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Chapter 1
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Carly


My heels clacked on the marble tile floor as I hurried through the foyer of Darlington Museum, my lunch bag in one hand and a coffee in the other. Shit. This was only my second week on the job, and if I didn’t get my butt in there and clock in right the hell now, I was going to be late.

It was all the Midnight Dryer Thief’s fault. I’d only noticed the poster on my new apartment building’s shared laundry facility door warning residents not to leave clothes unattended after I returned to find my only set of work-appropriate attire missing from the dryer. Apparently, someone had been stealing clothing in the middle of the night. They hadn’t caught the thief yet, but the thief sure caught me.

That was the only reason I was wearing the world’s tightest black pencil skirt and a black button-up top—which I was practically busting out of—underneath my uniform vest. Both were about two sizes too small but I’d kept them, hoping one day I’d fit into them again. But I never thought I’d be wearing them to work.

The vest, the only piece of uniform I had as Darlington Museum’s newest hire, was emblazoned with a stylized dragon on the back and a name tag on the front that announced “Hi! My name is Carly, and I’m a history nerd!” It was currently the only thing on my body that actually fit. Everything else was scandalously tight.

The vest’s deep v-neck did nothing to hide the fact that I was basically spilling out of everything underneath. But alas, these were the only other black clothing pieces I owned. I’d really hoped that my lone pair of black slacks and button-up top that actually fit would last me until my first payday.

Alas, yesterday’s fateful fight with a can of tomato sauce, followed by the catastrophic trip down to the laundry room and the resulting larceny, had ruined that idea.

“Morning.” Leonard the janitor, who was giving the brass handles to the museum’s front doors one last polish before the day’s guests started to arrive, tipped his head at me, his eyes clearly on my way-too-generous figure.

Great! So people did notice. Sigh.

“Morning.” I tried to appear nonchalant.

I didn’t know what was worse, having people think I was purposefully dressing super sexy on a day I was supposed to be leading a tour of high schoolers through the museum, or admitting I was too dirt poor to own more than one set of work-appropriate black clothes, plus I was a total klutz who couldn’t be trusted to open a can unsupervised. Neither option was appealing.

The goal had been to hide my klutziness at least until my three-month probation was up. So much for that. Stupid pasta sauce.

I was rounding the corner on my way to the staff room when I came face to face with a massive chest clad in a silky white shirt. I skidded to a halt, or at least tried to in my uncomfortable and also slightly too-tight heels—aka, the only pair of footwear I owned that weren’t snow boots or running shoes.

To my horror, my tumbler of homemade instant coffee flew out of my hand, arcing in slow motion toward a perfectly pressed pair of trousers. It bounced off a well-muscled thigh, the lid dislodging as the liquid spilled out, splashing everywhere.

As if having an out-of-body experience, I watched myself continue to stumble forward directly into a set of silk-covered pecs.

“Oof!” The masculine grunt masked the scream I was trying to stifle.

I found myself plastered boob-first against a brawny chest. Thick arms wrapped around me, steadying me and setting me onto my feet. I looked up into light brown eyes that looked almost amber, framed by inky black lashes. His dark hair was parted on the side, a few pieces falling forward, giving him a proper but not too straight-laced look.

He had the most chiseled jawline I had ever seen. Damn, those puppies were sharp enough to cut diamonds! He was tall too, with wide shoulders. He looked like he’d stepped right out of a G.Q. photoshoot.

“Shit! I’m so sorry!” I reached into my bag for the handful of napkins I’d shoved into the front pocket the last time I grabbed fast food. “Let me get that for you.”

I started to dab at the stain on his pants. It took me encountering some, uh, equipment, to realize, far too belatedly, that it wasn’t his thigh under my hands.

I was essentially feeling up the guy’s crotch.

Heat rose to my cheeks, and I froze, mortified, before snatching my hands away just as an angry snarl vibrated the very air around us.

Oh shit!

