened as if each word that came out of her mouth were important to him, critical to understand.

      It was easy to get caught up in talking to him, looking into those teal eyes, sharing food that was much better than she would ever take time to cook for herself.

      “Sounds to me like they’re lucky to have you,” he said.

      She’d been noticing the more they talked, the more his slightly odd way of speaking had normalized. And he rarely asked her what a word meant anymore. “I’m glad you think so. I work hard.”

      “Sometimes I think too hard,” he said, leaning back in his chair.

      “Well, what else do I have to do?” she asked, poking the remains of her beef with a fork.

      He sat up, and she looked up because there was an expression on his face that seemed meaningful. His full lips were tensed, his brows lowered in concentration. He folded his hands in front of him on the table. “You could be spending time with a mate.”

      “A mate?”

      “Someone just for you that you could spend time with, build a family with.”

      “Oh, you mean settle down and get married.”

      “Not exactly,” he said, leaning back in his chair and letting his eyes dart to the side. Then he focused on her again. “I just mean you should let someone into your life. Someone who can make it good for you and do things like this, and… make things better.”

      She bit her lip. Was he calling her out for doing this stuff with someone working for her rather than a real partner? That was slightly humiliating, and she felt a blush work its way across her cheeks.

      “No,” he said. “I just mean… I’m saying it all wrong.”

      “No, it’s okay,” she said, standing and setting down her napkin. “I mean, you’re right. I’ve been taking advantage of you, and I should find someone—”

      He crossed over to her in a second, took her in his arms, and dipped his lips to hers, covering her mouth and stopping all words. All thoughts.

      Her knees weakened, but he held her up, pulling her close, gently swiping his tongue inside as she let out a little moan. It was the best kiss of her life. Gentle, slow, soft, hot.

      Just this one little touch of his lips made her wetter than anything else ever had. It felt like more than a kiss. It felt like a claiming, like he was telling her how things were going to be. Like he was showing her something he couldn’t say with his words.

      And she liked communicating with him like this.

      She let out another moan and wrapped her arms around his back as he slowly pulled back, breaking the kiss, leaving her with a sinking sense of emptiness and disappointment.

      Dammit.

      She breathed heavily, looking up at him. “What was that?”

      “Something I’ve wanted to do since the moment I met you,” he said, looking down and gently tracing a thumb over her lower lip, swollen from his kiss.

      Then he gave her a small grin and walked to her front door, pulling it open and heading out through it.

      She jogged to the door after him, wondering how he could do something like that and just run away, cool as a cucumber. That wasn’t enough. She wanted more. She wanted—

      He gave her a small wave, smiling at her where she stood. “I’ll be back at first light,” he said. His usual way of saying goodbye.

      But he didn’t usually kiss her first.

      She touched her lips, still feeling on fire. All she could do was stand bewildered on the porch, watching him go. He got into his truck, and she knew she’d be overthinking this until morning.

      Holy hell, Liam was a hot, hot mystery. The next time they saw each other would be dangerous. He’d made the first move, so she didn’t have to hold back, right? Nothing about this should be right, but that kiss…

      She let out a sigh, telling herself to be patient as he shut the truck door and started it.

      Or… not.

      The engine made an odd screeching noise and then sputtered to a halt. Liam’s look of alarm was comically awkward. It was clear he meant to make a statement with the kiss and make a cool exit, and that wasn’t working with the stalled engine.

      She covered her mouth to stifle a laugh.

      He desperately tried to start the engine again, and she could see him making jerky motions before slumping back in his seat, looking irritated.

      Looked like her “dragon” wasn’t going to leave right away after all. She couldn’t even pretend she was bummed.
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      “Damn. Damn, damn, damn.” Liam couldn’t keep from swearing as he tried the key again and again. The engine sputtered, strained, but didn’t roar to life as it should.

      And from the porch, Kate’s eyes bored into him like a drill. He was aware, acutely aware, of her gaze on him.

      He could still feel her lips on his. The softness and slight hint of something delicious as they kissed. Her scent and the sound of the quiet moan she let out.

      It was so wonderful he hadn’t wanted to stop there.

      But Aegis had told him to keep her in suspense. Court her gradually, step by step.

      Panicked, he began furiously sending texts to Aegis and Citrine and his crew mates. But nobody responded. For all he knew, Magnus and Titus were off doing something, and Aegis was spending time with his mate. And Citrine… Well, Citrine had a habit of disappearing into the forest behind the mansion at odd times.

      “Is everything all right?” Kate called from the porch, still watching.

      “Yes, everything’s fine,” Liam said as he got out and popped the hood of the truck. But as he looked inside, he realized combustion engines were a lot more complicated than sprinklers or drain pipes. And from his initial guess, nothing looked particularly off. Which only made the situation more frustrating.

      He dialed Aegis’s number, but unsurprisingly, nobody answered.

      “Why don’t you come inside and we can figure this out?”

      Liam resisted, but standing here looking like an idiot wasn’t helping anything, so he came inside, closing the door behind him as Kate took a seat on the couch in her living room.

      “Is nobody picking up?” she asked, the calmness in her voice somewhat soothing.

      “No.”

      “Sorry to hear that.”

      Despite the formality, the air was still thick, their kiss and the lingering sexual tension still hanging above them.

      “You can stay the night if you want, have someone come out in the morning to look at it,” Kate said, cutting the silence with a short cough.

      “No, I should call a car fixing company. They have those, right?” Of course they did. The longer he waited, the more stupid he certainly appeared to his mate. He was going to lose her at this rate.

      At that, she stood, pacing over to him. “I wouldn’t do that. The charges for visits after working hours are ridiculous,” she exclaimed.

      With her standing only a few feet from him now, he could feel the hairs on his arms stand on end. The low-frequency thrumming of his dragon calling out to its mate. His body reacted to her very presence.

      And as her eyes appraised him, he wanted to kiss her all over again. Harder. More pleasure for his mate.

      “So… um, about that kiss…” Kate said, changing the subject to exactly what was on his mind, clearly feeling awkward bringing it up.

      “Yes?” he said, turning to face her more directly.

      “You said you’d been wanting to do that. Why?”

      He thought about it for a moment, caught off guard. But he supposed he had nothing to lose by telling the truth, as long as he didn’t say anything about dragons. “Because I want you.”

      “Why?”

      “Many reasons.” You’re my mate. “You’re beautiful, strong, fun to be around, beautiful, kind, a hard worker, beautiful.”

      Compliments. Liam remembered Opal saying something about women liking lots of compliments.

      To his surprise, Kate just laughed, an exasperated, almost incredulous sound. She tucked her soft brown hair back, and he saw a light pink flush over her adorable freckles. Her hazel eyes were twinkling. “So weird hearing that from someone who looks like a male model.”

      Male model? There was such a thing as a male model?

      “You don’t believe me, do you?” he said, only now realizing she thought he was joking. He took a step closer, sensing her response as they drew nearer to each other.

      “I don’t know what to believe,” she said. “Maybe you were just out there in the hot sun, working too hard. Maybe you didn’t drink enough water.”

      Seeing his mate doubt herself like this was difficult. He’d seen the way she looked at him. Why couldn’t she believe that was how he looked at her?

      “I wish I could explain it better. But there’s something special between us. And I’m sure I’m not the only one who feels it,” he said, taking another step closer.

      The words “I’m a dragon and you’re my mate” had never wanted to leave Liam’s mouth more than right now. But he would keep Aegis’s rules.

      Patience, Liam.

      They were only a foot or two apart now. She was so close he could almost feel her without touching her, could scent her, floral and unique, could feel the warmth of her body temperature as it slowly rose.

      Kate didn’t back down, but instead straightened herself and kept her arms crossed, standing up to him even though he stood a good foot taller.

      “So this isn’t some sort of joke?” she said, testing the words on her lips. So full and luscious.

      “No.”

      “Then prove it.”

      The second the words left her mouth, he was there, lips crushed over hers. But this time, instead of a sort of sensual tenuousness, there was hot surrender as he pulled her to him and she melted against him.

      Her soft curves were so sexy as her mouth opened and his tongue swept inside, claiming, hot. She let out a stifled moan against him, and he held her pinned to him with his arms as she went slightly limp from arousal.

      Each lick inside her, each flick of his tongue, only stoked her further, and he felt her hands dig into his back as she tensed, begging for more, despite her legs buckling beneath her.

      Instinctively, Liam picked her up in his arms, enjoying the feel of her soft ass as he swiftly carried her to the nearest table, which in this case was the small wooden one in the kitchen.

      The soft moans she gave out as he moved from her mouth to her ears, her neck, were sweeter than music, signaling she wanted him just as badly as he wanted her. As if overcome with fever, he kissed everywhere he could reach, claiming her with each touch, marking her as his alone.

      Her breath racing now, Kate began to undo the buttons of her white work blouse, and when she began to flounder with the task amidst his kisses, Liam helped by tearing the blouse open, the tiny buttons clinking on the floor in a miniature cascade, revealing a white lace garment.

      Tantalized by the soft swells of her breasts beneath the contraption, he reached beneath the lace and squeezed them both, teasing her nipples with his thumbs. Kate let out a startled gasp of excitement, wrapping her legs around him and pulling him even closer, rubbing against him.

      He pushed the bra lower, and her breasts spilled out of the fabric, smooth and perfect, and he immediately lowered himself and kissed both, first lightly, then more firmly, lightly grazing one small, firm nipple after the other.

      Liam could hardly comprehend that a simple job to fix someone’s yard had come to this, being here with his mate, doing one of the many million things he could wish to do to her. But fate just worked like that sometimes.

      He just had to make sure he could keep her from here on out.

      As he continued to work on her breasts, Kate’s cries of pleasure letting him know exactly how much she wanted and where, he hiked her knee-length pencil skirt up to her hips, giving him a glimpse of her white underwear.

      Without waiting, he rubbed a finger up her center, and she clenched tightly onto him from the force of the arousal. But he didn’t let up, holding her close with one hand while the other did small strokes against her over the soft material, feeling the tiny nub that made her wild with want for more.

      Soon enough, she began to thrust her hips into his finger, wanting the sensation to come harder and faster, moaning in between breaths as she moved closer to completion. And adding to it all, he continued to kiss at her neck, her cheek, his lips brushing over her as tried to hold on amidst all the sensations.

      And then she came, her legs holding his hips tightly as her neck arched and she cried out in pleasure and release. Liam flicked his finger twice more along her, pushing her even deeper into the orgasm as her nails dug into his back, her hair coming mostly loose from its ponytail and strands curling around her face.

      It was only the first of what Liam could only hope was a limitless number of orgasms he hoped to give her in their future together.

      But maybe that was being too hasty. For now, he just savored the feel of her body against him, her long, rushed breaths as she came back down to earth from whatever heights she had been caught up in a moment ago.

      He wanted more. He wanted everything. He wanted her to relish it, enjoy it so much she’d never stop wanting more from him.

      She looked so perfect, and he was standing here sweaty, covered in dirt, and wanted to be clean before they went any further.

      He picked her up off the table and headed for the stairs.

      “Where are we going?” she asked, her words nearly breathless.

      “I have an idea.”
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      Kate held on tight as Liam carried her up the narrow stairs of her home. But despite his size, he moved with surprising grace and swiftness, and she felt light in his arms, almost floating.

      What he’d been doing a second ago had been so erotic she hadn’t wanted to stop.

      There was just something so magnetic about him, so raw, she couldn’t stop herself from wanting him even if she tried.

      They stopped abruptly as Liam reached the top of the stairs, and he looked both directions in consternation.

      “Which way?” he muttered, appearing lost despite the fact that her house was so small.

      Kate just pointed in the direction of her bedroom, feeling a rush of excitement as he turned and headed for the door.

      “Good,” he said.

      The excitement grew to a fever pitch as he opened the door and approached the bed.

      Her heart sped up, hammering, as she realized this was it. They were actually going to do it.

      But to her shock, he passed the bed entirely and went for the bathroom instead.

      Why?

      As he went inside, Kate quickly surveyed to make sure she hadn’t left anything embarrassing out. Thankfully, she was a tidy person by habit and sighed with relief when everything looked in order.

      Then Liam stopped.

      “A shower?” Kate asked, curious about the sudden turn of events from a moment ago.

      “Yes. I’m in no condition to be making love to you like this,” he said, opening the glass shower door and turning the water on.

      Kate felt her heart drop.

      “That doesn’t mean you’re not coming with me, though,” he said into her ear, his lips tickling the skin there and sending a tiny shock down her spine.

      At that, her body was back in the game again, ready for round two.

      Liam put her down and pulled off her already sufficiently ruined blouse, and she quickly unhooked her bra, which he took off for her as well.

      She was fumbling with the hook on her skirt when her legs almost gave out under her as his mouth covered one breast.

      “At this rate, you’ll need to take me right here on the floor,” she said, holding back a moan as she let the skirt drop, then went on the attack, going for the thick leather belt at his waist.

      Liam just chuckled, a low, smooth sound as he worked on the other breast, making it nearly impossible to think. Then finally, the belt came free and his pants dropped, revealing black boxer briefs that did little to hide just how much heat the “dragon” was packing.

      She felt white-hot desire light inside her like a flame, and with a playful shove, she pushed Liam into the shower, which was already beginning to steam from the hot water. As if answering her own thoughts, he pulled off the last bit of clothing he wore and tossed it aside, giving her a perfect view of his perfect body.

      Maybe it was just lust. Maybe it was going too long without being with someone. Maybe Liam really was just that hot. Whatever it was, Kate wasn’t going to stop herself from what she wanted, no matter how stupid it might be.

      He grabbed a bottle of soap and studied it curiously.

      “Let me,” she interrupted, coming into the shower and taking the bottle from him. Then she filled her hands with the white cream and rubbed it into a lather, running her hands along his shoulders and back, then down his front, along his pecs and abs.

      Each muscle was so sculpted, a work of perfection. As if they’d been carved in stone or metal by a world-famous artist.

      “You get all this just from work?” she said, caught up in a reverie of touch and sensation.

      “My people… my family are all like this,” he said, correcting himself midsentence.

      The thought of a place full of guys like Liam and the other men she’d encountered back at the mansion he called home was staggering. But right now, Liam was all the man she needed or wanted.

      He was overwhelming enough.

      Before she could go any lower, Liam picked her up as he had before. Only this time, there were no clothes, no barriers between them, as he pressed himself into her and buried his head at her neck, sucking hard on the sensitive skin there. The feel of her slick breasts against his firm pecs, her hips against his abs was so erotic she almost came right there.

      But Liam didn’t let up, didn’t stop as he kissed lower, holding her effortlessly as his wet lips made a delicious trail down her collarbone and to her breasts.

      The feel of it was only amplified by the water, the heat, the steam. They were so close together she could almost taste him, imagine his thick member inside as it teased her with its hardness.

      Then Liam slowly lowered her back to her feet and pulled off her wet panties, which she’d forgotten to take off after seeing him naked. Then he held her up in his hands just long enough to rest her legs on his shoulders.

      And then his mouth closed over her clit, and Kate was flying. Soaring into incredible heights of pleasure she’d never experienced as his tongue licked up across her center while his hands cupped her ass, supporting her as she was pinned against the shower by his massive strength.

      It only took a few strokes for her to come again, he was just so expert, reading her body like a page from a book. And as she was overwhelmed with impossibly long pulses of erotic sensation, he held her, unmoving, anchoring her and keeping her centered directly at the precipice of pleasure.

      “Damn… that just feels… so good,” she said between gasps as he continued to stroke her clit, slow enough to keep her from coming immediately but fast enough to keep her constantly building. Higher and higher.

      Then she came once more, and this time as she did, Liam picked her up, holding her like some sort of precious treasure, not letting go as her fingers raked over his shoulders in ecstasy.

      Kate had never felt treasured. Not like this at least.

      As Liam put her down and stood back at his full height, so impossibly tall it was like being next to a giant—a hot sex giant—she gazed into those piercing blue eyes. It was like the color of the blue sky reflected off the surface of a still pool. So intense, completely focused on her.

      Yet, after so many orgasms, looking into those eyes just made her need for him that much stronger.

      “Do you have a condom?” Kate asked, her fingers playing at the ridges of his abs while he surrounded her.

      Liam just looked puzzled for a second. Then a realization dawned on him. He opened the shower door for a moment, the cool air from the bathroom rushing in and nipping at her warm skin, and reached into the back pocket of his discarded jeans, producing a small packet. Then he came back in and closed the door.

      “You mean this? Is this what you’re asking for?”

      Kate tried to suppress a giggle at the innocence he displayed as he held it there, water streaming down his skin from the showerhead behind him. Surely a man as hot as Liam had all the sex he wanted, so of course it wasn’t his first time using a condom. Right?

      Possessively, she took the packet and tore it open. It was just the two of them right now. Nobody else, no plans, no future. Taking what they wanted and to hell with the consequences.

      And with the way Liam protected her, looked at her, she couldn’t shake the feeling there was more to this for him than just a simple fling.

      The feel of his thick cock in her hands as she put the condom on for him was more tantalizing than she could have imagined, so steely hard and velvety soft at the same time. And he groaned as she squeezed lightly, holding him and enjoying the tiny thrill of control at having such a powerful man at her mercy.

      And then she felt whisked back into his arms again, propped against the shower as Liam growled and nibbled at her ear while he positioned himself between them.

      Just the raw, physical power made her wonder just how much of this guy was man and how much was animal.

      But there was no time for thinking as his huge tip teased at her entrance, making Kate lose her breath in anticipation, before slowly surging into her with one long, smooth thrust.

      “I…” Kate tried to summon words. Tried to say something to express just how good it felt, but her mind was blank. She was just so filled, so stretched by his size that it rode the line between pleasure so powerful it was painful.

      “Is it good?” he asked, holding her weightless as the steam thickened in the shower around them from the introduction of the cool air a moment ago.

      “Understatement.” Understatement of the freakin’ century, Kate thought as her body lit up in places she never thought could feel this kind of arousal.

      Then Liam came out and thrust back into her, slow and steady like before, and Kate felt a strained moan come from her lips as she tried desperately to hold back the tidal wave of pleasure inside her. Her hands grasped his thick hair, wet and soft, and she bit down on her lip to distract from the sensation of it all.

      But the small, sharp pain she felt was like a pebble flying around in a tornado of desire, entirely lost amidst the rest of her body’s response as Liam worked into a rhythm, pumping into her as she held on for dear life.

      And every inch, every centimeter coming in and out was so slick, so overwhelming and hot, that her body begged for more even as it attempted to resist the power of her imminent release.

      Kate could tell Liam was feeling it, too. As he went faster and faster, matching her body as she began to thrust into him for added speed, his jaw clenched and his muscles tightened. She could sense both of them drawn to their absolute limit, like a rubber band either ready to break or fly into the air.

      And then it was too much, and Kate came with earth-shattering force, everything in her coming together and releasing outward with incredible pleasure.

      A moment later, Liam came with her, and she could feel him throbbing inside her, pulsing and stoking her own release even further.