The stranger was pissed, and rightly so. He was also clearly not quite human, judging by the sound he’d just made. Not surprising, considering I was in Darlington, a city known for its high population density of magical denizens. It was very likely that the delicious specimen of man meat I’d just accidentally accosted was in fact a monster.

I don’t mean a monster in a bad way. Monster was the word the non-human folks on Earth preferred to call themselves. The entire world found out about them, along with the whole existence of magic, when The Wall, a powerful spell that had hidden them and their world in plain sight for ages, suddenly failed a few years ago.

That had been an interesting year. It was also the year the world learned of Darlington, U.S. of A., a magic-filled gem of a town that had somehow avoided detection even with all the satellites circling the planet. The town had since exploded into a city, which was why I was here. I’d answered a job posting for a position at the Darlington Museum.

“I’m sorry,” I babbled again like a total idiot before offering him the napkins so he could do it himself.

He was glowering as he took the napkins from me. I shrank back at the sight. He was menacing when he was pissed.

The museum wasn’t open yet, so he must work here. But judging by the way he was dressed, and the fact that he didn’t have a hyper-enthusiastic name tag, he must be someone important.

Just my luck.

Before I could fuck things up even more, I apologized one last time, then hustled to the staff room. I clocked in exactly one minute late. My heart dropped in dismay.

I’d moved to Darlington for this job, and I really, really needed to hang onto it. It was the only thing keeping me from being homeless. Getting the acceptance email had felt like a lucky break, the one I’d been waiting for. I absolutely could not mess this up.

I opened my locker and placed my lunch bag slash purse inside, only to realize that my tumbler was still on the floor out in the hall. I grabbed a handful of paper towels from the staff room table and started toward the door. Just as I reached for the handle, the door opened.

Mr. Tall, Dark and Moody walked in with my tumbler in his hand. He took one look at me and the paper towels in my hand and said, “It’s okay. Leonard’s mopping up.”

He handed me my tumbler, grabbed the paper towels, and continued to clean himself off.

“I’m really sorry,” I apologized again after locking up my belongings. “I’ll cover the dry cleaning. Just send me the bill.”

I didn’t have money lying around to do that, but I’d put it on my credit card if I had to. I really didn’t want to get fired my second week on the job.

“You’re the new girl.” It was more of a statement than a question.

The staff room door opened, and Janice, the lady I’d been working with at the front desk when I didn’t have guided tours to give, walked in. She glanced over at the large, imposing, and impeccably dressed man who’d just finished cleaning himself up and was tossing the crumpled-up ball of paper towels into the garbage bin from across the room. Even with milky coffee stain all over his crotch, the man looked more put together than I could ever be. He oozed importance.

I swear, inhuman perfection like that should be illegal.

That had me wondering exactly what type of monster he was. He had to be a predator, for sure, because of the way he held himself, as if he owned everything. But having spent most of my life believing that magic only existed in fairy tales and movies, I wasn’t sure if it was considered rude to ask. The last thing I needed right now was more embarrassment.

“Oh! I didn’t know you were coming in today.” Janice’s eyes drifted to the darkened fabric on the guy’s pants and lingered for a moment too long before she realized she was staring. “Let me introduce you two, if you haven’t already met. Desmon, this is Carly. Carly, this is Desmon, the museum’s owner and director.”

Desmon? As in Desmon the Dragon of Darlington?

Holy crap!

I’d never known if they meant that literally, as in an actual, legit fire-breathing dragon—did those even exist?—or figuratively, as in he was filthy fucking rich and a cutthroat businessman, but either way, I was basically gawking at modern-day royalty, not to mention the big boss here. And somehow, I’d managed not only to spill my morning cuppa joe all over his perfectly pressed pants, I’d molested him too!

I was freaking screwed.


Chapter 2
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Desmon


I took the buxom beauty’s hand eagerly before she offered it to me, worried I’d frightened her earlier with my snarling. I hadn’t meant to scare her, but her actions had surprised me, and the sound had tumbled from my mouth before I could rein it in. It seemed she was just as surprised by her actions as I was. She certainly hadn’t groped me on purpose.

It had been a while since a female had touched me, accidentally or not.

Her flustered reaction had gone from downright adorable to just this side of erotic when the blush had continued spreading from her rosy cheeks all the way down to her ample bosom. My eyes had lingered there as long as hers had on my crotch. She’d been embarrassed, apologizing profusely, which was really cute. Almost—almost—worth ruining one of my favorite pairs of slacks level of cute.

I wasn’t always in such an amicable mood, but I’d just gotten news of the whereabouts of the last piece of a puzzle I’d been trying to put together. It was the reason why I was in the museum today.

“A pleasure to make your acquaintance.”

Instead of shaking Carly’s hand, I brought it to my lips and kissed the back, an old habit dating from the time when that was the proper greeting. The tiny, chaste kiss just made her face and decolletage turn an even deeper shade of red.

I reluctantly tore my gaze from her cleavage and up to her face. Hazel eyes met mine from behind a set of faux tortoiseshell frames. A matching tortoiseshell clip pulled her auburn hair back, a few pieces allowed to hang loose to frame her face.

We stared at each other in silence, the air between us sizzling.

Janice’s voice broke the tension. “He’s, um, old-fashioned like that.” Then she turned to me. “Desmon, don’t scare the poor girl. We need her.”

“I wouldn’t dream of it.” I released her hand and put on what I hoped was my least intimidating smile.

Janice was a stockily built, no-nonsense dwarven female who had been with the museum for years. Technically, working the front desk wasn’t her job, but we’d recently lost three naiad sisters who’d found the perfect lake to call home, and the University hadn’t sent in this semester’s detachment of volunteers yet.

Janice had known me for so long she didn’t think of me as the big scary dragon anymore. I was sure it also helped that she was used to dealing with gruff, hard-to-handle male dwarves.

Despite being fully human, Carly was around the same height as Janice, who was considered tall for a dwarf female. Their body composition and shape were very different, however. Janice was short, stocky, and solid. Carly was rounder, softer, and curvier.

I looked away, trying not to think about how pleasant it would be to touch her.

“The school bus just arrived.” Janice sent Carly a smile. “Ready to give your first tour of the day?”

Carly took a deep breath. “Ready as I’ll ever be.”

“Wonderful! Doors opening in five minutes.”

“I’ll go greet them.” And the redheaded beauty was off, in a swirl of vanilla and spice.

Yummy. I wonder what body wash or perfume she used. My dragon wanted to roll around in it, which was kind of strange; he’d never reacted this way to anyone else before.

Maybe I’d forgive her for the pants after all, if she’d give me a tiny taste—

No! I shook my head.

I didn’t have time for distractions. Not when I was so close to winning this centuries-long competition.

I made my way out of the staff room and up the wide staircase to my private office, but not before glancing across the foyer for one last look at Carly as she welcomed the museum’s first group of visitors for the day, a class of high schoolers. Those were particularly hard to manage—especially the boys.

Human children at that age were bad enough, but to make matters worse the schools in Darlington had shifters and other monster youngsters mixed in.

Carly adjusted her skirt, tugging the hem down to better cover her plump, shapely legs.

Mmm. Let’s go take a nibble.

I ignored my dragon’s inappropriate suggestion, tore my eyes away, and stomped into my office.

I didn’t come into the museum often. I usually let the people I’d hired run this place, letting my money work for me. My only real decision was which pieces from my hoard the museum would share with the world each season. Almost everything on display at the Darlington Museum was part of my hoard, except, of course, for the artifacts we periodically got on loan from other museums.

Not everything in my hoard was destined for display, however; there were many special pieces I kept only for myself, locked away in my cave of wonders. Like most Dragons, I still kept my most valued pieces hidden the old-fashioned way: in a cave that no one knew about. It had worked for millennia. Why fix a system that wasn’t broken?

Today, a statue was arriving from the Louvre. It was only on loan to us, of course, and had come a long way. But more importantly, it held a vital clue to locating a treasure I’d been coveting for centuries. If I found this artifact, I’d win the competition I’d been participating in for the past three centuries.