      Kate couldn’t keep herself from crying out in ecstasy as wave after wave came over her, the release so good she wished it could last forever. But even as it slowly abated, leaving her warm and exhausted and satisfied, Liam was still there with her, holding her. Making her feel oddly cherished.

      It was a strange sensation indeed.

      After several long moments, Liam lowered her and turned off the shower, got towels for them to dry off with, then carried her into the bedroom and laid her down on the bed.

      And despite the fact that she would normally protest missing her nightly routine before bed, so much heat and pleasure all at once had completely exhausted her.

      “Am I still invited to stay the night?” Liam asked as he stood next to the bed, his blue eyes catching glimpses of the moon rising in the sky through the bedroom windows.

      “Sure.” Kate wouldn’t want it any other way. He’d given her the night of her life. And tomorrow was her day off anyway, so getting up on time wasn’t going to be a problem.

      Almost noiselessly, Liam slipped into bed next to her, wrapping his warm arms around her as Kate drifted quickly to sleep.

      Maybe this would get complicated in the morning.

      But at least for now, it felt right.
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      “Okay, I think it should run fine now,” Magnus exclaimed as he closed the hood of Liam’s old-world truck with a thunk.

      Liam had called Magnus early that morning, and he’d come over without a single complaint to help work on the faulty vehicle. And it had led to more than a few not-so-subtle inquiries on his part into the nature of Liam’s overnight stay with Kate.

      He didn’t want to share too much for fear his carefully laid plans could backfire.

      Things were already going so well. Last night had been amazing, incredible. The beginning of the kind of forever Liam had only hoped for long ago but had now found him in the most unlikely of places. And in spite of the slight awkwardness of waking up together, Kate had taken everything in stride, and their friendship seemed to go on like normal, with the added benefit of the sizzling sexual chemistry they shared.

      Granted, there were still a lot of hurdles to overcome. Like telling her about his true nature as a dragon. And mating her officially. And explaining his past and the fact that he had a trove of treasure.

      But as he looked over at Kate sitting on the porch of her house, watching him and Magnus work on installing the pump and electronics for the sprinkler system, pride welled inside him. And happiness.

      Now he just had to make sure to not screw things up.

      Snap out of it, lover boy, and help me set this up, Magnus said, thankfully not out loud.

      Liam came over and joined his crew mate as they removed a small plastic box from its packaging and began mounting it on the side of the house.

      It was a good thing Magnus was better with modern technology. Granted, all the metal dragons had an innate knowledge of the workings of things. That same knowledge that had helped them build and operate ships and machinery many centuries ago now helped them navigate the modern world. But Magnus’s curiosity and sheer brains meant there wasn’t a thing he couldn’t fix or make given the proper time and equipment.

      And everything was coming along nicely. Liam would be able to put the sod in soon, then hopefully be able to do some more work on the exterior of the house. Anything as an excuse to be around Kate. By then, he could ask her on a formal date, go somewhere nice, as Opal had told him women liked. There he would tell Kate everything and ask her to be his mate.

      Once she was in love with him, then the truth would hopefully be easier to swallow.

      Granted, he’d never done this before. But that didn’t mean they couldn’t work things out.

      He’d do whatever it took to win his mate.

      Even take it slow.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Kate was having a relaxing day off, for the most part, as long as she didn’t think about what she and Liam had done the night before. She was a little relieved when he rolled out of bed early in the morning, at first light, and kissed her on the cheek before heading out to get started.

      He needed to call someone at his company for them to come fix the car, and he seemed focused on staying on schedule with the sprinklers as well, since the sod was already scheduled to arrive.

      What a man.

      She sighed as she sipped her coffee at the table, thinking what a luxury it was to just enjoy quiet time in the middle of the day.

      It wasn’t that a day in bed with Liam wouldn’t have been interesting, but everything had happened so fast, been so intense, that it was kind of nice to let things cool down. Her heart needed to adjust to the fact that that man out there had made love to her.

      It still seemed too good to be true.

      She walked to the front door and peeked through the small window on the side of it to see the two men working together outside. She’d seen the friend, a man with dark-red hair named Magnus, working on the truck earlier. Liam had brought him to the house to introduce him, and she appreciated that effort to make her comfortable with whoever was on her property.

      It was fun to watch the two men together now, arguing and pointing at the pipes, Magnus gesturing passionately, Liam shaking his head.

      She laughed as she went to the kitchen to prepare some sandwiches in case they were hungry. From what she’d seen when she’d gone over to peek at them today, they were making really fast progress.

      They almost looked odd out there, two men with extremely tall bodies, handsome faces, body builder muscles, working in the dirt with regular jeans and work shirts in neutral colors. Magnus, with his striking, dark-red hair that was pulled back in a low ponytail with hair escaping around his face, looked especially out of place.

      When she was done fixing lunch, she looked at the clock and wondered if the men would be interested in food yet. From what she knew about guys, they could generally always eat, and men like this who worked with their hands probably had crazy high metabolisms. Especially with that much muscle to support.

      She opened the door, a tray in her hands, and walked down her front walk, stopping in front of the dirt that made up her yard.

      Liam looked up first, his eyes warming as he saw her, and he ran a hand through his hair the way he always did when he looked her over, an intense expression on his handsome face, almost as if he were drinking her in.

      She flushed, but the tension of the moment was broken when Magnus stopped flailing and turned around to stare at her. His mouth broke into a wide smile, and he headed over, Liam jerking on his arm to put the other man behind him so he could get to her first.

      When he did, she could tell he was just as aware as she was of what had happened last night. She just hoped it wasn’t that obvious to Magnus.

      “I thought the two of you could use something to eat,” she said. “You’ve been working so hard out there.”

      “Dragons can always use sustenance,” Magnus said, grabbing one of the sandwiches and biting into it.

      “Um, you can wash your hands inside if you want,” she said, looking at Liam, who was stifling a laugh.

      Magnus shrugged. “No, this is good, clean dirt. Plus, I have to get back to the castle. Just about done helping here. This guy can handle it.”

      She smiled. “Yeah, he’s doing a great job.”

      Liam excused himself to wash his hands, and she sat on the steps with Magnus just below her, sitting with his long legs crossed as he leaned back on one of her brick pillars and closed his eyes thoughtfully.

      “That’s good stuff,” he said. “Liam’s a lucky man.”

      “Oh,” she said, flushing. “He told you?”

      Magnus opened one eye and then the other, sitting up slightly. He pushed his hair off his forehead, revealing his pale blue-green eyes in sharp relief. Creamy, bright jade. “Why would he be doing this otherwise?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Dragons work extra hard for their mates.” He gestured to the yard. “He’s taking care of this home because it’s yours.”

      “But I’m paying you,” she said.

      “Are you?” Magnus said. “I mean, that’s the idea, right? We can’t just say, ‘Hey, we’re dragons, but we’re pretending to be handymen to get access to human women.’ That wouldn’t work.”

      Her jaw dropped.

      Magnus just went on, oblivious. “I mean, I’m not supposed to be saying it now, but since Liam has obviously claimed you, it’s not a problem anymore. Welcome to the family.”

      She felt frozen all over. What family? What welcome? What ‘pretending to be handymen?’ She felt as if the world were falling apart around her, to the extent that she actually felt dizzy.

      She stood up and stumbled toward the house. She had to ask Liam what Magnus meant.

      Magnus stood, catching her by the wrist. “Wait,” he said. “Did I upset you? I’m sorry if I did.”

      Liam appeared at the door, his ocean-blue eyes narrowing on Magnus’s hand on her wrist. “Release her.”

      Magnus dropped her hand, stepping back and scratching the back of his head. “Uh, brother, I may have. Uh…”

      “He was saying… He was saying the craziest things,” she said, stamping a foot as she came up to glare into Liam’s eyes. “About dragons pretending to be landscapers. About me being part of the family. Like it’s all settled. What the hell is settled? Someone explain what’s going on, right now.”

      Magnus looked at Liam with a guilty expression, but as he didn’t look like someone who held on to guilt long, he just shrugged and took a few steps away, shoving his hands in his pockets. “I didn’t think you would… mate her without telling her about us. My bad.” He gave Liam a wry grin. “See you at home.”

      Liam made an angry move, as if to go after him, but Kate stepped in front of him.

      “This is about us now,” she said, grabbing the front of his shirt. “What’s going on? What was he talking about? He’s crazy, right? You guys don’t really believe you’re dragons? He was yanking my chain.”

      “Chain?” he asked, running his hand over a small, chain bracelet she hadn’t noticed before. It was dull, made of some darkish metal, unpolished and antique-looking.

      But she had other things to focus on now.

      “You know what I mean. Was he teasing me?”

      Liam rubbed his hand over the short hair at the base of his head. “No. Magnus isn’t like that. Well, he can tease, but he doesn’t lie. In fact, he is honest to a fault.”

      She sat down on the step with a huff, feeling overwhelmed. He sat across from her, leaning on the pillar on the other side of the steps. “I need you to explain it to me. Right now.”

      “Does it change things?” he asked. “It felt right last night. We’ve been having fun together. Does anything else matter?”

      “If you think you’re a legendary, mythological creature, yes, that matters.” She set her jaw. “In fact, I think I would want you off my property.”

      A muscle ticked in his cheek. “You must be the one joking now. You can’t mean that.”

      “I mean it,” she said. “I already accepted there was a super-hot handyman who wants me. How much craziness am I supposed to put up with?”

      “You think too little of yourself,” he said. “I don’t like it.”

      “And I don’t like that you’re dodging the subject. What was your friend talking about?”

      He sighed. “I don’t want to lie to you, but I don’t want you to throw me away.”

      “I’m not throwing you away,” she said. “You aren’t some object I decide what to do with. You shouldn’t give me that much power over you.”

      He scooted forward until they were eye to eye, and he took her hand and held it over his chest. “Too late. You have that power over me. You always will. That’s what mates are.”

      She jerked back from him, scooting away until her back hit the pillar behind her. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. Why are you ruining everything? It was fine before.”

      “When you didn’t know who I was?”

      “When I didn’t think you were out of your mind!” she said. “Say it. You can’t honestly believe you are a dragon.”

      “I am a dragon,” he said. “I’m sorry if it’s hard for you to hear it. I wasn’t going to tell you until I had to.”

      “I sort of think it’s something you should have brought up before we slept together,” she screeched, knowing she was starting to sound hysterical.

      This had to be some kind of dream. Everything had been going so well. She would just wake up and be back in that world where Liam was just a sweet, sexy guy she was getting to know. Someone totally sane, from a normal company.

      A company where they all lived in a castle…

      Good heavens, they were all insane. She should have seen it sooner. They called themselves dragons.

      “You’re just a landscaper,” she said, feeling like her heart was frozen. “A handyman. A nice guy named Liam who happens to look like a model.”

      “Dragons are known for being handsome.”

      She put her hands up to her head. “Stop saying dragons. Please.”

      He looked hurt, and for a moment, she regretted stopping him. But what was she supposed to say? How was she supposed to react? It felt like everything was falling apart in the worst way.

      “What did Magnus mean about being part of the family?”

      “I suppose he thought that since we’d been… intimate, we were mated. He misunderstood. I’ve marked you just by being with you, but what we did is by no means permanent. My plan was to court you like a normal human.”

      She stood, backing toward the door. “Which means you don’t consider yourself to be a normal human.”

      “I’m not,” he said, standing and following her slowly, hands outstretched at his sides, showing he was harmless. “But is it so bad that I’m a dragon?” He looked around the yard. “I can do this for you. I look better. I’m stronger. Isn’t it better than being a human after all?”

      She shook her head and hid behind her door, slamming it before he could come in.

      What the hell? How could she have had sex with someone who actually thought he was a dragon?

      “Kate, let me in. I can explain. We can talk.”

      “Tell the truth,” she said. “Were you really going to let me pay for the work out there, or was it all just a part of winning me over?”

      His silence said everything.

      “And you really only started handiwork to get access to human women?”

      “Yes,” he said firmly. “To meet them. To find our mates.”

      Oh gosh, she’d attracted a crazy person. Not only that, he was all over her yard, doing work for free because he thought she belonged to him or something.

      “It’s fate,” he said. “We’re meant to be together.”

      She guessed it made sense. No one should be that good in bed. That hard of a worker. That sweet and kind. Every man she picked out had to have a fatal flaw. The last one had been lazy and expected her to do everything.

      This one thought he was a dragon.

      “I want you to go, Liam. I want you off my property. I need to hire another contractor.”

      “Why?” he asked, sounding frustrated. “How does that fix anything?”

      How was he sounding so nonchalant about thinking he was a lizard?

      “I’ll go,” he said. “But this isn’t over. I need a chance to explain. I’ll be back.”

      And then he turned and walked off the porch, and she let out a sigh of relief.

      And heartbreak.

      Because even with her heart pounding, she wanted to call him back. Wanted to say it was okay to pretend to be a dragon and just go back to how things were when they’d been eating dinner and slowly building something together.

      He’d said weird things before. She should have picked up on it. She felt bad for sending him away now, but he’d scared her with his words about mates and the reason he’d been on her property.

      She had a right to step back, take some space, and heal over this.

      She had a mind to call Rent-A-Dragon and give them a piece of her mind, tell them their delusional employees were starting to think they were actual dragons.

      But then again, were all of them in on it? She put a hand over her face and silently fumed as she sank down against the door. Thank heavens it was her day off.
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      Liam parked a little way down the street after driving around the block so she would think he was gone.

      He was parked in a place where he was pretty sure she couldn’t see him, even if she walked out and looked around, but with his superior dragon sight and hearing, he would be able to keep watch.

      That’s right, superior. Being a dragon offered benefits, not negatives, so he wasn’t sure why she was so upset about it.

      He cranked the driver’s seat into a reclining position and sighed, putting his hands behind his head. Luckily, it was a cool day, and it wouldn’t be so bad to stay out here the rest of the day. He just couldn’t leave his mate. Not with things like this.

      I’m sorry, he heard Magnus’s voice say in his mind. Unlike the gemstone dragons, he and his crew could speak to each other’s thoughts across long distances. You two have been spending so much time together; I assumed she knew.

      Aegis told me not to, Liam replied. It was one of those rules. I know why now.

      Oh, right, I got thrown out before that. Magnus sounded amused. Then contrite. Look, I’m sorry if it messed things up.

      It’s fine, Liam said back to him.

      How are you hanging in there, brother? That was Titus.

      I’m doing okay. Liam lied. And you two? What are you doing? Has Aegis found jobs for you?

      He says it’s enough trouble to have one dragon out on a job to watch out for.

      As if, Liam retorted. He didn’t even answer my text the other night. If he had, none of this would have happened.

      But wouldn’t that be a bad thing? You two were mated, Magnus replied.

      We had sex. We did not mate.

      Right, how would that work again? Magnus asked.

      Ask Aegis.

      Fine. Magnus sounded petulant, but Liam didn’t care at the moment.

      Things had been hard from the moment that storm had unexpectedly sank their ship, just when all their dreams had been within reach, when everything was supposed to come to fruition.

      Liam had thought with this second chance, being awakened, things would be easier. Surely fate had a plan for him. And he’d thought when he found his mate, things would just fall into place, like perfect puzzle pieces brought together.

      Instead, everything was totally messed up.

      Anyway, are you coming back now? Titus asked.

      No, I’m staying here until we work things out.

      You can’t be meaning to stay there all night. Magnus scoffed. In a truck.

      I have to fix things with my mate. And I don’t want to leave her. She’s mine. I want to stay here and protect her.

      From what? Bogeymen? Your scent is all over her land. No shifter would dare trespass, Titus said.

      I’m staying, Liam said stubbornly. That is that.

      Fine, Titus said. Be stubborn about it. But I think you’re putting too much worry into it. You should just go back there, grab her, bring her to the castle, and show her everything. Then claim her in one of the back rooms or something.

      Liam sighed. Titus was going to need a lot of watching when he was let out of the castle. No. Anyway, I’ll see the two of you later.

      Okay, Magnus said, sounding resigned. But in the meantime, let us know if there is anything we can do.

      He’d done enough already, Liam realized with exasperation. But it wasn’t really his crew’s fault he was in this position. He was a dragon from another world, and she was a human. He should never have been stupid enough to think it would be simple.

      He’d thought fate would make things easier, but actually, it made it more difficult because he knew she was his and he had to make it work somehow, no matter what fate threw at him.

      He tapped his steering wheel nervously. Okay. Thanks, guys. I’ll see you.

      Goodbye.

      See you.

      And then he was alone with his thoughts and the light breeze coming through the windows he’d rolled partially down. Wind brushing his lips reminded him of the warmth of her lips on his, the way she’d felt in his arms, how happy he’d made her in their time together.

      He just needed to let her calm down and wait for the right moment. Listen to his heart and try to decide when she was ready. Or just run back there groveling and pound on her door until she was able to listen.

      He’d waited a thousand years for a woman like this. He wasn’t going to let her go over such a small misunderstanding. Once she understood he really was a dragon and they really did exist and he wasn’t crazy, she would hopefully jump in his arms once again.

      And let him live with her and build her things and give her dragon pups.

      The thought was so nice that he was able to relax as he lay back in the driver's seat, keeping one ear tuned to the sounds outside him. It wouldn’t be too bad to take a short nap so he was as rested as possible when he went back to make his case.

      He’d have been nervous about it if he wasn’t such a big, bad dragon. But since he was, he was sure he’d be able to come up with a way to make it better.

      Somehow.

      Fate had decided it.

      [image: ]
* * *

      It wasn’t until several hours later that Kate’s thinking was interrupted by the sound of her doorbell ringing. By now, it was already dusk, and warm, orange light was spilling through the windows of her living room where she’d been ruminating.

      A small part of her hoped it would be Liam at the door. If for no other reason than she could see his face again, ensure he did still exist and it hadn’t been some horrible dream-turned-nightmare that had ended with her sexy handyman admitting straight-faced that he was a dragon.

      She wanted some reasonable explanation for the whole thing. Something simple, like Liam had heat exhaustion. Or memory loss.

      Not that she wanted Liam to have heat exhaustion or a bout of memory loss. It was just that the sincerity in his eyes when he expressed himself seemed to imply there was way more to what Magnus and he had said than just jokes or even insanity. The kind of surety that only someone who is one hundred percent right about something has. Like nothing else could possibly be true.

      Several abrupt knocks sounded on the door, and this time Kate stood to go get it. It was probably just Buck or Connie here to complain about her landscaping or something else. And this time, she would just deal with things the way she always had before she’d met Liam.

      But as the door swung open, the person before her was anything but familiar.

      Standing in the doorway was a very tall man, probably a couple inches shorter than Liam, but still gigantic by her standards. And along with the height, the very first thing she noticed was long, golden hair so silky and shiny it reflected the dusky sunlight and was almost hard to look at.

      Kate almost had to raise a hand to block the sunlight but resisted the impulse.

      The man’s face was elegant and refined, with a long, perfect nose and high cheekbones and a straight jaw with almond-shaped eyes. His eyes, upon closer inspection, were similar in color to his hair, a kind of yellow hazel with what seemed to be little flecks of bright gold scattered around the center of his irises.