I’d always known where this statue had been hiding and the secrets it held, but I’d never known how to access those secrets until now.

I knew for a fact that no one had ever bothered to X-ray this statue as it wasn’t a particularly famous piece. Therefore, they didn’t know about the secret compartment inside. I only knew about it myself because of the competition. I had no clue where this compartment was hidden on the statue, but I did know that the key to access this compartment was also on its way to us even now.

Dragons lived a long time, and as such, we often passed the time by participating in friendly…and not-so-friendly…competitions and games. Normally, I was the one placing the bets. This time, I was one of the participants being wagered on.

This particular competition had been going on between me and a rival dragoness for such a long time that I was ready for it to be over. The goal was to be the first to collect four rare artifacts. There were six in total, but the winner only had to collect four.

There was no prize for the winner, but there was a punishment for the loser: A hundred years of sleep. It wasn’t that long in the grand scheme of things, but a lot could change in a century. For example, that cute little human I’d just met would be long gone if I slept for a hundred years.

I checked my messages again and grumbled impatiently. Why didn’t we just airlift the wretched thing directly here? Then again, if I treated this statue any differently from other museum trades, it would look suspicious and the dragoness might suspect something.

I wanted everyone to think that this was just two museums routinely loaning each other goods. It was one of the reasons why I’d started this museum in the first place: I needed a front for this kind of activity. It was only later on that I realized that treasures hidden away forever weren’t worth nearly as much as artifacts admired, evaluated and appraised by human eyes.

Because of the museum, I’d gone from a nobody dragon to one of the richest ones in history. It wasn’t because I had more in my hoard than other dragons. Not at all. It was because my collection had arbitrary, man-made values assigned to many of the pieces because I’d put them on display.

Of course, there were parts of my hoard I would never show to the public. They were too valuable to risk and it was best if no one knew I had them. For example, I could never display the three artifacts I’d already collected for the competition until I’d actually won. I was so close to finding the last one I could taste it.

The mobile device on my desk vibrated with a message from the courier. Apparently the statue was going to be late because there was an accident on the road. I wondered briefly if it was Gillisandra messing with my plans, but then I reminded myself that she had no idea the clue was in this particular statue.

I started pacing my office before deciding to step onto the museum’s beautifully planted wrap-around balcony to get some fresh air. I never made it. I did, however, find myself tailing a certain new hire and a group of kids.

I’d expected Carly to struggle to get a class mainly of boys interested in history, but I was wrong. Her students were fully engaged and raptly attentive. Curious, I listened in on her tour.

“Anyone want to guess how many heads were decapitated during this battle?”

“A hundred!” shouted one of the boys excitedly.

“More than that,” she said. “According to the records, a whopping one hundred and eighty heads rolled that day! And the battle itself only lasted fifteen minutes! I know this isn’t math class, but can anyone tell me how many were beheaded every minute?”

I grinned.

No wonder the boys were listening. She was speaking their language. A quick look at the teacher following behind, however, showed she was less thrilled about the topic of conversation.

One smart aleck pulled out his cell phone and did the calculation quickly.

“Twelve!” he called out.

Lucky kids. Back in my day, I had to do everything in my head. I didn’t have phones with built-in calculators to rely on. Which was why I really had to win this competition. The last twenty years had seen such quick advances in technology that it felt as though I’d miss everything if I even dared to blink.

Combine current speed of technology with the recent disappearance of The Wall the next few decades would move fast. I didn’t know what would happen in the next decade, never mind the next century.

Carly led the group to another display of weapons, and the boys ohhed and ahhed.

“Does anyone know what this is?“ she asked.

“Oh, that’s easy! It’s a morning star. My video game character has one,” said one of the kids.

“That’s right. And can anyone tell me the difference between a morning star and a mace?”

This stumped the boys, so she explained that a mace was a club with a weighted end, and a morning star was a mace with the addition of spikes. Then she continued to talk about the weapon on display and the history behind it.

I actually didn’t know much about the historical details of the pieces on display here, despite owning them. Like many dragons, I didn’t care about the history of lesser beings. I owned these pieces simply because my dragon said, “Oooh, look, shiny,” and immediately tucked them away.

Throughout the centuries, my dragon’s tastes had changed, sometimes preferring sparkly things like gemstones and jewels, other times preferring intricate metalwork. I even underwent a “uniquely shaped carvings” phase, many of which were undeniably phallic. I wondered if Carly had found her way to that section of the museum yet. It wasn’t part of the itinerary for school tours.

I continued following the group, staying just out of sight until my phone buzzed. I left my museum’s newest hire reluctantly and made my way to the loading dock at the back of the museum. The statue was here!


Chapter 3
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Carly


Janice and I sat at the front desk. It was late Wednesday morning, and the museum was quiet.

“I can’t believe Desmon actually kissed your hand,” Janice said, rolling her eyes. “I mean, he’s always been a little old-fashioned and eccentric. Filthy rich people usually are, especially if their hobby is collecting rare, ancient artifacts.”

I nodded in agreement. “Yup, I bet money smooths the way.”

If a random dude on the street greeted a woman he’d just met by kissing her hand, he’d be called a creep. But when someone like Desmon does it, it was…eccentric. It helped that he was also ridiculously hot too.

At the thought of Desmon and his low, rumbly voice, the butterflies in my tummy started up again.

Damn it! After the whole incident yesterday, I kept imagining him everywhere as I did my tour, but every time I looked, there was nothing.

“Well, we all have our little things,” I admitted. “Me, I’m a bit of a klutz.”

“Seriously.” Janice squared me a look. “We work at a museum. ‘Nuff said.”

That had me chuckling. She had a point. Many who chose to dedicate their lives to keeping museums running were oddballs, in the best possible way.

The massive man in the guard’s uniform who interviewed me for the job last week approached our desk. I squinted at his name tag. What was his name again? Right, Mateo.

Mateo was huge. He had to be at least six and a half feet tall, and he looked menacing too. Definitely a predator of some sort. If I didn’t know that his job was to protect everyone and everything in the museum, me and Janice included, I would let my instincts rule me and run at the sight of him. But looks in this case were deceiving, and I remembered him being kind and genuine despite looking like he could snap me like a twig.

He wasn’t human, I was sure of that. His light brown eyes looked almost yellow and his sharp features had a bit of a feline look to them. Lion shifter, maybe?

Again, I wasn’t sure if it was considered rude to ask, so I didn’t. Janice had been very open that she was dwarven from day one.

Mateo had his hair tied up today in the world’s most glorious man bun. I bet if he let it down, it would be a certified mane. Yep, I was calling it. Lion shifter.

“Slow day, ladies?” he smiled, showing teeth that were just this side of too sharp. He didn’t have fangs, though, but that could be his glamour spell working.

“It’s a Wednesday,” Janice observed. “That says it all.”

“Has the courier been by yet?” Mateo asked.

“Nope.” Janice held out the bowl of candy we kept behind the counter for him.

“Thanks,” he said, taking one, unwrapping it, and popping it into his mouth. “I’ll check back later.”

He tossed the wrapping into the trash bin as he headed down the hallway to where they’d set up the most recent exhibit. Janice and I had already nicknamed it The Orgy Room because all the statues were naked and some of them were mid-coitus.

“I’m heading out to grab lunch,” Janice said. “I’ll be back in an hour and you can take yours then. You okay holding down the fort?”

“Sure thing.”

And with that, Janice left for lunch. About half an hour later, a courier wearing street clothes and a cap that read Justin Time Delivery arrived with a small brown envelope.

“Why, hello there. You’re a new face. I’m Justin. Where’s Janice?”

“Hi Justin, I’m Carly. Janice just stepped out for lunch. I can take that.” I reached for the envelope. The second my hand touched it, my relatively useless magical talent of getting visions and sounds from random objects decided to spark to life. It wasn’t a full on vision, just a slight tugging and what sounded like a dial tone in my head.