      For a moment, he just stood there, appraising, wearing a cocky grin that gave Kate an uneasy feeling. And though he wore what appeared to be a casual outfit of polo shirt and chinos with boating shoes, Kate was familiar enough with luxury brands that she could tell the outfit probably cost more than a week’s pay for her.

      And in his right hand was a large bouquet of flowers. Roses.

      What the hell was going on?

      “Good evening, neighbor,” the man said, his voice smooth and low.

      “Neighbor?” Kate questioned.

      “Yes, I just moved in recently, and I wanted to make the acquaintance of my fellow humans in the area,” he said with a polite bow.

      Kate sure as hell hadn’t seen any moving vans recently. Or heard of anyone moving out of the small development she lived in.

      But she wasn’t exactly a model neighbor either.

      “I’m Kate. Nice to meet you,” she said, trying to sound polite but wanting nothing more than to slam the door on the douchebag’s face.

      “Yes, I know. My name is Dante, and these are for you,” he said, extending the roses forward.

      “Thank you, but I’m allergic to roses,” she said, lying. She didn’t want the guy’s flowers.

      Dante’s smile fell just the smallest bit, a slight twitch at the corner of his mouth, before returning to unsubtle smoothness.

      “A pity. I thought we could talk for a bit, get to know each other better. Shoot the breeze, as they say,” he said, and his voice was smooth, charming, in a way that probably worked on other girls.

      And despite the fact that, compared to Liam, this Dante certainly wasn’t a beast, he was still very tall and incredibly muscled.

      “I’m busy. Maybe some other time.” Kate didn’t know what was up, but the longer this guy was on her doorstep, the more she felt skeeved out by him and the way his gold eyes appeared to be looking through her.

      Kate started closing the door slowly, hoping he’d get the hint, when she felt the door stopped by Dante’s hand. She tried harder to close it, but it was immovable.

      “But I insist. We’ve only just gotten started. There’s so much more to discuss,” he said, voice darkening, becoming more menacing.

      Suddenly, Kate regretted very much opening the door.

      Before she could try anything, Dante’s hand, along with the rest of him, disappeared from the crack in the door.

      “She said no, bastard,” Liam’s voice said from the other side of the door, followed by what sounded like a punch.

      Surprised at the turn of events, Kate opened the door to look outside and saw Dante getting up off the ground, the roses scattered and disorganized, with Liam standing in front of her door like a guard dog protecting its turf.

      Kate’s heart leapt at seeing Liam again. And despite whatever reservations she’d had, they were gone for the time being.

      Aside from a small bruise on his cheek, Dante just stood and brushed himself off meticulously. He looked more or less unfazed by the whole thing, despite what sounded like a fairly strong hit. He was an odd contrast to Liam, whose dirty work clothes were as far as possible from the sharp, carefully styled designer clothing of the newcomer.

      “Liam, I didn’t expect to see you here at this time of night,” Dante said coolly, cocking his head as he appraised the furious hulk on her porch.

      “I can’t say I expected to see you here either. Or ever again for that matter,” Liam replied, the anger in his voice much more apparent.

      “Well, you’re to blame for that. But I have to say this is certainly no improvement over the way you and your ragtag barbarian friends used to operate. I mean, digging ditches? Are you really that desperate?”

      Liam took a step forward, so hard the deck rattled under his boot, but stopped at the top of the stairs.

      Dante’s grin just widened a little.

      “If you and the others have come on hard times, I’m sure I can lend you some of my treasure. But good luck finding a mate while you’re dressed like a common peasant.” At that, Dante chuckled at his own joke.

      “Get the hell out of here, Dante. Go back to where you came from,” Liam growled.

      Ignoring Liam’s threats, Dante addressed Kate. “Don’t let his good looks fool you. He’s nothing more than a barbarian and a common thief. If I were you, I’d find myself a real dragon with real wealth, not a pauper like him.”

      Kate wasn’t exactly sure what was going on, but she could feel herself getting angry on Liam’s behalf. Dragon or crazy person, whatever Liam was, she at least cared about him.

      “I like him better than you. I know that.”

      Dante’s smile fell and his eyes narrowed. “It figures that Liam would find a mate with taste equally poor to his own.”

      “You bastard,” Liam spat. Then, before Kate could even process what was happening, he practically leapt from the deck, a huge, gleaming metal sword suddenly in his hands as he slashed down at Dante.

      Dante dodged backward with reflexes unlike any she’d ever seen, narrowly avoiding the huge steel blade.

      “Now you’ve gone too far, gold dragon,” Liam said. She could see his deep teal eyes gleaming in the last remnants of sunlight as the sky began to darken. Both hands gripped the long, masterfully crafted sword that looked like it belonged in some medieval museum.

      And where the hell had it come from?

      Dante just tsked several times. “Brutish as always. It seems your kind only knows how to settle things with violence. Very well.” In a flash of light, a golden rapier appeared in his right hand, the handle inlaid with diamonds and jewels, the blade long and thin and razor sharp.

      Dante cut the sword through the air in front of Liam, the blade making a whistling sound. But Liam didn’t appear even slightly affected by it.

      “I should have killed you when I had the chance,” Liam said.

      “Ha, you couldn’t even finish what you started so many years ago. What makes you think you could ever end me?” Dante chided.

      With a shout, Liam charged, and the loud sound of metal on metal resonated through the neighborhood as Dante parried and dodged, looking a lot less cock-sure than he had a second ago.

      And Kate just watched the melee incredulously, heart racing as both men ducked and attacked and clashed.

      What was happening? Was she in some kind of movie? Was a camera crew going to come out of the bushes?

      She waited, but no such luck.

      The street lamps hadn’t turned on yet, and thankfully, the neighborhood was pretty quiet at this time of day, with everyone inside having dinner.

      But yeah, Kate didn’t know what she’d say if someone told her they’d seen two huge men with swords fighting out in front of her house.

      Liam swung in a long arc, his blade moving faster than her eyes could even see, and Dante leapt backward.

      And then Kate saw the gash in Dante’s shirt, a long slice from shoulder to side. And even though she didn’t see any blood, it was pretty clear Liam had rattled the intruder’s confidence.

      “Damn. And I just bought this,” Dante muttered, apparently more annoyed at the gash in his wardrobe than anything else. “I’m not finished with you. I’m going to make you pay for what you did to us back then,” he said darkly.

      When Liam came at Dante again, though, Dante lifted off the ground, long golden wings extending from his back as he took off into the sky and disappeared into the nearly moonless night.

      The wings were almost like… a dragon’s.

      And as suddenly as the man had appeared, he was gone.

      Kate let out a long breath as Liam watched the man disappear into the horizon. Then, as instantly as his sword had materialized in the first place, it was gone again in a flash of shimmering light.

      Dragons. Mates. Rivalries. And sword fights you’d expect to see at a renaissance fair, not on your front lawn.

      What the hell was going on?
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      Kate locked eyes with Liam, who was still standing there on her porch, looking up at her nervously.

      He ran a hand through his hair, and for a moment, she realized he was still just the same to her. That nice, somewhat shy guy who’d been working in her yard, shared dinners with her, tamed her dog, and then shown up to rescue her in the nick of time from the weirdest yet most threatening person she’d ever met.

      Well, until Liam had gotten all up in the other guy’s face. That had been a new level of threatening. And she’d thought his confrontation with the neighbor had been bad.

      “I thought you’d left,” she said, cocking her head. She still didn’t know what to say to him. And the fact that the man who’d just fled had flown out of there kind of lent credence to the whole “dragon” thing.

      So if he wasn’t crazy, she was wrong to send him away. But how was she supposed to know that such creatures existed?

      “I couldn’t leave,” he said. “Not when you were upset. You’re my mate.”

      She shook her head. “You’re crazy, you know that?”

      He tilted his head. “But you saw Gold fly away. He was definitely a dragon. Do you still not believe me?”

      She opened the door for him in answer. “Come on in and we’ll talk about it. You have to be exhausted after sitting in that car all day. Your back is probably sore.”

      “No. It’s strong because I’m a dragon,” he said.

      “Well, I’ll tell you what,” she said with a weary smile. “You can sit down and get comfortable while I get dinner, and you can tell me more about this dragon thing while we eat.”

      He nodded, looking happy just to be let in again.

      Tank trotted over to him, and Liam rubbed his head. “Good boy. I missed you, too.”

      “It was just one day,” she said, rolling her eyes as she pulled out some leftovers to heat up. She was sure he wouldn’t mind after a day like today.

      “One day away from you is too much,” he said. “When we’re mated, I won’t ever want to be away from you.”

      “What about work?” she asked. “You’ll be away from me then.”

      “You won’t have to work. You can stay home with me if you want. Or travel. Or move to the castle. Whatever you like.”

      “How?”

      “I have quite the treasure hoard,” he said. “And the gemstone dragons are happy to let me access any of theirs. We dragons help each other.”

      “Sounds good,” she said.

      “It wasn’t always that way, but because things are tough in the shifter world, many of us are trying to work together.”

      “Okay,” she said, bringing over the reheated lasagna she’d made and setting it on the table. “So tell me everything I need to know about dragons.”

      “Right,” he said. “What first?”

      “That mating thing,” she said. “I really need to know more about that.”

      “Well, most shifters have that in common. When they find the person who is meant for them, shifter or human, they bond with them for life. Forever. It’s a lock so intense it can’t be broken, and we tend to believe it is set by fate.”

      “And you think I’m your mate?” she asked.

      He nodded.

      “Does that mean you don’t think I have a choice in it?” she asked, feeling nervous.

      “No,” he said. “It means I need to work hard so I’m the choice you want to make. Because my happiness depends on it.”

      “How does that work, though? You’re a dragon.”

      “I am,” he said. “And I’m from another time. Another world compared to yours.”

      “When?”

      He hesitated. “I don’t need to go into specifics, but I suppose my people are comparable to what you would call Vikings.”

      “Wow,” she said, leaning her cheek on one hand as she played with her lasagna with her fork. “Sounds interesting. Is that why you were speaking oddly when you first met me?”

      “Yes,” he said. “After that, when I knew you were my mate, I was working hard when I was home to get better. Reading books. Watching your picture box.”

      “TV?”

      “Is that what it’s called?”

      She pointed at her television. “That thing?”

      “Yes.”

      “TV.”

      “Okay,” he said, nodding. “I’m still getting used to some modern conveniences.”

      “So what else do you dragons do at the castle?”

      “We play games, talk about the old days. Tease each other. Explore outside.” His lips spread into a smile. “Go flying.”

      She sighed. “Really? Can I go sometime?” It was getting easier and easier to believe he really was a dragon. After what she’d seen this afternoon, the only other option was she was hallucinating, and she didn’t feel like it.

      “I can take you sometime, probably. When we’re mated,” he said.

      “And how does that work?”

      “I can’t tell you,” he said. “Not until you agree to it. It’s secret.”

      She sighed. “How can I agree to something I don’t understand?”

      “I guess you would just have to wait until you totally trust me,” he said, his teal eyes soft and patient.

      It was so fun and familiar, having him across from her at the table, eating her food and enjoying it, Tank sitting obediently at his side. She really could imagine a future like this.

      “It’s so weird to me, the whole mating thing. Very foreign.”

      “Why?” he asked.

      “Because my last boyfriend, he couldn’t commit at all. That’s not why I left him, but he was always putting off the idea of marriage. Most men seem like they just want to get what they can and run.”

      “Disgusting,” Liam said. “But maybe more men than you realize would like to settle down. Maybe you were just meeting the wrong men.”

      That stung. She shrugged. “Maybe.”

      He gave her a playful grin. “Maybe it was so you could reject all of them and be waiting here for me. Sorry I didn’t come sooner.”

      She giggled, blushing, and wiped her lips with her napkin. “Silly.” But she loved it. These little moments where he stopped holding himself back so much and let her see his personality were just wonderful.

      “I’m glad to see you smile. I was worried you weren’t going to for a while. At least with me around.”

      “It’s hard, but I’m going to get used to it I think. But if you can imagine, it’s a big thing for me to realize that humans aren’t alone on this world. I’ve never even considered anything like that.”

      “Ever? Not even in your imagination?”

      “I’ve never been very imaginative,” she said. “Well, maybe in childhood, but it gets sort of beaten out of you as you grow up, as adulthood takes over.”

      “Beaten out of you?” He stood, looking angry. “Who? Where is he?”

      “No, no,” she said, hastily waving a hand. “Not at all. I’m sorry. Please. I meant it figuratively. You know, not literally.”

      “I’m not sure I get it exactly.”

      “No one hit me,” she said. “I promise.”

      He seated himself again, his heavy weight making the chair creak beneath him. So large. She grinned to herself as she remembered how that big body had felt pressed up against her when they’d made love.

      As if he could read her thoughts, he grinned up at her, taking a bite of lasagna.

      Oh hell, if she wasn’t careful, they were going to end up doing something again. And would that be so bad?

      It would be if she didn’t understand well enough.

      “Anyway, is there anything else I should know about being a dragon? What was that sword?”

      His eyes were shifty. “That’s another thing I really shouldn’t talk about, but since you’re my mate and you already know some things, I guess I will. Me and my crew are metal dragons, each a different metal or alloy, and we have access to an ancestral weapon of immense power, created in the metal that flows in our bloodline.”

      “And which dragon are you?” she asked.

      “I’ll tell you when you mate me,” he said with a grin that was slightly predatory.

      She flushed. “So many secrets.”

      “All you have to know is that I’m never going to hurt you and I’m always going to keep you safe. And if you say no to me, I’ll just try to keep winning you over. And if you still say no to me, I’ll always be watching over you. We’re meant to be together, and I know that you, not being a dragon, may take time to be okay with that. But I can wait. This is forever.”

      She heard her own heartbeat; she was so silent and frozen as she listened to his sincere, quiet words. His handsome, masculine face was almost too earnest, and she felt embarrassed at how brave he was in expressing his feelings.

      She certainly wasn’t that brave. “I’m sorry I made you go,” she said, putting a hand over her eyes. “I really didn’t know what to do. I was freaking out.” She looked up at him through her fingers. “And thank you for coming back.”

      He got out of his seat, put his napkin down, and walked over to her. He knelt at her side and pulled her hands away from her face. She looked away from him, sure she was flaming red.

      He reached up a finger and easily tilted her face back to him. Just how strong was he really? Would she ever be able to see that?

      He had a very slight dimple in his strong chin, and she wondered how it felt to touch it. She reached out and brushed his hair off his forehead, thinking how odd it was that she could already feel this tender toward him.

      That she could feel so clearly that he needed her. It had been so long since someone other than her dog and her employees had needed her.

      “I didn’t really leave. But yeah, I’d always come back. You’re part of me. I don’t really know how to make you understand that.”

      “It just takes time,” she said, running her hand through his hair again. He closed his eyes as if it felt good, and she wanted to do it again. But he caught her hand.

      “I can give you time. I can even spend the night in my truck if you’d like. But I can’t go. Not with that guy still out there.”

      A chill went through her. “No. I don’t want you to go. Besides, I’m happy for you to stay here. After all, you have to catch up on my yard.”

      His expression brightened. “So you won’t hire someone else?”

      “Of course not,” she said. “Who else could do as good a job as a dragon?”

      He laughed at that. “Good. No one else could do as good a job. I promise that.”

      She squeezed his hand. “So now what?”

      He arched slightly, touching his back. “I think I’ve spent too much time in human form. My back is slightly sore after all. Perhaps I will rest.”

      “I have something better,” she said, looking out at the deck. “Do you have a swimsuit?”

      “A what?” he asked.

      “Oh, right, you probably don’t. Oh well, you can wear your underwear.”

      “For what?” he asked. “Am I missing something?”

      “No,” she said, getting up and heading to her bedroom. “I’ll be out in a minute. Meet me fully clothed on the back deck, and I’ll show you what I mean.”

      He stood there looking confused, patting Tank on the head as she left.

      It was about to be a really good night.
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      It was getting dark as Liam followed Kate out onto the deck, confused as to what she wanted to do out there. She was wearing only a towel over some sort of hidden garment, and he felt extra protective of her, being out in the open with her wearing so little.

      Were humans always this indecent without any forethought?

      He heard something in the bushes and let out a growl, but then a small squirrel hopped out and disappeared down the dirt hill, and he relaxed.

      He should know better. If something sinister were around, like a man or another dragon, he would sense it. As he had with Gold.

      Damn, that had been close. How were they here? Was the whole crew here? He had so many questions.

      But the most important thing right now was making sure Kate was happy. That she was trusting him. Comfortable with him.

      She walked to a dark, rectangular shape he’d seen on the deck before, but hadn’t known what it was. As he got closer, he could feel heat emanating from it, but wasn’t sure how.

      He got in front of Kate, pushing her back slightly in case it was dangerous, but she just laughed and pushed him aside so she could undo some sort of clip on one side and then the other.

      She then lifted the lid and steam came off, and Liam put a hand up to block his face before realizing it was totally harmless. He dropped his hand, hoping she hadn’t noticed his panic.

      “I promise this is safe,” she said with a smile. “Sometimes you’re so cute, you know that?”

      He wrinkled his nose. Cute? A dragon? That made no sense. Cute was how you referred to small things like bunnies and rabbits.

      “Okay,” she said. “There are no lights out here. No one should see you. Go ahead and strip down to your boxers and get in.” He sent a quick look around, but as long as his mate said it was okay, he had no problem disrobing.

      He reached for the hem of his shirt but paused as she dropped the towel, revealing the garment that had been hidden. It was made of some kind of silky, skintight material, and it was in two pieces. One that covered her breasts, barely, with a strap going over her shoulders and one around her ribs. And then another that was practically underwear, just covering her beautiful hips and… vulnerable areas.

      He sent an alarmed look around him, but she quickly climbed into the large tub of water that was glowing blue with some kind of lights within it. He sniffed it. It smelled clean but slightly of some sort of chemicals.

      “Bromine,” she said. “I sort of splurged and got one with UV filtration so it would be extra clean.” She swirled a hand in the clear water. “I don’t use it enough.” She looked up at him, her brown hair dipping in the water at the tips, her beautiful breasts floating at the top, wet and shiny, her face flushed from the heat.

      He didn’t need to be told twice. He quickly disrobed, nearly tripping out of his clothing, and quickly got in the tub with her.

      And flinched at how hot the water was.

      “Sorry,” she said. “It’s a hot tub. I should have explained.”

      “A mechanical hot spring. Magic,” he said, sinking into the water and slowly adjusting to it. His eyes went to his mate, to her creamy skin, exposed almost everywhere. Her gorgeous stomach. He wanted to touch it. Touch all of her, hold her soft skin, and kiss her all over until she went in his arms.

      He looked around them. “Are you sure no one can see us?”

      “No windows facing this way. And from what I saw, no one home out back. I think they’re often out of town.” She looked around. “I think we’re alone.” She gave him a mischievous smile. “Oh wait, I forgot. Your back. I’ll turn on the jets.”

      “Jets?” he asked but then jumped as he felt a rush of water at his legs and many others starting up around the tub with a loud rumbling. “What magic is this?”

      She laughed. “Just piping, like what you’re installing outside.”