I wasn’t surprised. I’d had this reaction from touching certain objects my entire life. As far as magical talents went, it wasn’t a particularly useful one. But for someone in my field, it was interesting. Considering I was literally surrounded by historical and magical artifacts, I was actually surprised I hadn’t gotten more visions working at the museum yet.

Although it could be because everything in the museum was behind glass, and I hadn’t gotten my hands on any of it. My talent required physical touch to work, though occasionally it worked through thin barriers, like the envelope in my hands. The only one I’d gotten so far at work—and then promptly ignored—was when I touched Desmon’s pants yesterday. I’d gotten a momentary image of an aerial view of the city.

I signed for the thick, bubble-lined envelope and tucked it into the drawer on top of my open purse. I’d been running late again today and had come right here after I swiped in instead of dropping my purse in my locker.

“Let Janice know I said hi,” Justin said with a tip of his cap.

“You got it.”

Alone again and with no sign of museum-goers, I pulled my notebook out of my purse and made a list of all the things I needed to pick up on the way home today. I was on my very last roll of toilet paper. It was one of the few things I splurged on, despite living paycheck to paycheck. Life is too short for scratchy TP! My tushy demands the cushy.

I noticed the envelope and flipped it over. It was addressed to Desmon. I wondered if he was in today. Maybe I could deliver it myself. It was a perfect excuse to go see him.

Okay—so I might have a teeny, tiny crush on the guy. I mean, who wouldn’t? He was perfection. I didn’t even care if it was all just glamour to hide what he really looked like. And I could happily ignore the fact that he was probably a rich snob for a bit of eye candy.

I actually had done a bit of online snooping about him last night. Every article I found referred to him as the “Dragon” of Darlington, but none actually confirmed if he was an actual dragon or if it was just a turn of phrase. That had led me down a rabbithole searching for proof of dragons.

If werewolves and minotaurs were real, then dragons could be real too, right? But every image or video I found had naysayers claiming it was all A.I. and reminding everyone that most myths and legends about dragons came from people finding fossils of dinosaurs.

Then again, dragons wouldn’t fit into buildings, glamour spell or no glamour spell. Desmon, on the other hand, fit perfectly into his dress shirt and pants. I suddenly found myself wondering how he looked without them.

An elderly couple interrupted the totally inappropriate thoughts about my boss, and I quickly stashed my notebook away before taking their payment, stamping their hands, and handing them each a map of the building.

Janice returned shortly thereafter so I could take my break. I’d packed a lunch, but it was a beautiful fall day, and I wanted to enjoy it before it got too cold to sit out on a park bench.

It wasn’t until I finished my sandwich and opened my purse to tuck my water bottle back inside that I realized I’d taken the envelope with Desmon’s delivery right out of the museum.

Oops! I was pretty sure I wasn’t supposed to do that. I took one last big lungful of crisp autumn air before hurrying back across the street and into the museum.

I waved to the janitor who was standing by the front desk. Janice wasn’t there. She must be in the ladies’ room. But it was so quiet today that I doubted anyone would miss her.

I went to the staff room to drop off my bag. Envelope in hand, I considered looking for Mateo so he could deliver it to Desmon, but hesitated. I could just do it myself, if he was in.

I doubt that he’d want me to actually cover the dry cleaning, considering he was worth a fortune, but I still felt bad about yesterday. I sighed. Who was I kidding? This was a thinly veiled attempt to see him again.

I wasn’t delusional. I knew he probably wouldn’t be interested in someone like me: too young, too inexperienced, too chubby, and frankly too much of a nobody. That didn’t mean I couldn’t enjoy some eye candy. Right?

I made my way up the central staircase to the top floor of the building. Compared to the American Natural Museum of History in New York, where I’d done my internship, which boasted a whopping twenty-one interconnected buildings, the Museum of Darlington was tiny, despite its imposing foyer, opulent décor, and unique offerings.