      “That is all mechanical,” he said. “This uses electricity.”

      “It’s plugged in, yes,” she said.

      “What do I do?”

      “Sit in front of them,” she said. “They work for massage.” She vibrated with the jets hitting her back and sighed. “Ahh, that feels good.”

      He felt instantly jealous. Only he should make Kate make a face like that. But instead of pouting, he took her advice to get in front of the jets. She’d done this for him after all.

      As the water and air rushed against his back, he felt the muscles calm down and realized this was therapeutic after all. He sighed as he sat back, letting the water caress his back.

      He should really tell Aegis about these things so he could install one back at the castle. Then again, he and Opal would probably always be using it, and that would ruin things for the rest of them.

      Maybe they would need two.

      “You like it?” she asked, interrupting his thoughts.

      He opened his eyes to look at her. A mistake because he was instantly hard whenever he saw her in that swimming outfit, as she had referred to it when she asked if he had one. He shut his eyes again. “Yes.” Hopefully, with the water, she wouldn’t realize his condition.

      She swam over to him, and he felt her hand on his thigh. Nope, she probably noticed. “Why are your eyes closed?”

      He sat up because her hazel eyes were troubled. He could tell even in the darkness around them, the only light coming from the blueish-green lights in the hot tub that still only provided faint illumination.

      He pulled her onto his lap, and he knew the moment she realized he was hard. “Your swimming outfit is driving me crazy.”

      He released her to let her get off of him, but she refused, straddling him instead and wriggling against him.

      “Do dragons always have this effect on people?” she asked, pressing herself in against his chest. He didn’t think he could ask for anything more, her soft, curvy body pressed against him, the warm water around him, the darkness, the soft lights. He put an arm around her, keeping her safe.

      “I don’t know,” he said. “I’m just glad I have this effect on you. Because you’re the only woman I want. The only one I’ll ever want.”

      She nuzzled her cheek against his, slightly damp and warm. “I still find it hard to believe that.”

      “Let me show you,” he said, running his hands over her slick shoulders and then placing a kiss to her salty skin. Then another. She gasped, arching, and he rubbed up against her, bringing them close though they were both still clothed.

      “Hot,” she said. “I can feel you.”

      He thrust again, liking how she arched and jerked, her fingers digging into his shoulders, urging him on.

      “I’m not usually like this,” she said. “Some kind of wild woman seducing her handymen.”

      “Good,” he said, kissing her on the lips, silencing her. “Only for me.”

      She sighed as his hand dipped into her swim bottoms, stroking gently on her silky, velvety skin. He wanted to be inside her again, badly.

      “Can we do it in here?” he asked, stroking her nub and making her shiver and push her hips against him.

      “Yes,” she said. “Should be fine.”

      He pushed her swimsuit away and then his and fitted them together, and she slid onto him easily, riding his lap. They felt joined as one, so tightly he couldn’t figure out what was him and what was her anymore. All he knew was it felt like heaven, and he got to look into her beautiful hazel eyes, with their brown depths and gold and green sparks. He couldn’t make out every detail in the darkness, but he’d memorized them in his heart.

      He stroked her hair back and kissed her cheek, her forehead, then her mouth, lingering there slowly as he began to move, lifting her at the waist and then thrusting deep inside.

      She sighed against his mouth, moaning, as he began to increase the tempo. It was amazing to do this in the water where it felt like they were floating. Where it felt they were the only people in the world. Warm. Alone. Safe.

      Her hands were on his shoulders, and she moved with him, pushing up and away and then coming back down as he thrust in, never coming fully apart, a tight seal between them. No matter how hot the water was, the heat they were making was hotter.

      He was on fire.

      He moved faster, feeling something building inside him, something even stronger than before. He knew he wasn’t mating her, but being inside her without anything between them was intoxicating.

      “Wait.” She gasped. “I got carried away, but what about protection? Can I get pregnant? Or diseases, or—”

      He kissed her, calming her and settling her back down over him, tightly joined. He brushed her hair back soothingly. “No and no. Not until we’re mated. And this isn’t how we do it.”

      “Okay,” she said, letting out a sigh. “Not that I’m against mating you. I just mean I don’t want to do it on accident.”

      “I understand,” he said.

      She nodded, flushed, and started moving again. He moved with her, loving the way the water moved around him, the way the jets pounded, rumbling with a deep vibration that mirrored the way he knew deep in his soul that she was his.

      With every gasp, every moan, he was bound to her tighter, going with her on a journey they could only take together because they were made for each other. Their bodies were perfect; they seemed to enjoy their time together. He was beginning to think things were going to be fine after all.

      For now, he would just enjoy their time together and look forward to the day he could be her mate.

      As their rhythm increased, he could feel his control breaking inside him. Just as he wasn’t sure he could hold it anymore, she came apart in his arms, biting back her screams and digging her nails into his back as she wrapped around him.

      He kissed her, capturing her cries so she could scream against him, wanting to hear every bit of her pleasure or feel it as she writhed against him. She did, twisting as if she were lost, and he came with her, jerking inside her warm, tight heat that was convulsing with pleasure.

      It was the most amazing feeling he would ever know in his life. Hotter than dragon fire, better than flying.

      “Kate,” he said. “Mine.”

      “Mine,” she said back, surprising him, gasping the word against his lips as their bodies continued to hold one another. He held her tight until she slumped against him, breathing hard.

      Then he set her back, still on top of him, and looked her over. She looked so sated, so perfectly sexed, her breasts nearly spilling out of her top. And tired, her cheeks flushed, her freckles adorable, her hair mussed. He pushed her hair back just as an excuse to touch her face, and she warmed, smiling at him.

      “You’re tired,” he said. “We should go wash the chemicals off of you.”

      “I know,” she said. “But I want to stay here.”

      He stroked her back, loving the feel of every part of her body. Wondering how it was possible that someone as perfect as her could be for him.

      “Okay,” he said. “We’ll stay here a few moments longer. And then we should get some rest. Sorry there weren’t more.”

      “Orgasms?” she asked. She let out a huff. “I don’t think I could do more. Heck, I’ve had more sex in two days than… Well, I don’t want to think about it.”

      Good, because he didn’t want to hear about it. He couldn’t stand the thought of another man. He knew there had been one, but as far as he was concerned, that was over and done with and didn’t need to be discussed.

      “Anyway, I’m just glad we made up and we’re honest with each other, and now we can figure things out,” she said.

      “Yes,” he said. “I’m glad I could be honest with you.”

      “Good,” she said. “Now hold me with that big dragon body of yours and let’s just relax a while.”
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      When Kate’s alarm went off the next morning, Liam was still in bed with her. He’d woken with the dawn, as usual, but he hadn’t wanted to get out of bed and leave her there alone after everything that had happened.

      After the awesome night in the hot tub, they’d showered, sat on the couch together watching a movie, and with all the modern conveniences and a mate nearby, Liam was starting to think his ship had sunk for a purpose.

      He was in the right time and place after all.

      She stirred, reaching around drowsily for the phone, which he picked up and turned off.

      “Hey,” she said, sitting up and brushing mussed brown hair out of her face. Her hazel eyes were a warm brownish-green in the light streaming between the blinds. “I need that.”

      “No,” he said. “Because you’re not going to work today. Not with what just happened yesterday. You need to be here where I can keep an eye on you.”

      Her full lips pursed as she pinned him with a glare. “Liam, you can’t tell me when I go to work or not. You’re not my mate, or whatever it’s called.”

      “What am I, then?”

      She thought about it. “If we’re not exclusive, then we’re just dating. If we are exclusive, then you’re my boyfriend.”

      “Boyfriend, then,” he said firmly, folding his arms. “And why can’t I tell you not to go to work? It’s safest for you to stay here.”

      She got up and began to get dressed. “Work is my life, Liam. It has been for a long time. I’m willing to explore things with you, take it slow. But I’m not willing to let everything else fall apart around me just because you’re paranoid.”

      “But what if he comes to your work?” he asked.

      “You really think he’s dangerous? We were just talking until you came over and pulled out your sword.” The flush on her face said she knew she was downplaying it, though.

      “I wouldn’t put anything past that person,” Liam said. “He is obviously not right in the head. He’s been that way for a long time.”

      “So you do know him?”

      “I don’t want to talk about it,” Liam said. “I want to talk about why you are insisting on going to work when it might not be safe and when you deserve a break because you rarely, if ever, get time off. I mean, is it usual for humans to get only one day off a week?”

      She shook her head. “No, but I’m salaried, and it’s the end of the quarter for sales and things are just really frantic. When they calm down—”

      “Do they ever calm down, really?” He stood and came behind her, putting his arms around her as she buttoned up her dress shirt. He kissed her shoulder, and she gave a little shudder. Then she turned to place a kiss on his lips.

      He could just imagine domestic bliss like this. As soon as he got rid of her awful job.

      “Liam,” she said, pulling back and touching his cheek. “I’m not living in the world of the dragons. At least not yet. I don’t have a trove of treasure, and life has taught me I have to work for what I have. If I stop working, I lose it.”

      He nodded reluctantly as he realized he wasn’t going to win this one. Frankly, she should be safe enough with people around—and if he asked Titus to follow her and keep an eye on things. He had sort of a unique ability.

      As she got ready and grabbed a quick breakfast, he followed her, slightly concerned.

      She pointed at him with the bagel she was holding. “And don’t think you can slack off on the yard work just because we are dating. I still need it done.”

      He sighed. Of course she would still be stressing about that, even if he had no intention of slacking off. He’d work on the yard all right, but that was because he cared about her, not because he needed work to feel worthwhile somehow.

      He wondered how to get across to her that it wasn’t the most important thing in her life. That she wasn’t really living while she was working so much and putting everything else aside for it.

      Or was he just jealous because she would pick work over spending time with him, whereas he would put spending time with her over anything else?

      Even if she’d stayed home, he would have worked twice as hard whenever he wasn’t with her to get things done. He considered that his job as mate and protector. Her job was to enjoy her life and be happy.

      He was starting to realize that convincing her of that was going to be hard.

      As she pulled away, he sat on the porch, waved to her, and then spoke in his mind to Titus.

      You there?

      Yes, Titus replied.

      I need you to do me a favor. I need you to do surveillance on my mate, but not let her know about it. If you know what I mean.

      I see. I can do it.

      Thank you. I’ll send you the coordinates.

      I can scent her. She has your scent on her.

      Titus was an excellent tracker. Still…

      I’d prefer you drive straight to her address than come here and have to track her.

      Fine. I am excited to see your mate.

      He grunted. Sure. As long as you don’t let her see you.

      I can do that. Can I ask why the surveillance?

      Yeah, why the professional stalking? That was Magnus.

      Liam sighed. I need you to keep this between us, so put the guard up in your mind against Aegis, but I saw Dante last night.

      The Dante? As in from our world?

      Yes.

      With your mate? Shit.

      He came to her house because I would have usually left by then. He probably couldn’t scent I was around the corner because my scent was already so strong around the place. We may have fought.

      Did he try anything? Titus’s growl was a low rumble.

      No.

      Good. Otherwise, I’d have to track his shiny ass down and kill him.

      No. I don’t know what he is up to. But I don’t want him or his crew around my mate.

      I get it, Titus answered. I’ll take care of it.

      What about me?

      You’ve done enough, Liam said.

      Fine, Magnus retorted. But win her over and come home soon. It’s getting boring around there.

      With Aegis? I doubt it.

      You sure you don’t want to tell him about the other dragons?

      I’m sure, Liam responded. I don’t want him to know yet. Not until we know more about what’s going on.

      I understand, Titus said.

      Yeah. Magnus agreed.

      All right, Liam said. I’ll see you two later.

      It was time to get back to work so he could surprise his mate when she got home.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Kate felt a little guilty about being so tough with Liam that morning when she’d been getting ready for work. Truthfully, maybe she was a little unhealthy in her relationship with work, but in the past, it was all she had to keep her going.

      And besides, in her view, men only worked hard until they got you, and then they got lazy, staying home, watching football, making excuses even as bills piled up and she had to provide for them, working harder and harder. That’s what had happened with her friends.

      Would Liam be pouting at home? Was he thinking now that they were together, he could relax? She’d liked that he was a hard worker like she was. Someone she could trust as a teammate and partner. She didn’t want things to change again.

      When she pulled up to her home, she realized all her worries were for nothing. If anything, he seemed to have worked even harder today. Somehow, in one day, he’d gotten all the sod laid, and the whole area in front of her house was full of beautiful squares of grass that were neatly fitted together. Liam was out watering the sod by hand, wearing no shirt, which was enough to almost cause her to hit her own mailbox.

      She pulled into her drive carefully, and Liam gave her a wave as she got out of the car and looked around. There were still curves where there was rich soil and no grass, where Liam planned to do flower beds probably.

      It was amazing seeing the change in her life reflected in the way he’d beautified her yard and removed the garbage and fixed everything that was broken.

      Slowly but surely, Liam was showing her the promise of a better life. The way to happiness.

      And it scared her.

      She realized it was easier to go to work, to make herself busy, than to really think about where this was going. What a relationship meant.

      It meant putting herself out there, hoping someone else put in the same effort and never gave up. It meant trusting, and hoping, and happiness that always started good but could go very bad if they both didn’t work at it.

      He set down the hose, turned it off, and grabbed his shirt, pulling it over his shoulders as he walked over to her. Tank bounded past her, rolling over the grass joyfully even though he was getting totally soaked.

      Liam smiled. “I think he likes it.”

      She nodded.

      “What do you think?”

      “I love it,” she said, walking forward and taking her first step onto soft, clean grass. Grass that was hers. Oddly, against her will, tears bit at the corners of her eyes, and Liam looked stricken.

      He took her hands. “What’s wrong?”

      She shook her head. “Nothing. I’m just so happy. It’s overwhelming. Things have gotten so good so fast. I’m just afraid to accept it.”

      “Just accept it,” he said. “Because I’m here to stay. Things are only going to get better from here.”

      She leaned in against him, inhaling clean sweat and grass and pure summer air. “Okay. I’ll try.”

      Now that she was getting used to the beautiful new yard and feeling safe in Liam’s arms again, she remembered the one thing that had bugged her that day and wondered whether she should tell him.

      His arms were over her back, and she decided maybe she wouldn’t. It was just odd, but she’d felt as if she were followed and wasn’t sure what to make of it. She hadn’t felt threatened exactly, but just the feeling someone was watching. That there was something paranormal around.

      Then again, she was probably just paranoid because she was learning there was a whole other world around her that she hadn’t known about. She wanted to know more about shifters, more about his world and history, but she knew it was fair enough for him to say he couldn’t tell her more until she was truly committed to him.

      And she couldn’t say she was ready for that, as much as she wanted to.

      “What’s wrong?” he asked, pulling back and stroking her hair.

      “Nothing,” she said.

      “I haven’t told you this yet, but we dragons can read minds. Some, like Aegis, do it more flagrantly. But my kind would rather not do it against someone’s will. We would rather they tell us their thoughts on their own.”

      She sighed. “I’m still not used to this whole dragon thing.” She wagged a finger at him. “And no reading my thoughts.”

      His teal eyes were patient, amused. “All right. Tell me what’s bothering you, then.”

      She looked up at him regretfully. “I can’t. I just… I’m not ready.”

      “Okay,” he said with a nod, taking her hand in his and leading her over the lawn. “Let me show you what I did today and tell you what I have planned.”

      She followed him as he showed her around, telling her what he’d done, talking about the extra water needed while the sod was taking root, and then taking her from bed to bed while telling her what plants or flowers he would like to put there.

      She could see neighbors come out through the night, and a few actually waved.

      She flushed, thinking it was probably rare for anyone to see her out here because she was usually either resting or staying in her home. Now, with a yard that didn’t look like a bunch of junk and with actual time enjoying the evening air, she felt she was actually living like a normal person.

      He looked up at her. “You okay? You’re zoning off again.”

      She shook her head with a smile. “No. Sorry. I was just thinking that it’s so odd. I’m learning how to finally live a normal life, and I’m being shown by a medieval dragon.”

      He scratched the back of his head. “Not exactly medieval.”

      “Wherever you’re from, it isn’t here, yet you seem better at living here than I am.”

      He put his arms around her waist and squeezed her tight, grinning down at her. “I just want to give you the best life possible. I wasn’t living like this before I met you.”

      “What were you doing?”

      “Sailing, exploring the world, trying to find a place where I belonged. Where I could have a home. A mate.”

      “And you found one?” she asked, wonderingly.

      “Yeah, and her yard was a piece of crap.”

      She laughed and jokingly pounded him in the shoulder. “Shut up! Stop it.”

      He laughed and ran away from her, and she chased him into the backyard, where she stopped when she saw all the beautiful sod laid there, too.

      He walked back to stand beside her with folded arms. “You like it?”

      It was hard not to get emotional again, seeing how beautiful her land looked, how big it looked properly landscaped and taken care of.

      She escaped a bad relationship, but she’d really only been escaping, not living. Dealing with angry neighbors, letting the land around her practically rot in mess while she barely survived.

      It was just like he’d brought some beauty into her life. Showed her there was more than just getting by.

      She actually looked forward to coming home from work now. Not just because of the yard, but seeing him and how happy Tank was. Just in general, he hadn’t only landscaped her yard. He’d landscaped her life.

      “I’m glad you like it,” he said, putting an arm around her.

      She leaned in. “How much would this usually cost me?”

      “I have no idea in human money,” he said. “But I know that for me, your happiness is payment enough.”

      “You’re silly,” she said, feeling a blush burn over her cheeks. “Come on inside. The least I can do is give you dinner.”

      He grinned and walked inside with her, patting his leg for Tank to follow them in.
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      In the middle of the night, Kate awoke from a pleasant dream somewhat startled, as if she’d heard something while still asleep.

      She looked around, heart pounding, and heard an unfamiliar, sudden sound coming from outside her bedroom door. Immediately, she felt gooseflesh rise up and down her arms.

      Her house had its fair share of creaks and groans at times, but there was something eerie in the air around them, permeating the entire room.

      She put a hand on the bed next to her in the darkness, checking for Liam, wondering if she should wake him, when she realized he was already up, standing at the foot of the bed between her and whatever was making the noise at the door.

      “Shh,” he said quietly, brows furrowed, body rigid as he seemed to be taking in everything around them.

      Another creak sounded, and Tank began barking. Not his friendly, look-there’s-a-person bark, but a worried, frantic barking she rarely ever heard. He was safely downstairs in his kennel, so hopefully he wouldn’t be anywhere near the intruder, but she still worried about what was going on.

      All the lights were off, and with the moon waning, she could barely make out Liam’s huge, shirtless shape as he made his way to the bedroom door.

      And then the door opened, and horror flooded through Kate as she made out the darkened silhouette of someone standing there in the doorway, obscured by the unlit hallway so she saw less of the form of the person and more the absence of hallway where the shape stood.

      Liam leapt through the doorway, tackling the figure that was almost nearly as large as he was, and she heard a loud thump rock the house as they hit the floor. For a moment, Kate panicked, unsure if she should call the police.

      Outside, Tank’s barking doubled.

      Loud thumps and crashes, punctuated by the sounds of punching and grunting, echoed throughout the house, and for a moment, she feared the house might crumble the shaking was so intense from the struggle. 

      But summoning her courage, Kate jumped out of bed, grabbing her robe and throwing it on as she ran to the door. She flicked on the hallway light and illuminated the upper floor. 

      Just as she did, she caught the glimpse of someone running for the spare bedroom opposite hers, long golden hair flying behind him as Liam gave chase. A split second later, she heard a loud crash as the intruder leapt through the window, disappearing into the dark night as Liam stopped at the window, looking out.

      Kate rushed to his side, not wanting to be more than a few feet from him right then. As she did, she too looked outside but saw nothing. Just quiet neighborhood shrouded in blackness.

      “Damn, he got away,” Liam cursed.

      “Was that…?”

      “Yes, it was the same guy. At least I think so. It’s hard to say. There was something different about him, something wrong. I never thought he was the type to do something like this. Sneaking around in the darkness,” Liam said, eyes focused outside.

      “Why would he want to come into my home like that?” she asked, shaken, pulling her robe tighter around her.

      Liam just shook his head. “I don’t know.” He was still looking in the direction of the window, deep in thought.

      Kate tried to loosen her grip on his arm but couldn’t. She’d always been independent, but if he hadn’t been here… She let out a little shudder, not even wanting to think about it.

      At once, Liam turned and held her closely, enveloping her in his arms so the safety and warm encompassed her, chasing away the adrenaline and fear.

      She wasn’t alone.

      Liam picked Kate up in his arms and carried her back to the master bedroom, closing the spare bedroom door behind him as he did.

      “Now will you take the day off tomorrow?” he asked. “Please?”

      “Yes,” she said. “But what are we going to do about that guy? I can’t stay home forever.”

      “I know. But stay home tomorrow, and we’ll figure out the rest.” He pushed her hair back, twining a strand around his fingers. “I need to just be with you. Know you’re safe.”

      “I suppose so,” she said. “At least, I’ll call in and try.”

      “That’s all I ask,” he said.

      He put her down on the bed and pulled the sheets over her, then came onto the mattress, thankfully leaving the lights on.

      “What about Tank? Is he okay?” she asked, pulling the sheets up almost to her chin.

      “I’ll go check on him,” Liam said. “And I’ll do something about the window. Something temporary, but it’ll keep anything out.”

      “Okay,” she said, turning over in bed and trying to relax.

      “I’ll be right back.”

      And then he was out, creeping down the stairs quietly as if he were hoping not to wake her.

      She sighed. If he was working so hard for her, it was asking really little of her to just take a day off.

      Kate reached over and grabbed her smartphone with a resigned sigh. She opened a new email, typed in a quick message to her boss, and pressed send. 

      When Liam came back in, he walked straight to the bed and got in. “Tank seems fine. I’m glad you crate him at night.”

      “It’s safest,” she said. “Do you want the lights off?”

      He looked over. “How about you?”

      “I can sleep like this. If I can sleep at all.”

      “Okay,” he said. “Then I’m fine with it, too.”

      “I emailed my boss to say I wasn’t coming in tomorrow,” she said hesitantly.

      A smile lit his face, and he moved closer so they were side by side. “Thank you.”

      “Do you think he’ll come back?” Kate asked, trying to suppress a shiver of fear. That thing had been in her house.

      “I don’t think so,” he said. “But I can’t say for sure. Nothing’s as it used to be. But I can promise I’ll always be here to protect you, no matter what.”

      “Because I’m your mate?” she said, knowing where he was going with this.

      Liam just chuckled once. “Yes, because you’re my mate.”

      Kate just nestled into him a little more, and he obliged. And even though it was many long, quiet minutes listening for every squeak and creak that sounded and fearing it was the intruder, Liam was there with her, awake and alert, watchful so she didn’t have to be.

      And it was with that realization that Kate slowly began to fall asleep. For the first time in her life, someone else was here to keep an eye on things for her. She didn’t have to take care of everything by herself.

      It was a very odd notion indeed.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Liam was happily watering the lawn and keeping watch on the area around the house when his ears perked at the sound of angry talking.

      He turned to the porch where Kate had been sitting and watching him, enjoying the sunlight, and saw she was on the phone, holding it in front of her on speaker, talking with a concerned expression to someone on the other end.

      Her face was annoyed, her brows furrowed, and when she hung up the call, she looked up at him with apologetic eyes.

      Inwardly, he suspected he knew what was coming and groaned.

      Just once, he’d thought she would listen to him, that it would be easy to make her take a break and stay where he could protect her.

      She walked toward him, slipping the phone back in her pocket. “That was my work. I know I said I wouldn’t go in today, but I don’t really have a choice.”

      Liam dropped the hose in exasperation. “You promised. And you always have a choice. It’s just a job.”

      Her hands clenched into fists. “I’m trying to work around you, Liam, but you’re making it hard. And you brought this… thing into my life, and it’s messing up everything.”

      He waved his hands in disbelief. “I’m messing up everything? Me? The one that fixed your yard and just wants you to be healthy and happy while you’re trying to work yourself into the ground?”

      She folded her arms and looked at the ground repentantly. “I know. That wasn’t fair. I’m sorry. But I have to go. I know I promised, but that was my boss telling me I’m going to lose my job if I don’t come in today.”

      “You could lose more than that if you don’t start listening to me,” Liam said. “You’re working yourself into the ground. Even if there wasn’t a rogue dragon around, I would want you to take a break. Just the fact that you would risk your own safety to go back into work says you have an unhealthy relationship with your job.”

      “What would you know?” she said. “This job kept me alive. Gave me purpose and something to focus on when I had nothing else.”

      He took her hands in his, rubbing lightly, loving their warm softness. “You don’t have nothing anymore. You have me and Tank. And heck, not all your neighbors are bad, if you want to get to know them.”

      “I don’t,” she said. “Right now, I just want to get to work and save my job. Look, Liam, if you really want to mate me, you’ll try to understand that I need this.”

      “To work yourself into the ground?”

      “It’s the end of the quarter. My team needs me,” she said. She folded her arms and looked around her. “Liam, I would love to live in this fantasy world with you. I really would, but I’m not ready. And I can’t quit my job for you until I am.”

      He sighed. “So nothing I can say will change your mind?”

      “No,” she said.

      “You’d be safer here.”

      “I’ll be safe at work, too,” she said. “I was the other day. This is more about your insecurity. Your worrying.”

      “No,” he said. “It’s about the fact that you are afraid to get too close. To really take risks with me and commit to this.”

      “It’s only been like a week.” She scoffed. “You expect me to throw everything away and just jump into things?”

      “Sometimes you have to take a leap,” he said urgently. “Please don’t go.”

      She stepped back. “I’m going to be fine. I promise. Are you seriously saying this is going to affect us? If I just go to work on one day when I want to?”

      He sighed. He was beginning to get irritated at the limited amount she let him get involved in her life. He wanted more of a say in things, but he supposed he wasn’t going to get one. At least not yet.

      But hadn’t he proved himself trustworthy? Hadn’t he shown he always had only her best interests at heart?

      “Look,” she said. “You’ve brought a lot of things into my life. New things that I’m trying hard to accept. Dragons. Mates. Supernatural things. But my work is the one constant in my life. I still need it, and I hope you can accept that.”

      He let out a long breath. “It looks like I don’t have a choice. I just hope once I’m your mate, you actually let me protect you.”

      “I do let you protect me, like you did last night. But I can’t just stop the world for you.”

      “I would for you if I could,” he said. “I’d set everything else aside.”

      “That’s what I’m afraid of,” she said. “My last boyfriend, the minute he could, he just stopped trying. I don’t want that. I want us both to work hard and keep trying.”

      “Then you relax and let me show you I’ll keep working,” he said, taking her gently by the arm. “Just like this morning, with you there watching. I’m happy to work. I’ll work for you for the rest of our lives if you want me to, just to prove I’ll do anything to win you. And keep you,” he added when her brows furrowed.

      She sighed. “We aren’t going to have to fight about this when I get home from work, are we?”

      “I don’t know,” he said honestly. “Maybe we will. Maybe we’ll have to talk more about making decisions together about your work when it affects your safety.”

      “You aren’t my mate yet,” she said, stepping back. “I know you want to be, but being super controlling isn’t going to help you.”

      “I can’t mate you if you go and get yourself hurt, so I don’t see the point in holding back either. But if you are going to go, take this,” he said, taking her hand and slipping his steel bracelet off his wrist and onto hers.

      “What is it?” she asked, looking it over. “Not exactly my style.”

      “It’s my style,” he said. “It’s a compromise.”

      She narrowed her eyes at him and then smiled. “You’re just being silly again, aren’t you?” She held her wrist with the bracelet up. “Is this some way of marking your territory?”

      The tension was broken between them, and he laughed. “I suppose so.”

      “Then I’ll wear it,” she said, stepping forward to give him a hug. “Thanks for understanding. Or at least not trying to stop me.”

      “I wouldn’t do anything against your will,” he said, but he could feel reluctance in himself to let her go. Part of him wanted to carry her upstairs and lock her in the bedroom where she’d be safe, but he knew she’d never forgive him for that.

      And besides, he could have Titus follow her again. She wouldn’t notice. And she’d been fine that way before.

      Plus, while she was gone, he could put steel bars over every single window, he thought with a mischievous grin.

      No, he probably better not.

      He walked her to her car, feeling an ache at letting her leave him. But once again, it wasn’t his place to stop her, so he had to stand back, let her go, and just do his best to work hard so she had something good to come home to.

      He waited until she was out of sight and then called Titus, on the phone this time. He told him to watch her again at work, and then hung up, watching off in the distance in the direction her car had gone.

      An inexplicable urge to follow her struck him, but he remembered Aegis’s rule.

      If he wanted to win her over, he had to go slow.

      Fuck slow, to use modern vernacular.

      He picked up the hose begrudgingly and began watering again.
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      Liam could feel his heart beating faster with each passing second he was away from Kate. He tried to tell himself not to worry, that Titus would take care of it, but it was easier said than done after what had happened last night.

      He’d tried to go back to work, focus on putting in the azaleas he’d ordered in for Kate because she loved the color, but plants and flower beds seemed incredibly insignificant compared to the safety of his mate.

      Even if going into work was what she had wanted, Liam just couldn’t be okay with it so long as Gold was out there, probably after her. 

      Any updates, Titus? Liam asked, his patience finally run out.

      There was silence for a moment, and Liam began to pace, knocking over a shovel in frustration.

      She’s not here, brother… Liam heard Titus say. And despite Titus’s incredibly calm, controlled demeanor, there was worry in his voice, perhaps even a little anxiety. 

      What do you mean she’s not there?

      When I got to the parking lot at her place of work, I couldn’t find her vehicle. I even checked the side streets. It’s nowhere to be found.

      “Dammit,” Liam cursed aloud. Maybe she had stopped somewhere for breakfast. Maybe she’d gotten sidetracked along the way.

      Not that wasn’t like her. 

      Liam rushed into the house and pulled a small Post-It off the wall of Kate’s kitchen that had her work number on it in case of emergency.

      This most certainly represented an emergency.

      He dialed the number furiously, and a sweet voice picked up on the other side, introducing herself and asking where he’d like to be transferred.

      “I’d like to speak with Kate. Kate Hinton,” he said, trying to calm the rage and fear in his voice. Humans didn’t respond well to strong emotions like that.

      “I’m sorry, but it doesn’t look like she came in this morning,” she said, sounding nonchalant about the fact that Kate was missing. 

      “Then the man in charge. Her superior officer… I mean boss, then.”

      “Certainly,” the woman said, not breaking character as Liam heard a beep, followed by ringing. 

      “Oscar Chavez, how can I help you?”

      Liam wanted to fly off the handle right now, wanted to reach his fist through the phone and punch the bastard for forcing his mate into work when she didn’t want to, but right now, finding Kate was more important

      “Kate Hinton, where is she?” Liam asked, trying very hard to suppress a growl.

      “Oh, she said she wasn’t coming in today. I got an email from her first thing this morning saying she’d be out,” the man said with surprising calm. 

      “But didn’t you call her saying she needed to come in?” Liam demanded, starting to panic.

      “Not at all. She’s been working so hard lately. I figured she could use the time off. She rarely uses it, and she’s more than earned it.”

      Liam only felt shock as Oscar’s words came through the phone. An icy feeling that made his blood run cold. Surely he was lying. Humans lied all the time.

      Except he wasn’t. 

      So who had been on the phone this morning, then?

      “Hello? Hello?” Oscar said, but Liam just let his phone drop to the ground.

      What the hell was going on?

      Captain? Titus said patiently. 

      We have to find Kate. Now. Something’s terribly wrong.

      Want me to tell Aegis and Opal? Magnus chimed in.

      Yes, bring them. I’m driving to her work now. We have to find out what happened to her along the way. 

      Just text us the address and we’ll catch up to you, Magnus said.

      I’ll meet you in the middle. See if I can find anything, Titus added.

      Immediately, Liam sprang into action, picking up his phone and texting Magnus while he rushed out the front door and slammed it behind him before jumping into his truck and inciting the engine. 

      It still worked. Thank you, Magnus.

      He typed in the address of Kate’s workplace and found that the map offered two different routes. 

      One purported to be shorter, even though it went along a small country road he’d never seen before, and he selected the route. Kate was always in a rush. Liam doubted she’d ever choose a longer drive when going to work.

      Flooring the gas pedal, Liam weaved recklessly through the neighborhood, exiting the development and turning down quiet, abandoned roads lined with trees and shrubs.

      And as pretty as it would have been on a normal day, Liam’s eyes were peeled, searching for any sign of Kate or her car. 

      Then up ahead, along a silent stretch of the road, he saw her blue vehicle sitting in the middle of the road by itself.

      His truck came to a screeching stop, and he jumped out, looking inside.

      The driver-side door was ajar, left open. But nobody was inside.

      At the side of the road were several orange and white fence-looking things marked with the words “detour.” And in the air, he could scent Kate, could tell she had been here. But the scent was quickly diminishing, which meant she wasn’t nearby.

      And there was another scent in the air. A scent that wasn’t human.

      He turned and looked up the road. Ahead, it forked off in two directions. Simply choosing one meant he could be going the completely wrong way.

      Liam swore out loud and kicked the side of his truck, not caring that he left a huge dent in the door where his foot had connected with it.

      Why hadn’t Kate listened to him? She knew they were mates. She knew he could protect her. Why did she have to run off and not trust him?

      As Liam fumed, the roaring of a loud engine came up, and he whirled around to see a green sports car pull up behind his truck, tailed by another car in black with red stripes. 

      Aegis popped out of the first car, and Magnus jumped out of the second.

      “How did you get here so quickly?” Liam asked.

      “Well, let’s just say human speed limits didn’t apply to us,” Aegis said, coming around and helping Opal out of the car that was precariously low to the ground. 

      “That and you’re sharing your location with me all the time,” Magnus said with a grin, holding up his phone, “so it was pretty easy to follow you.”

      Liam wanted to punch Magnus right now, but it would be counterproductive.

      “Is that Kate’s car?” Opal asked, coming forward and sticking to the task at hand. 

      “Yes, but I don’t know what happened. They could be anywhere right now,” Liam said, the fear of never finding his mate making him want to take off to the skies in his dragon form to search for her.

      “Just hold on there, tiger. We’ll find her,” Aegis said, sensing Liam’s rage.

      “I’m not a tiger.”

      “It’s just an express—Ugh, forget it.”

      Just then, Titus showed up in his truck, the newer one, pulling to the side of the road and getting out. But he didn’t approach, instead just folding his arms and watching intently in complete silence. 

      “I think I can help,” Opal said, running a hand along Kate’s car, appearing lost in deep thought. 

      Everyone went quiet and watched as she raised one palm to her mouth, then blew, a single bubble floating from the tip of her fingers and drifting lower until it popped on the hood of her vehicle. 

      Then suddenly, the world shifted around them, revealing what Liam could only surmise was a glimpse of the past. 

      Kate’s car was no longer there in front of them, as well as all their other vehicles. Instead, the two blockades that were on the side of the road were now sitting squarely in the middle, barring the road.

      “The whole setup certainly is pretty sketchy, isn’t it?” Magnus asked, but Aegis just elbowed him in the side, shutting him up.

      Standing next to the blockade was a worker in an orange jacket, wearing a hard hat. A worker with long, dark-grey hair pulled into a long braid down his back. Incredibly tall and foreboding-looking for a construction worker. 

      And then Kate’s car drove up, stopping at the signs as if it were happening before his very eyes. He saw her frustration, saw her as she had been just as she left the home that morning. The man waved his arms and came up to the side of the car, and Kate popped her head out as if to argue. 

      And then another vehicle came out of nowhere, driving up behind Kate’s car. Immediately, another tall man, his hair silver-white and very short, jumped out, striding behind the blue vehicle and pulling the door open. Without decorum, he pulled out a now-furious, struggling Kate.

      Liam’s blood was practically boiling. He knew these men.

      The other noble element dragons. Platinum and Silver. 

      No.

      They would curse the day they messed with Liam’s mate.

      He watched as Silver pulled Kate away and tossed her into the back of his car as the other shed his construction clothing and pulled the detour signs to the side of the road, then got into the car that then pulled off.

      The vision slowly faded as the car sped off into the distance, making a left at the fork in the road ahead just as the illusion dissipated completely. 

      And then they were back in reality, surrounded by their various cars and a terrible sense of foreboding.

      “Are those guys familiar to you?” Aegis asked, arms crossed. 

      “More or less, yeah,” Magnus said nonchalantly. But Liam knew better.

      “Sworn enemies?” Opal said.

      “It’s complicated,” Titus said, coming over and getting into the back of Magnus’s car, barely squeezing into the pitifully small backseat of the shining sports car.

      “I’m going to want an explanation,” Aegis said, pointing at Liam as he and Opal got into his poison-green vehicle. 

      “C’mon, Captain, let’s go get your mate. Opal can lead the way,” Magnus said, bumping Liam as he rushed into his car, starting it and pulling up to Liam. 

      Liam got in, and they sped off, making a left and following the direction they had seen the getaway car go a moment ago. The road quickly narrowed into a single lane, winding up into the hills as Magnus shifted and pealed around turn after turn.

      So the noble dragons were back. But how?

      Regardless, the steel dragon was going to show them exactly what he did best.

      Protect his mate.
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      Kate looked between the men who had taken her with a scared, silent glance.

      She’d fought as they’d tried to drag her to their car, but she’d quickly had a hand put over her mouth and been thrown in the backseat of an elegant, black luxury vehicle, and then they’d taken off immediately after.

      After meeting Liam and his friends, she supposed she should be more used to seeing weird, weirdly hot men by now, but she wasn’t. Especially men like the ones surrounding her on both sides now.

      But they didn’t seem instantly evil, either, so she couldn’t say she felt in immediate danger, even if she knew being kidnapped wasn’t a great situation.

      The man on her right was a few inches over six feet, with refined, elegant features and a boyish beauty to his face with its pointed nose and stubborn chin. He seemed younger than the other dragons she’d met. Maybe in his mid-twenties rather than early thirties. He turned to her with a little, “Hmph,” and then went back to watching out the window, as if she wasn’t worth his notice.

      He was wearing a fitted, tailored suit in warm light gray, which contrasted his pale skin and his light, silvery hair that was almost white it was so bright.

      He glared at her with silver irises rimmed with light eyelashes. “What are you looking at, human?”

      She gaped, and backed up from him only to bump into the large man on her other side.

      He was no less intimidating, his height at least six and a half feet, at least as tall as Liam if not a bit taller. He had broad shoulders and lots of muscle. Even the slim man in the suit next to her was well muscled, extremely strong and fit. Like a male fitness model rather than a body builder. Even if his suit downplayed it.

      His jaw twitched. “You’re looking again.”

      “Calm yourself, Silver. This is for Gold, not us.”

      “I know, Platinum, but I’m never patient. You know this. Besides, she’s practically getting her dirty human self all over it.”

      Platinum, as the giant on the other side of her must be called, let out a snort. Looking over at him, it made sense. His eyes were a dark, shimmery gray, and his hair was a steely color that was still rich. It was shaved on the sides and long on the top, pulled back into a long braid. It was thick and slung over his shoulder, so she couldn’t make out exactly how long it was.

      Unlike like his friend, he was dressed casually in a carefully distressed gray tee shirt and fitted jeans. And designer shoes.

      “As I said, patience, Silver.” Platinum appraised her with a cold glare. “I doubt there is much dirt on her. Despite her questionable choice to ally herself with the more common, dirty metals.” He crossed his legs nonchalantly.

      “Nonsense, I can smell earth all over her.”

      “She did almost mate with the steel dragon,” Platinum replied.

      “I’m right here,” she said. “I can talk for myself.”

      “Aren’t you scared, human?” Platinum asked. “We could break you with one free hand.”

      She shrugged. “I don’t know. I don’t find you that threatening.”

      Silver turned to her, putting a hand on the seat in front of her and leaning in. “That makes you very stupid, human. We aren’t all lapdogs like Steel.”

      Was that Liam?

      “Yes,” Silver said, startling her by reading her thoughts. “That’s the same stupid person.” He looked visibly ruffled as he sat back in his chair. “How long until we’re there?”

      “Almost,” said a pleasant, familiar voice in the front seat.

      Her skin prickled. Was that Gold?

      “At your service,” he said, looking back at her as they pulled onto a private drive to a big mansion that looked to be in the middle of renovation. Like the other castle, it was hidden up in the hills with tall trees all around it.

      Unlike the other, it was very oddly put together, with a mix of newer, modern elements in metal over a very old-fashioned brick building beneath.

      Gold got out and opened the door, and Silver stepped out haughtily.

      Part of her wanted to make a run for it, knowing these guys were with Gold, who had broken into her house the other night, but she knew they’d catch her in an instant. She’d seen Gold fly with his wings.

      He seemed to notice her urge to dodge, and his eyes moved to Platinum. “Bring her.”

      Before she could bolt, she felt a hand around her waist and then gasped as she was hauled off the ground and over Platinum’s shoulder like a bag of sugar. She kicked against him. “Put me down!”

      Why oh why hadn’t she listened to Liam and stayed home? Why hadn’t she realized it was a trap? Why hadn’t she—

      “A little late for regrets now,” Platinum said in a low voice.

      She shuddered. Had she read this all wrong? They were snobs, sure, and big, and super pretty, but they just didn’t read as evil. Not like the presence had the other night.

      But since it was Gold, she supposed she had to stop being delusional and just realize she really was in danger and had no way to let Liam know.

      “What are you doing with me?”

      “Gold wants you, for whatever reason,” Platinum said. “I couldn’t care less.”

      “And I don’t want a dirty human in my house at all,” Silver said, marching ahead to keep up with Gold, who didn’t seem to want anything to do with him.

      When she’d seen Liam with Magnus, they’d seemed almost like brothers they were so close. The men who made up this group weren’t anything like that; she could tell even at a glance.

      So what kept them together?

      “It works well enough,” Platinum said, reading her thoughts again. “Where we are from, you cannot survive without a crew. Not well anyway.”

      “Right, another time,” she said, rolling her eyes.

      He just shrugged, jostling her as he carried her up the front steps and into the main lobby. When the door was closed behind them, he set her down, and she looked around.

      It was kind of mess with dust and debris from construction, along with some very old furniture mixed with some new. But there was also odd bits of gold and silver ornamentation in seemingly random places, on edges of frames or columns or even furniture.

      Obviously, these dragons had a very specific, slightly questionable sense of taste.

      “Take it back,” Silver said, practically spitting as he approached her. She was taken back by his apparent beauty as he got close. Platinum stepped around and got in front of her, his expression foreboding. Like any dragon, he was beautiful, too, with the face and build of a model, but scaled much larger.

      “The human has interesting thoughts, doesn’t she?” Gold said, sitting lazily in a large silver chair with a red cushion that looked more like a throne. Where had he gotten such a thing?

      Silver waved a hand, and a chair appeared behind her, sweeping her legs out from under her and forcing her to sit. She gasped.

      “Save the theatrics,” Silver said, pulling up a chair to sit next to her. Platinum sat on her other side.

      Then it got quiet and awkward.

      “Why did you break into my house last night?” she asked, glaring at Gold.

      Gold raised a dark-blond eyebrow and flipped his long, golden hair over his back. “I’m afraid I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “Liar,” she said, standing. “It had to be you.”

      Suddenly, she felt cool metal sliding over her arms, pulling her back to the chair and locking her down against it. She looked down with a gasp to see metal vines twining around her, binding her wrists.

      “Thank you, Silver. We can hardly expect to have a dignified conversation with a human using their usual barbaric tactics.”

      Silver flushed at the praise, and Gold nodded at him graciously.

      “Now.” Gold continued. “To address your ridiculous assertion that I would creep into your residence like a thief in the middle of the night.” He stretched his legs out in front of him, crossing them at the ankles, and put his arms lazily over the arms of his giant chair. “Do I really look like the kind of man who would suffer that indignity?”

      “Liam chased you, and you jumped out of the window.”

      Silver let out a snort, and Gold merely raised an eyebrow. “Shh, Silver. It seems there’s actually something to this.”

      “She could be making it up,” Platinum said. “Trying to distract us.”

      “Yes, true,” Gold said, standing slowly. “And besides, that is not why we’re here. Though, let me reassure you once again that I would never lower myself to breaking into your little residence.”

      “But you would kidnap me in your car,” she retorted.

      “Your ride here was comfortable, was it not? And we have treated you well. Would you like something to drink? Tea?”

      Were they psycho? She wasn’t going to drink tea with kidnapping dragons.

      “A pity,” Gold said. “Then I’m afraid it’s time to get down to business.”

      Her skin started to crawl. “What is business?”

      “Courting you,” he said. “Giving you a better option than that silly steel dragon and his crew.”

      “What do you mean?” she asked, shrinking back against her chair.

      Gold took another step forward, hands clasped behind his back. He was beautiful, handsome almost to a fault, but she didn’t want anything to do with him.

      She only wanted Liam, and she now felt supremely stupid for leaving him.

      Looking back at her life, if she lost it, she wouldn’t regret losing her job. But she would regret losing a chance with a guy like Liam because she was stupid.

      She’d thought the job was the only thing that made her happy, but really, it was just standing between her and happiness.

      And now she might die.

      “Don’t be so morose,” Gold said. “I’m not going to kill you. Why would I? I’m just giving you a chance to be with someone more elegant, more high class, than the dragon you chose.”

      “I like Liam. I’ll keep him, thank you very much.”

      “Over me?” Gold looked supremely offended. “I knew you had to say that in front of him, and he wouldn’t give me a chance to court you with him around, but I didn’t think you would actually say that to my face.”

      “Oh, I’m saying it,” she said. “I’d rather die than be with you, so you might as well let me go if you aren’t going to kill me.”

      Gold sat in his chair again, clearly frustrated. “I’m afraid it’s not that simple. You see, Liam did wrong to us long ago, and I can’t afford to let him be happy. He hurt my crew.”

      She looked around the room, seeing only stony assent. “That doesn’t sound like Liam. What did he do?”

      Gold sighed. “It doesn’t matter, does it?” he stood again and crossed over to her, getting on one knee in front of her. He was still basically eye level. He raised a hand and wiggled his fingers, and she gasped as gold showered from his fingertips in little nuggets. Her eyes went to the pile on the ground and the pile he’d caught in his other hand.

      “Does that change anything?” he asked. “I could give you the world.”

      “No,” she said. “I’d rather have a nice yard.” She laughed at her own joke because it was really the only response she had to the situation. And if she knew Liam, he was out there looking for her. Somehow, she felt he would catch up.

      “That’s a good point,” Gold said. “That doesn’t leave much time for seduction.”

      She wrinkled her nose. Seduction? Ew.

      “You may change your mind when you see all I have to offer,” Gold said, unbuttoning his shirt.

      She struggled in her chair, realizing this asshole was really going to try something. She wasn’t sure what, but she wasn’t having it.

      “I’m not going to force you,” Gold said, undoing the last row of buttons and revealing a set of perfect, hard, tanned abs with softly glistening skin. “I’m just going to use a bit of persuasion.” He turned to Silver. “Let go of her bonds. You’re scaring her.”

      She felt the metal loosen and tried to bolt from the chair, but Gold gave her a little shove back into it.

      She let out a growl of frustration as she landed back in the hard chair, a slight jolt of pain going through her. She rubbed her hand absentmindedly over the bracelet Liam had given her as she heard Gold argue with Silver.

      “Dammit, you hurt her,” she heard Gold say, offended. “We aren’t supposed to—”

      They all froze as a flash of light lit the room and a huge sword appeared in front of her, ornate and old-fashioned.

      Gold, Platinum, and Silver all stared, stunned, as she took the sword in both hands, wondering if she could wield it.

      Then they all started laughing.

      Just then, the sword shot out of her hands, rushing toward them, and Silver and Platinum were forced to jump out of the way.

      Gold’s brows furrowed. “What is going on?”

      “That bastard’s sword must think it’s protecting her,” Platinum said.

      “Is that even possible?”

      “How would I know?” Platinum said. “You know it has been a long time since any of our kind found a mate.” He shook his head. “Though I think it’s the epitome of foolishness to give away an ancestral weapon.”

      “Stupid,” Silver said. “Then again, they always were idiots. They were idiots for betraying us, and they’ll be idiots when their captain’s sword gets broken because they aren’t here to defend it.”

      A flash of light appeared in front of Silver and then Platinum, and when it faded, Kate could see them both holding weapons. Platinum had a sword in each hand, long and made of dark, shiny metal. He stepped back with one foot and got in a low fighting stance.

      Silver had pulled a comically large longsword and wielded it one-handed. It was almost blindingly shiny, and the hilt was covered in jewels, along with the ornate hand grip. He held it out to his side, then pointed it at her and the sword in front of her.

      With a flash, Gold’s rapier was out, too. His golden eyes narrowed. “Charge.”
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      Liam could hardly believe the sight before his eyes as he and his crew stormed into the mansion. 

      Kate was standing in the middle of the room, the three “noble” dragons surrounding her, all wielding their weapons menacingly. And between her and them was his sword, floating, a powerful blue glow emanating from it as it flitted back and forth, thrusting and swinging as if Liam himself were using it.

      Liam never knew it could do that.

      But then again, he’d never been mated before. So it sort of made sense that the very weapon he’d imbued his strength and essence into would defend his mate. 

      He’d been hoping his bracelet would do something for her when he’d put it on her that morning. It was just a vague inclination that had made him do it.

      “Liam!” Kate called out, seeing him at the doorway. 

      Just the sound of her voice, the worry in it, gave Liam inhuman strength as he rushed across the room toward her side.

      But just then, the platinum dragon, wielding the gigantic hammer that Liam hadn’t seen in ages, swung at the floating blade, knocking it to the side. It clattered across the ground so nothing now stood between Kate and her captors.

      Platinum sent a quick glance at Gold, who’d just noticed Liam had entered the building.

      Gold gave him a malevolent grin and leapt forward, bringing down his rapier with lightning speed, right in Kate’s direction.

      But just as it slashed through the air, Liam was there, holding Kate in one hand as he brought his other arm up to protect them both. He felt pain lance through him as the sword crossed over his arm.

      “Buffoon. So eager to protect your mate you’d suffer yourself harm,” the gold dragon said, almost sounding disappointed.

      “How dare you threaten my mate like that,” Liam swore, keeping himself between Kate and his enemies, bringing his injured arm to survey the damage.

      “You don’t actually think I was going to cut your mate in two? No, I’m not a barbarian as you are. I just knew you’d come to her side like an idiot and leave yourself vulnerable.” He scoffed.

      “Liam, are you okay?” Kate asked. Where human skin had been there were now thick, steel-colored scales with a thin slash through the center where blood slowly seeped out.

      Good, Dante had only nicked him. Liam had seen much worse in his day.

      But Liam was going to make sure the noble dragons more than paid for taking his mate.

      “You really are a dragon, I guess,” Kate said, noting the scales on his arm as she hugged him closely.

      “Why would I ever lie to you?” he replied, too happy with having her back to be angry with her anymore. “I love you, Kate.”

      “Liam, sword!” Magnus called out, tossing Liam’s sword to him as Magnus and Titus rushed to his sides, weapons in hand.

      “My friends are outside. Go to them, Kate. We’ll take care of this,” Liam said, catching the blade with one hand and holding her close, not wanting to let go.

      “Okay. But I love you, too. Be careful,” Kate said as she reluctantly let go and ran for the doorway, Magnus and Titus stepping in front of her to shield her exit.

      And then she was gone. But Aegis and Opal were just outside, she’d be safe with the emerald and opal dragons.

      Now he just had an age-old grudge to settle.

      “How long has it been?” Platinum said, tapping the huge hammer in his hand as he addressed Titus directly

      “Not long enough,” Titus growled.

      “Still toying with machinery like a little kid, Magnus?” Silver hissed, squaring off with Magnus.

      “Still acting like a spoiled brat?” Magnus retorted, gripping his large, earth-colored metal ax in both hands tightly.

      “Why did you perpetrate this, Gold?” Liam said, moving toward his enemy as Dante just stepped back nonchalantly.

      “When you betrayed us, obviously.”

      “How did we betray you?” Liam asked, confused, fury still raging.

      “Oh, I think you know what you did. Don’t play dumb with me,” Dante said, getting angrier at Liam’s supposed ignorance.

      Liam definitely didn’t know. They had run into each other several times, but when Liam and his crew had set sail to find mates, they thought they’d be leaving their rivalry with Dante and his men far behind.

      But now, centuries later and a world apart, it had still found them.

      And Liam was going to end it.

      “I don’t know what you mean. But I do know you crossed a line when you messed with my mate.” Liam snarled, tired of talking, charging at Dante.

      “Strong words. For a barbarian.”

      All at once, the grand foyer became a battleground of clashing metal and shouts as they rushed at each other.

      It was just like the old days. But instead of a snow-covered battlefield, it was a half-refurbished mansion.

      And Liam was fighting to protect his mate this time.

      That changed everything.

      Liam brought his sword down with all his strength, shattering the tiles beneath him as Gold dodged to the side, parrying with a quick thrust of his rapier. Liam swung upward to deflect then blow, then attacked again, aiming directly for Dante’s heart.

      With great effort, Dante blocked the assault, pushing forward until they were face to face, blades locked together.

      “You know, your taste in women might not be so bad after all,” Dante said, grinning devilishly. “Your mate looked so delectable.”

      “You’re just trying to get under my skin. It won’t work.”

      “Pity. It’s so easy to do usually,” Dante said, looking up at something behind Liam.

      “Captain, look out!” Magnus called as Liam looked over his shoulder just in time to see the platinum dragon coming down from above him, his hammer swinging down with terrible speed.

      Liam braced for the impact just as Titus appeared from nowhere between them, blocking the blow with his shield, a thunderous clang resonating though the entire hall from the impact, causing the air to vibrate from the force of the it.

      “Fighting dirty. You haven’t changed a bit.” Liam snarled, kicking Dante in the chest as he flew backward with an, “Oof.”

      Suddenly Liam saw a pile of metal piping behind Dante, probably materials the renovation crew had brought in, and he focused his energy inward. With a wave of Liam’s hand, the pipes flew up and toward Dante, hurling themselves like flying metal spears at the gold dragon.

      Though he and his brethren weren’t telekinetic, they could control the more basic metal elements in certain ways that could be used to their advantage.

      Being filled with rage certainly made it easier.

      In shock, Dante leapt to his feet, slicing his sword through the air furiously, cutting the pipes into pieces as they clattered to the ground in a cacophony of sound.

      And as he dodged the last few as they came down, Liam charged again, swinging his sword in a wide arc.

      Dante whirled around.

      “You’re just full of surprises, aren’t you?” the gold dragon said, his voice straining as he tried to defend himself.

      “You’re the one who broke the rules. Now you’ll pay.”

      Dante pushed off of Liam’s sword, backing up and grabbing a small table at his side. Instantly, the smooth wood became solid gold, and with a grin, he heaved the table directly at Liam.

      Liam, unafraid, sliced the table in front of him just as it was about to collide with him, his sword glowing blue as the table flung apart into two pieces and crashed into the floor.

      And with ruthless power, he threw his blade at Dante, the blue glow of it increasing as it spun through the air. Dante raised his sword to defend, but the force of the impact knocked the rapier out of his hand, catching him in the side in the process.

      Dante dropped to a knee, holding his side, and Liam saw blood starting to taint the perfectly tailored shirt he’d been wearing.

      “Now you’ve done it,” Dante said with a grunt. “You give me no choice…”

      With a roar, Dante shifted in front of him, wings and claws and fangs appearing from nowhere until the gold dragon stood before him. His scales gleamed bright gold in the sunlight coming through the windows, eyes glowing red as his claws crashed into the granite floor, long golden wings filling the two-story foyer around them.

      Liam felt himself shift as he grew in the blink of an eye to Dante’s height, the steel dragon inside him no longer playing with its prey, but instead ready to end it.

      Liam roared, feeling his steel-plated skin shift as the gold dragon hissed back in response.

      It looks like Silver and Platinum are making a run for it. Want us to go after them, brother? Magnus called out to his mind, sounding eager to give chase.

      No, just keep Kate safe. Move her away from the building.

      Already on it, Captain. Titus said loyally. Beneath him, he could see the now-small shapes of his crew quickly making their way outside of the building.

      Which was good, because things were going to get hot.

      Liam breathed in deeply, then breathed forth his dragon fire, a white-hot stream of molten metal. The gold dragon ducked behind a wide marble column as everything that wasn’t incinerated or melted by the liquid flame was set ablaze.

      In retaliation, the gold dragon poked out from behind the column and breathed, too, a thick, shimmering gold mist that turned everything it touched to gold, and Liam jumped backward to avoid it.

      As the mist dissipated, Liam charged forward, swinging his tail and crushing the column Gold hid behind, bringing down a huge section of roof as wood and metal crashed down in a thick haze of dust.

      Sunlight poured in through the gaping hole in the ceiling, and Dante emerged from the rubble, extending his long, gold-encrusted neck and biting down into Liam’s side.

      Even metal skin could be pierced by something sharp enough, and Liam slashed at the gold dragon, catching him in the side and sending him reeling backward into the wall. More rubble cascaded from the ceiling, and for a moment, Liam feared the house would come down on them entirely.

      If not now, the flames that were quickly spreading would finish the job.

      Sensing that the advantage wasn’t his, Dante spread his wings and made for the opening above them, breathing gold mist behind him to cover his escape.

      But Liam beat his wings, dissipating the thick gold fog as he reached upward, catching Dante by his long tail and pulling him back to earth with a deafening crash that obliterated the side of the house, ripping through wall and ceiling and understructure all at once.

      Victorious, he stood above the gold dragon, who heaved long, labored breaths as he tried to stand.

      Like any creature, a dragon’s body could only take so much punishment before it gave out.

      “Do it. Be the brute I know you really are,” Dante challenged, red eyes gleaming in defiance.

      Liam wanted to kill him. Wanted revenge for the fear and worry he had made Kate feel because of his actions.

      But something in the back of his mind told him Dante wasn’t fully culpable. Too much of what had happened didn’t make sense with the gold dragon he had once known. Something, or someone, else might be involved. And until Liam knew otherwise, the punishment just didn’t fit the crime.

      “Not today,” Liam growled. “But swear, swear on your life that you and your crew will leave me and my mate alone. Forever.”

      “I swear,” Dante replied, seemingly surprised, as if he’d actually suspected the steel dragon to be a ruthless killer.

      Satisfied, Liam pushed Dante past the pile of rubble he laid upon and over the crest of the steep hill that bordered the back of the property. With a loud crash, he broke through trees and bushes as he rolled down the hill, coming to a stop at the bottom.

      And below him, Liam saw the gold dragon shift back into his human form, alive and barely conscious.

      If Dante’s crew really cared for their leader, they’d come to get him.

      If not, then that was his problem.

      All that mattered right now was his mate.

      Around him, the house was an inferno, and anything that could burn was doing so. Had he not pushed Dante down the hill, the house would have certainly crushed him.

      Without a single thought, Liam shifted back into his human form and sprinted for the exit.
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* * *

      As Liam walked out of the burning wreckage, clothing in shreds, Kate couldn’t resist running to him to be in his arms.

      She nearly tripped over the gravel that made up the drive in her haste to get to him, and when she did, she nearly knocked him over, making him laugh, albeit wearily.

      They held each other, ignoring the flaming wreckage behind them as it slowly began to put itself out, as she heard footsteps gather round them.

      Opal and Aegis, who’d stayed with her during the fight, were right behind her.

      “So glad everything turned out okay,” Opal said. “That was worrisome.”

      Kate turned in Liam’s arms to face her. “Thanks for helping come for me. I appreciate it.”

      “It’s fine,” Aegis said, waving a hand. His expression was cool as always, but despite him trying to hide it, she’d seen how worried he was during the fight that had just happened.

      Aegis cared about his dragons, even if he wasn’t that good at showing it.

      “So are you a metal dragon, too?” she asked Aegis.

      He snorted. “One of those Neanderthals? Of course not.”

      “Says the guy who didn’t help in the fight,” Magnus said from her right.

      “As if I would let my mate, or Liam’s mate, close to that melee.”

      “Thanks,” Liam said. “We couldn’t have done it without you.”

      “Barbarians,” Aegis muttered under his breath. But Kate could tell he was a bit pleased it had all turned out so well.

      They walked a few steps from the others, and Liam took a moment to check her over. She shook her head. “I should be doing that for you. You’re the one who got hurt. They didn’t do anything to me. You got here in time. To be honest, I’m not sure they would have hurt me at all.”

      “I’m sorry I even let them have the chance. I should have insisted you stay home where I could protect you.”

      “No, it’s my fault for being so stubborn.” She looked up into his beautiful teal eyes, like the water at the deepest part of the ocean. There were little smudges all over his face, but they didn’t make him any less beautiful. If anything, they only made her love him more.

      Even now, after she’d caused them so much trouble, he was sitting here patiently, covered with the evidence that he’d fought for her.

      “I guess I just had a hard time accepting it all,” she said. “Things changed in a single moment. All of a sudden, there was sunshine in my life. And laughter.”

      “And grass,” he said.

      “And grass.” She agreed with a laugh, putting her arms around him again. It just felt so right to hold him. “As I was driving to work, worried only about losing my stupid day job, I realized I was putting something that never made me happy over something that did make me happy. I left the only truly good thing that ever came into my life because I was too scared it would be too good to be true and I needed to keep my backup plan.”

      “I understood,” he said.

      “But being with you, it’s like living in a dream. I don’t need my backup plan. You make me so happy my heart could burst if I just held on to it. But I’m scared. I’ve been scared for too long.”

      “I’m sorry,” he said.

      “Not your fault. But I’m ready. I’m ready to start living now. Including being your mate.”

      She felt him freeze against her, and then he pulled back with a look of shock on his handsome face. His masculine jaw was taut.

      “Really?” he asked.

      “Yes,” she said.

      “Okay,” he said, taking his bracelet off. “But don’t be mad. I didn’t put this on you before because it was part of mating. I just felt deep inside that maybe it would protect you. Or maybe it just reassured me. But I promise you this means nothing unless you wear it and we seal the deal.”

      “Seal the deal?”

      His embarrassed, heated look said everything, and she flushed.

      “Oh.”

      “Yeah,” he said. “You up for it?”

      “I’m up for anything,” she said. “If it involves a life with you. I don’t want to waste another minute. Not when anything can happen.”

      “But nothing like this can happen if we stay together. If you just stay by my side.”

      “I can manage that.” She held out her hand and he put the bracelet on, and she felt a rush of energy this time. He leaned down to kiss her as his hands did up the clasp, and she wondered at how different it felt to have his bracelet on now that she did it willingly, knowing the meaning behind it.

      She kissed him deeply, loving the idea of being his.

      “So time to seal the deal?” he asked, his hands trailing over her waist and hips.

      “Get a room,” Aegis said. “You really are Neanderthals, doing that out in the woods.”

      “I meant we would go home first,” Liam said, letting out a laugh.

      “Whatever,” Aegis grumbled, making the other dragons laugh. But when he thought no one was watching, Kate thought she saw a twinkle of pride in his mean green eyes that one of his dragons had found a mate.

      And if he wasn’t a metal dragon, then what could he be?

      Opal winked at her, and Kate thought she could guess.

      “Can we fly back?” Kate asked, looking up at Liam.

      “Hell yes,” Liam said.

      Aegis cleared his throat. “No, you can drive like a normal human. You’re still mating a human and living in the human world. I don’t need video of a giant metal dragon on the news.”

      “I can cloak,” Liam said.

      “I don’t care,” Aegis said. “You’re still in my region. I still make the rules. Drive.”

      Kate laughed, putting a hand on Liam’s arm as he made a move like he was going to challenge Aegis. “It doesn’t matter how we get there,” she said quietly. “It just matters that we’re together.”

      “Fine,” Liam said, folding his arms. “I guess I don’t want to scare Tank either.”

      She kept her hold on his warm, muscular arm all the way back to the cars, and Magnus reluctantly agreed to let them use his precious sports car as long as they didn’t have sex in the back.

      He’d bring her car over when they were ready.

      She climbed into the car, escorted by Liam, and a little thrill of electricity went through her. Nothing left but to take a leap toward happiness with her dragon.
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      Kate fed a worried Tank while Liam took a quick shower to wash off the dirt and ashes.

      He’d come for her. Even when she’d been stupid and insisted on putting herself in the way of danger, he’d been there. And he’d fought magnificently. Seeing his dragon, fighting in the rubble with the gold dragon, she’d felt her breath catch in her throat, not from fear, but from awe.

      She loved even that part of him. In fact, seeing all sides of him only made her love him more.

      When he walked out of the bathroom, a towel around his waist, clean skin glowing, hair wet and dripping as he ran a towel over it to dry it,

      he gave her a shy grin. She walked over to him and rubbed her hands over his powerful biceps.

      “Thanks again for coming for me.”

      “Every time,” he said. “I’ll always come for you.”

      She grinned. “You gonna come for me now, then?”

      His face froze in an expression of shock, and then he relaxed with a smile. “That was blunt, Kate.”

      “Yeah, well, you’re becoming such a modern dragon now. I don’t think I have to take it easy with you anymore,” she said, tugging on his arm, pulling him toward the bedroom. He chuckled as he went with her.

      When they got to the bedroom, she began changing out of her work clothes, unbuttoning her blazer as he sat on the bed watching, his beautiful teal eyes heating up.

      She still felt a little awkward changing in front of him. In the rushed first time in the shower and the dark second time in the hot tub, there hadn’t been a lot of time to just look at one another. To hotly, slowly anticipate what was about to happen.

      When she was down to just her panties, she saw him watching avidly, almost holding his breath he was so intensely focused.

      She walked forward, standing between his legs and against the towel. “Breathe,” she said, and he exhaled.

      She grabbed the towel, whipped it away, and came up against him. He let out a grunt and pulled her tight, wrapping his huge arms around her.

      Then with a pull and a little jump, he jerked them both back onto the bed, in the middle of the silky covers. He brushed a hand through her hair, and she closed her eyes and smiled, enjoying the caress on her cheek. Even that gave her little tingles.

      Perhaps he really was made for her.

      “When did you know I was your mate?” she asked.

      “From the minute I saw you,” he said. “Well, here, not at the castle. I felt something when I looked at you, but I assumed for some reason that you were taken, so I didn’t explore the feeling.”

      “I felt something, too. When I looked at you, it was electric.”

      His full lips curved. “You did?” He seemed pleased by it.

      She nodded. “So that’s why when you came over, you asked if I had a mate?”

      “Yes.”

      “So funny,” she said. “So weird that you can just know like that.”

      “I’d rather it was like that,” he said. “Then I have one chance and have to work really hard for it.”

      “I know,” she said. “I’m still getting used to the idea, but it seems like a nice system.”

      He continued to stroke her hair, and she continued to feel warmed and slightly aroused by it. “We can still get married. Would you like that?”

      She shook her head. “I mean, we could do it for the certificate. Make it legal and, you know, take care of money stuff.”

      “You can have all my treasure,” he said. “Whatever you want.”

      “So you really think I can just stay home and do things with you? Travel the world?”

      “If you want to,” he said. “If working truly makes you happy, then I won’t argue with you doing it. But sometimes I felt you were working to avoid happiness, not to feel happy.”

      “You’re right,” she said. “It filled my life when I had nothing else. I’ll still want to give two weeks’ notice, but then I’m open to just living with you. Really getting out there and enjoying the good things that have come to me.”

      He held her close. “I’m glad.”

      Then he pressed a kiss to the bottom of her ear, gently sucking the earlobe into his mouth and grazing his teeth along it. She shuddered. “Liam.”

      “Kate,” he replied, twirling his tongue over the sensitive skin on the shell of her ear.

      “That’s nice,” she said, arching as he made his way down her neck, hitting the sensitive area where it met her shoulder. He flipped her over so she was beneath him, and his lips trailed to her collarbone, the tops of her breasts, and then over to the edge of her shoulder, placing a long kiss there, sucking gently.

      She sighed as his hands moved down her body, caressing her breasts, her waist, her hips. She felt something lightly sharp cut the waistband of her panties, and then he tugged her underwear away.

      “Dragon claws come in handy sometimes,” he said with a grin. He leaned over to kiss her breasts as his hand settled between her legs, working her into a frenzy with soft, circular touches. She moaned, and he came up to kiss her on the mouth, tongue thrusting deeply in time with his finger. His other hand came to her breast. How could he do all of this at once? She didn’t even care so long as he didn’t stop.

      The mixed sensations built up a flurry inside her that exploded with mind-blowing pleasure that made her whole body seize up against him. One arm went behind her to hold her against him while his other hand stayed at her center, stroking as she convulsed around him. It made the orgasm even stronger, longer lasting.

      “Liam,” she moaned again, digging her nails into his back as he began to stroke her again. Another orgasm overtook her, warm and soothing in some ways, exciting in others. But the best part was having him there with her, knowing he’d done it to her and that he was here to stay.

      She finally had someone of her own, and it was more than she’d ever hoped for.

      She rode out the orgasm, and he wrapped both arms around her this time, holding her tight as she cried out and tensed up with the last of the aftershocks.

      Holy hell, life was going to be hot with her dragon.
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* * *

      Liam felt his mate’s body jerk in his arms, heard her moans, and felt like he was in utter heaven.

      Was he really allowed to do this for the rest of forever? He could hardly wait to be inside her, but he wanted her to be ready so it was perfect.

      When they came together this time, with his bracelet on her wrist, they would be mated. They would have to discover what that meant together, but he knew somehow deep inside that it would be okay.

      “I’m ready,” she said, writhing against him. Her curves felt so soft, cushiony, perfect. Feminine.

      He loved every bit of her. His hands dug into her hips, cradling the soft roundness of them. He was hard, ready as well, and there was nothing between them. He spread her legs swiftly, and she gasped, but in a good way.

      He positioned himself at her entrance, and she wriggled slightly, inviting him.

      Without the water or darkness around them, this was a totally different experience. The only sensations were the soft light of the bedroom, the soft covers around them, and his beautiful, curvy mate spread on the bed beneath him, flushed from pleasure, hazel eyes glowing, brown hair spread out like flames around her head.

      “I love you,” he said, pushing inside her.

      She bit her lip as her body stretched to accommodate him. He went slowly, watching her movements, and when she nodded, moved farther until they were all the way joined.

      And that was the best feeling in the world, knowing she was safe and with him and that they fit together like two puzzle pieces that had been lost in the wind.

      “I love you, too,” she said quietly, still controlling her breath as she fought to deal with the sensation of having him inside her.

      “I’ll be careful,” he said.

      She nodded.

      He began to move, withdrawing only a little and shuddering slightly at how good even that felt. She was so tight, so hot, and when he pushed back in, he had to bite back a groan as pleasure shot through him. Especially when she arched back with a little moan, showing she felt as good about it as he did.

      He put a hand between them, gently rubbing over her clit as he pulled out and pushed in again, wanting to pleasure her both ways. She gasped and moved against his hand, pushing her into him. He increased the rhythm, thrusting out and then in, and worked his hand over her at the same time. It became more difficult as they went faster, but he didn’t give up, rubbing over her and enjoying the excitement on her face as she got close again. As she went over the edge, he went still inside her, enjoying the feel of her clenching around him, the look of her as she clutched the sheets and twisted, lost in pleasure.

      “Oh, Kate,” he murmured, sure she wouldn’t even hear him.

      When she started to relax, she locked her legs around him, urging him to start moving again, this time at a faster tempo. The heat and urgency was building inside him this time, and he allowed himself to build toward a crescendo with her.

      As he did, as her legs pulled against him, he could see his old country, beautiful and pristine and wild, but it blended into this new world, with Kate and Tank and this home. And visits to the other dragons. And flights in the sky. And Kate pregnant. The thought was enough to almost make him lose it in the moment. He didn’t know if he was seeing the future or just the culmination of all his hopes. He knew shifters sometimes felt or saw amazing things during mating, but he’d never known what until now.

      “I’ll love you forever,” he said, feeling his whole body tighten as they grew close to the finish. He placed kisses over her shoulders before locking his lips over hers to seal his promise. She wriggled slightly under his lips, unbearably turned on, so he moved again, pulling back and looking into her eyes as they went over the edge together with one powerful thrust.

      She screamed, rocking forward and clutching his back, digging her nails in as his body jerked and his seed released, gushing into her in hot waves.

      Would this be the time they got pregnant? He couldn’t help thinking it, even if he knew he’d be happy until the end of time with Kate regardless. She thrust with him through the last of her orgasm, and he loved the sensation, going with her in his arms, going at the same time, both of them lost in a pleasure that was theirs alone to share.

      Like they were in their own little universe.

      When they were done and she was panting beneath him, having let go of his shoulders to collapse back on the bed, he grinned down at her. “I love you, Kate. I know I say that a lot, but—”

      She reached up and pulled him down against her, letting his heavy weight rest on her small form. “I love you, too, you silly dragon. You can say it as much as you want.”

      “Let’s live here,” he said. “We can travel, we can visit the castle, but I want to make this place beautiful for you. And since it’s the place where we fell in love, I want to always keep it.”

      She nodded against him. “I can do that. As long as you’re here.”

      “Besides,” he said. “I like the hot tub and the shower and—”

      “Shh,” she said with a laugh, tracing lazy circles over the sensitive skin of his back. He shuddered slightly. “When are you ready for another round, dragon?”

      “You can call me Liam, you know,” he said, feeling embarrassed.

      “I loved seeing your dragon, though,” she said. “And saying it helps me remember who you are. Something special about you.”

      “Are you saying my human form isn’t special?”

      “Not at all,” she said, pulling back to look into his eyes. “The human you is what I fell in love with. But after seeing your dragon today, I’m a little bit in love with him, too.”

      He smiled. “Glad to hear it. He’s pretty impressive, right?”

      “Huge,” she said. “I can’t wait to fly with him.”

      “We’ll have to get permission from Aegis,” he said, nonplussed about that part.

      “It’s fine,” she said. “We can figure it out from here.”

      “That’s true,” he said, moving off of her to cuddle at her side. He loved pushing up on one hand to look down at her. She was relaxed, lying on her back, totally naked and secure, looking up at the ceiling with a thoughtful smile on her face.

      “What are you thinking about?” he asked.

      “I was just thinking about how you always used to say, ‘I’ll see you at first light.’ Now I’m going to see you at first light for the rest of my life. I like the thought of it.”

      Warmth moved through his entire body. “I like the thought of it, too. And the reality.”

      He thought of the storm that had struck his ship, the icy, panicked sinking to the bottom of the ocean. Waking up with only his crew and feeling alone and having to adjust to the modern world.

      Looking over at his mate’s hazel eyes, he knew he’d do it all again to be able to meet her in her time.

      He lowered his lips to kiss her, and as she melted into his arms, he felt shaken to his core at the reality that she was his now.

      First light, last light, darkness. No matter how the world turned, he’d never have to leave her.

      He’d found the place where he belonged.
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      Liam watched Tank run across the huge lobby of the castle, his paws skittering and slipping as he fought to gain purchase, his tongue hanging out as he slid toward a column.

      Aegis, who was walking nearby, deftly stepped in front of the column, making an “oof” noise as Tank slid into him.

      “Watch your animal,” Aegis muttered to Liam, but there was a hint of a smile in his green eyes.

      “Thanks,” Liam said, jogging over to Tank and crouching down to rub his ears. “Say thank you to Aegis, boy. He saved your butt.”

      Tank looked up at Aegis and then bounced up on his back legs to put his paws up on Aegis, who, looking mildly horrified, stepped back, pushing the dog off of him.

      Kate walked over to them, grinning, and called Tank to her. He came in front of her and sat obediently. A fluffy grey cat wandered down the main stairway and sat on the bottom step, cleaning its fur.

      “Kate, have you met Cuddles?” Aegis asked drily.

      “I haven’t,” Kate said. “Is she dog-friendly?”

      “She’s equal opportunity,” Aegis said. “In that she’s usually either humping or keeping to herself.”

      Tank eyed her with interest but didn’t go over to her.

      “Since you two are going to be staying here, I guess we should have some ground rules with the pets. Tank is welcome to go anywhere as long as he is trained and safe.”

      “He is,” Kate said. “Mostly thanks to Liam.”

      Aegis raised an eyebrow at that and nodded. “And I’m sorry for calling you back here. I know that with your house newly worked on, you’d prefer to be there, but with rogue dragons out there that we don’t fully understand, we are safer together.”

      Liam sighed. “I understand, but I don’t like it. I can keep Kate safe on my own.”

      “Be that as it may, I don’t fully trust any of you,” Aegis said, folding his arms and leaning back against the column as Cuddles jumped off the steps and slunk over to him, rubbing herself against his leg with a loud purr. Aegis’s jaw twitched. “Here it goes.”

      Opal came out of nowhere, scooping Cuddles up and cooing to her as Cuddles tried to get away. Opal held her nonetheless and the animal began to purr again as Opal stroked her cheek. “It’ll be fun having you here. I’m so happy to have another girl in the house.”

      “Thank you for the rescue,” Aegis said to his mate. “Now, back to you, Liam. As I said, I can’t fully trust any of you because you didn’t tell me about Gold or the other dragons when you first knew they were running around.”

      “I’m sorry,” Liam said. “But until I knew what was going on, I wasn’t sure what to say. And I didn’t want you to call me back. Not when I was winning Kate.”

      “I would hope you would trust me more than that,” Aegis said, shoving his hands in his pockets.

      “Well, you were quite a villain at one time,” Opal reminded him.

      “That was before these guys knew me,” Aegis grumbled. “Besides, I think I’ve more than redeemed myself. Would I be running a crew if I hadn’t?”

      “No,” Liam said. “It wasn’t that I didn’t trust you personally, it’s that things are complicated with these dragons in particular. They aren’t…well, they weren’t always our enemies in the past. And even when we were fighting, when we did have a rivalry, they weren’t the type to sneak in the dark or trick mates.”

      “I see,” Aegis said.

      “Is there another emerald dragon?” Liam asked.

      “Why?” Aegis asked.

      “Because Kate’s boss denies calling her into work, even though it was definitely his voice. Could he have been mind-controlled?”

      Aegis thought about it, green eyes narrowing. “I don’t think so. I don’t know of any others of my clan surviving. They are dead as far as I know, and deserved it.”

      Liam focused intently as Kate bit her lower lip. “The other thing that doesn’t make sense is the break-in with Gold.”

      Kate lit up. “That’s right. I called him out on the break-in when I was captured, and he was almost offended by the implication that he could commit something as vulgar as burglary.”

      “Though apparently he is fine with kidnapping,” Aegis said.

      “That makes sense with him,” Liam said. “He would have considered it an open challenge to me, and an opportunity to win her. I never said he was a great person. I just don’t see him as that kind of a sneaky bastard.”

      “That’s right,” Kate said. “The first time he came, he came with flowers and knocked right on my front door.”

      “Hm,” Aegis said. “You’re right.”

      “I don’t know of any other dragons that can control minds,” Opal said hesitantly. “But there are many types of dragons out there, and with the world changing, there are a lot of mysteries yet to be solved.”

      “I guess you’re right,” Liam said, putting an arm around Kate. “Are you sure you’re okay staying here for a little while?”

      Kate nodded. “I’ll miss the hot tub, but otherwise, I’ll be fine.” Her arm crept around his waist. “I’ll have you.”

      He blinked. “That’s right. Aegis, I had something I wanted to discuss with you. Something we really should put in the back yard.”

      Aegis sighed and walked toward the dining room, motioning for them to follow. “We can discuss it during dinner. Along with which of your crew you think should be sent out to find a mate next.”

      “So we’re going to continue with Rent-a-Dragon, even with the other dragons out there?” Opal asked.

      Citrine joined them at the door to the kitchen and dining area, golden eyes flashing. He flipped his dark, silky brown hair over one shoulder and nodded. “We still need to get Magnus and Titus out in the world and out of the castle. Once everyone finds mates, we can figure out what to do next.”

      “And what if the other dragons strike while someone isn’t here?”

      Citrine thought about it. “I suppose we will just have to keep an eye on things, won’t we? Regardless, I think Gold, Silver and Platinum will think twice before messing with a metal dragon mate, and if there is someone else out there, all we can do is wait for them to reveal themselves.”

      Citrine, Opal and Aegis went ahead, and Liam stayed back with Kate, turning her to face him and stroking a hand through her hair.

      “You know I’m always going to protect you, right?”

      “I’m not worried,” she said. “You beat them all basically single-handedly, and we’ll be here with friends. I do worry a bit about Magnus and Titus though.”

      As if summoned by her thoughts, both dragons appeared from behind them. Liam hadn’t even heard them come down the stairs.

      Magnus’s dark, red-brown hair was loose around his face and shoulders, and he wore a casual blue tee with tight, stonewashed jeans. Titus was similarly attired, but his wheat-blond hair was tied in a braid as usual.

      “Don’t worry about us,” Magnus said cheerfully, walking behind them. “If I get out in the world, it’s the other dragons who have to be afraid. Not me.”

      “Agreed,” Titus said confidently. “I’d be happy to take them on. Nothing is going to stop me from finding my woman. Not a storm, not a sinking ship, not Aegis, and definitely not a stupid, betraying, precious-metal dragon.

      Liam nodded. “I guess we’ll be okay.”

      She patted his arm. “One thing I can say, it’s never going to be boring.”

      He threw back his head and laughed.
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      I hope you enjoyed this first book in the Rent-A-Dragon series! If you enjoyed Liam and Kate’s story, I hope you’ll leave a review to help other readers find it. I really appreciate all your support.

      I plan to release really quickly, but while you’re waiting for the next book in the series, you may want to grab my limited edition Awakened Dragons Boxed Set, at .99 for a short time for all SIX BOOKS.

      I never do boxed sets that extreme, and I usually wait about a year after release to put books in a boxed set, so get it while you can.

      Awakened Dragons Boxed Set

      Thanks again so much, and make sure you are signed up for my newsletter here so you can be first to hear about the next  dragon’s shenanigans:  http://eepurl.com/bgG7Kf

      Sincerely,

      Terry
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      Zach, Isaac Morningstar III, touched the chunky iron chain around his neck as he caught his reflection in one of the dingy shop windows he passed. Anger contorted his expression as he withdrew his fingers and started again down the street of the bad neighborhood he’d been dropped in.

      He was still getting used to the modern world since he’d been woken up some months ago, but even he knew this wasn’t the type of place he would ever have chosen to go back to when he had full access to his dragon powers and a massive treasure trove that allowed him to live in comfort whenever he felt like being in human form.

      And yet here he was, leveled, humbled, shackled by this collar until the oracle who watched over shifters was sure he could be “trusted”, barely able to partially shift, with no money and nothing but the clothes on his back.

      Despicable state of events.

      Not that he blamed the oracle. In his day, hundreds of years ago, dragons had been more akin to powerful, despotic demigods who terrorized humans when it pleased them and roamed the countryside freely. In human form, they were often dukes or lords with power to match, able to hide in the countryside in a massive estate if they so chose. To hell with caves.

      Here, dragons had been remodeled to become something much more civilized. Now they worked in pairs, enforcing the laws of the shifter community and protecting shifters and humans in their area.

      Protecting them.

      The thought was ludicrous. Zach had never in his life met someone he wanted to protect, and he doubted anyone here in the selfish, petty human world was going to change that for him.

      Thunder cracked overhead and he looked up with an annoyed scowl to see dark clouds overhead. A few more steps and he felt the patter of rain on his shoulders and shook his head in disgust. He looked around him to gain his bearings and saw a shop across the street that seemed friendly.

      A human woman stood in the front window, smiling as she chatted with a man in front of her in a low chair. She had long hair, a mix of dark brown and red that shimmered over her shoulders. Soft, pale skin with rosy cheeks. A sweet mouth.

      She was touching her male client’s hair, and Zach felt an odd rumble of jealousy at the sight of it.

      She was providing some kind of service. Zach would go over and see what, and get out of the rain at the same time.

      When he pulled open the heavy glass door, all eyes turned to him. Various men and women with striking colors of hair looked up at him in shock. Their clients, all arrayed in black cloaks, stared as well.

      He saw seats to the side of the door and sat in one, glaring at the humans to try and deter the stares he was receiving.

      He was a dragon, a powerful one. The world could rise or fall on the whims of him and his friends. They should show him respect, not this mixture of shock and disgust.

      The girl he’d seen from the window turned to him with soft blue eyes. Kindness. That was unexpected. “Did you want to make an appointment?”

      He pursed his lips and leaned back in the chair. “For what?”

      “A haircut, of course,” she said, a smile touching her full lips.

      Zach sat up a little straighter as a little bolt of warmth coursed through him. Most unexpected. He touched his shoulder length mop, tangled from the trip here and damp from the rain. “No. I do not need one.”

      She smiled and shrugged. “Okay.”

      Other customers sent nervous glances around and Zach ignored them. He picked up a magazine from beside him and pretended to hold it in front of him while he studied the people.

      He wasn’t wholly ignorant of the modern world. He’d been living on a shifter-only island, but they had all of the technology. Just none of the humans.

      As he assessed the people around him, he realized when this place closed, it would be evening, and time to find lodgings. He’d been walking all day, and would need somewhere to stay at night. If he could still take his full dragon form, he could go out into the woods and sleep there. His dragon form was impervious to cold. But his human form would probably freeze.

      Drat.

      He stared at the human again, narrowing his eyes.  The man in the chair in front of her stood as she removed his cloak and took him to the counter where payment was taken. On the way there, he turned to Zach with a scowl.

      “You could stop staring, hobo,” he said, before turning his back on Zach.

      Zach gaped. Hobo? As in, a homeless beggar? For a moment he was speechless at the audacity of it. He was the furthest thing from that. Or was he? After all, he had incredible wealth but none of it was accessible. Incredible power but no way to use it.

      He was kind of a hobo, wasn’t he?

      “What is he smiling about, anyway?” the man muttered.

      “Shush, Gerry,” the woman said. “You know I welcome anyone here.”

      Negative one point for humanity for Gerry, Zach thought. Plus one for the girl with the kind eyes. He glanced around the shop. Probably not going to be any more positive points around here.

      The oracle had said she’d remove the collar when she felt she could trust him with humans. He had no idea what that meant, but probably it meant hating them a little less. Being less aghast at the thought of protecting them.

      When the man had left, the girl with kind eyes removed her black apron, revealing a soft, curvy body in a short pink dress with black leggings underneath. She sat next to him, just a chair away, and gave him a kind smile. It made him tingle slightly.

      Dragons did not tingle.

      He shifted uncomfortably.

      “My name is Erin,” she said, leaning forward with a smile.

      “Okay,” he said curtly. For some reason, this little human set him off balance. He was still considering what that meant.

      “Can I help you with something?” she asked. “I can call a shelter or maybe someone you know…”

      He pursed his lips. “How about you just let me stay here and continue my observation? Or is that too much trouble for you?” His tone was slightly sarcastic and she raised an eyebrow in amusement.

      “No, it’s no trouble at all,” she said sweetly. “You’re welcome to just stay in out of the rain as long as you like.” She looked at the clock. “Well, until we close. I was just making sure you didn’t need help.”

      “I don’t,” he said flatly. He was frankly a little offended that she thought he was some kind of invalid seeking help. What about him was giving her that impression?

      He flinched back when she reached for a lock of his hair that was falling over his face.  “At least let me give you a wash and a shave,” she said. “On the house.”

      He frowned. He didn’t want to accept this human’s pity, as in his other form he could eat her in one bite. But he’d seen her hands in the other man’s hair, and he wanted that. Wanted her touching him. Looking at him.

      “All right, human.” He bit his lip and ignored the way he’d referred to her as she let out a light, tinkling laugh and led him over to her chair.

      He sat down, sinking into the soft cushion with a sigh. She had to put the chair all the way down to work on him because he was extraordinarily tall compared to most humans. And good-looking, and muscled, if he said so himself.

      As he faced the mirror, he admitted he was a little the worse for wear after his travels. He had an overgrowth of black beard, but that was manly. And his hair was tangled from wind and the slight rain.

      He’d worn a long black trench over his clothing because it would provide shelter from the rain and elements and he didn’t know how long it would take to find lodgings.

      But he didn’t see anything wrong in the mirror. If anything, he just looked masculine. Strong.

      She leaned him back and helped rest his head on the sink. “I bet you’ll be a whole new person after this,” she said with a wink.

      His eyes skimmed her curvy body, so close and warm, and then came back to her eyes, a beautiful clear blue like wildflowers.

      Her hands worked through his hair, soaping and kneading, and he relaxed into her touch, her scent, the soft sound of her voice. The look of her kind face. The press of her body as she leaned over him. Even being a dragon, and very impervious to heat, he was on fire.

      He stared at her, feeling shock unlike anything he’d felt as she finished washing and wrung his hair dry. Then she reached for a razor and foam to start the shaving.

      As she carefully glided over his face, dipping in and out of a bowl, rinsing and wiping the razor so as not to cut him, he found there was a great deal of eye contact to be found in a shave.

      What was she doing to him, the minx? His body felt warm. His throat tight and dry. Every touch was hot agony.

      She was still humming happily as she grabbed a towel and dried his face, bringing him to a sitting position. He took the towel from her, keeping it over his face a little longer to hide his reaction until he calmed down.

      He was an immortal dragon. He did not fall for human hairdressers, no matter how kind they were. He set the towel down.

      The salon was instantly silent. Zach turned in his chair to see Erin standing a few feet away, a fresh towel in her hand hanging limp at her side, eyes wide, lips parted.

      The humans were looking at him differently now. Several of the women who’d been scorning him before were giving him looks of lust. Invitation.

      But he cared only for the reaction of one person. Erin, who was standing there frozen in pure shock. Maybe not even the good kind.

      “Good heavens, what is it?” he snapped, yanking the cape from around his neck and jerking it to the ground as he stood with folded arms. He brushed his wet, black hair behind his ears and stared them down.

      Another woman stepped forward, this one pale with blond hair, looking more like the wenches from his day in England. “Can I take your coat?”

      He shrugged and handed it to her. “I demand to know why you’re staring,” he said to the room.

      The woman who had taken his coat was gaping at him, her eyes wandering up and down his body.

      He smirked. That was the response from human women he was more used to. He turned back to Erin, and realized the fact that he cared so much about what she thought could only really mean one thing. Something he’d never considered before in either of his lives.

      Even as she marched up to him, irritation flooding her beautiful face, the possibility overwhelmed him.

      The oracle had sent him out here to find out if he could get along with humanity. She should be happy that he had possibly just found a human mate.
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      A Note From Terry

      Most of my series go by species. Most of my books are standalone, but if you want to read them in order and see characters reappearing, here is my list of the order for each species. So just choose your favorite shifter!

      Bears

      Bearstone Park Series

      A billionaire tech mogul, a movie star, and an Olympic snowboarder come back to Bearstone Park and find unexpected but wonderful mates.

      Bearllionaire

      Bearlebrity

      Bearthlete

      Beary Sexy Boxed Set: All three brothers in one (BEST DEAL)

      Soldier Bear Series

      These ex special-forces fighting bears are about to find curvy mates in beautiful, remote Bearstone Village.

      Big Bad Bear

      Big Sexy Bear

      Big Strong Bear

      Bear Haven Ranch Series

      These rancher bear brothers  need to find mates to keep the family land. Luckily, three curvy city girls are about to arrive just in time.

      Mountain Bear

      Rancher Bear

      Wild Bear

      Mountain Lion

      Bear Claw Security

      These sexy ex-special forces soldier bears are ready to protect in a whole new way, as bodyguards of the exclusive Bear Claw Security.

      Bear to the Bone

      Bear-ly a Hero

      Bear to the Rescue

      Bear-ly Human

      Bear to the End

      Polar Heat Series

      A matchmaking papa bear sets his three bear shifter sons up with women on a Caribbean island.

      Bear-ever Yours

      Some Bear to Love

      One in a Bear-l-lion

      Remem-bear Me (Dad’s book)

      Polar Heat Boxed set (Savings!)

      Trapped in Bear Canyon

      Sheltered by the Bear

      Craved by the Bear

      Redeeming the Bear

      Dragons

      Dragons of New York (Menage)

      Dragons work in pairs, the fire-breathing enforcers of the shifter world and rescuers of anyone in distress. And these sexy dragons are about to find mates:

      Double Dragons

      Desired by Dragons

      Destined Dragons

      Tiger Protector Series (Spin-off of Dragons)

      Three tiger brothers trained by dragon shifters work to bring evil shifters to justice while finding the perfect curvy mates.

      A Tiger’s Bounty

      A Tiger’s Treasure

      A Tiger’s Destiny

      A Dragon’s Heart

      Awakened Dragons

      These powerful, newly awakened ancient dragons are stronger, more vicious, more powerful, and ready to save humankind, if only they can decide to be heroes rather than villains…

      Onyx Dragon

      Sapphire Dragon

      Ruby Dragon

      Diamond Dragon

      Amethyst (this book)

      Lions

      Lions of Pride Island

      The hot royal family of shifters is ready to find mates!

      King of Rock

      Prince of Fate

      Protector of the Pride

      Wolves (The Alpha Series)

      Alpha Games Serial (Complete story with boxed set)

      An alpha female returns home to the pack mates she left and finds herself choosing between three alpha males in this paranormal romance serial from Terry Bolryder

      Alpha Games Boxed Set

      Alpha Rogue Serial (Novellas with cliffhangers between volumes)

      An MMA fighting shifter meets his match in his exciting paranormal romance serial from Terry Bolryder.

      Alpha Rogue Boxed Set

      Alpha Contender Serial (Novellas with cliffhangers between volumes)

      A average human woman finds out she’s a desirable female alpha and ends up in a mansion with ten possible suitors in this paranormal romance serial from Terry Bolryder.

      Alpha Contender Boxed Set

      Ultimate Alpha Boxed Set (One huge series)

      Ultimate Alpha Boxed Set

      Alpha Defender

      When alpha wolf Thor finds an acquaintance on his doorstep needing his help, will he take the mysterious person in, or step aside?

      *Stars Thor from Alpha Contender Series*

      Alpha Defender on Amazon

      Wolf Protectors Series

      Three hot, wolf shifter brothers run a martial arts studio and divide their time between training to be the toughest around and winning over their sexy, independent mates. All in KU!

      *Stars Asher from Alpha Contender Series*

      Alpha Champion

      Alpha Hero

      Alpha Protector
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