It had only one large building with three floors, a gorgeous rooftop garden, and a giant planted wrap-around balcony. Honestly, this smaller museum was much more to my liking. Fossils were cool and all, but I was much more interested in crazy battles and fantastic lore. Also, things like old jewelry and weapons were much more likely to give me visions than old bones that had been trapped first behind flesh and then under sediment for thousands of years.

Since the fall of The Wall, I’d done a deep dive into magical artifacts. Okay, deep dive was putting it mildly. I was obsessed with the subject for years, researching everything I could. My professor, who was the only forest nymph in academia, ever, had encouraged me to explore my talent, working with me to see what it could uncover. We’d learned that what was important to inanimate objects usually wasn’t that important historically.

Naturally, when Darlington Museum posted their job opening, I jumped on the chance to work there. My old job didn’t pay me enough to live in New York. Museum jobs, in general, didn’t pay well. They were more a labor of love. But love didn’t pay the bills, and I had student loans up the wazoo.

I paused in front of the double doors leading to Desmon’s office. Like the rest of the building, the doors were ornate: there was even a plaque on it bordered in gold filigree with his name. There was also a camera above the door.

My hands were sweaty as I knocked, which was silly because he was just a guy. A very gorgeous, mega-wealthy guy who could possibly be a dragon, but still.

I waved at the camera and ventured a small smile as I waited for a response. None came.

Sigh. I guess he wasn’t in today. Admittedly Janice had been surprised to see him yesterday, so maybe he didn’t come in that often.

I was just about to slip the envelope through the mail slot when the door opened, and a very big and imposing Desmon greeted me. The top few buttons of his silky shirt were unbuttoned, giving me a glimpse of his tanned and well-defined pecs.

My mouth went dry, and all I could do was hold the envelope out to him like a idiot.

Great. What a wonderful second impression.

I wasn’t usually like this around men, I swear. Though there had never been anyone I wanted to impress before. I’d only ever had one boyfriend, but I’d ended things with him when I realized I’d rather be single than be stuck with a man-child.

Desmon took the envelope from me, looking just as grumpy as he had been yesterday before doing a one-eighty and pouring on the charm for the introductions. “I was waiting for that,” he grunted.

I gathered my wits about me enough to say, “You’re welcome, then.”

I was about to turn to leave when he reached out to touch my arm. The touch was sizzling, despite the fabric between us.

“Carly, wait.”

He remembered my name?

“Come in.” He guided me into his office and closed the door behind us. “Sit.” He took a seat in his leather chair, leaned back, and placed his hands casually behind his head.

Ugh! Could the guy be any sexier?

And that was how I found myself alone with the Dragon of Darlington.


Chapter 4
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Desmon


My dragon was practically giddy with excitement at the prospect of having Carly in our domain. I didn’t understand it. She was just another human woman.

Sure, she was exactly the type my dragon and I preferred—voluptuous, what you’d call Rubenesque. But there were plenty of generously proportioned females of all kinds out there, and none had ever made my dragon act so obsessively.

I’d been thinking about her ever since our meeting yesterday. Or rather, my dragon had. He clearly wanted to own her, possess her, hide her away in our cave of treasures. I’d had to remind him several times that Carly was a human being, not a chew toy.

It was this irrational behavior that had me hesitating when she came knocking at my door. I wasn’t a malevolent dragon, but I felt like I had to protect her from that side of myself. And yet one little smile and wave at the camera and all my good intentions flew out the window.

Even more exciting, it appeared Carly had come bearing treasures of her own. The very “key” that I’d been waiting for. I tucked the envelope securely away into the top drawer of my desk before turning back to her. She looked unsure, and I didn’t blame her.

I hadn’t thought much past inviting her into my domain.

The dragon in me, however, knew exactly what he wanted to do. She smells good. I want a taste.

I shoved him back into the farthest recesses of my mind before he could make me do something I’d regret.

After years of working with humans and shifters, I knew there were certain rules that had to be followed. I couldn’t just pick her up, step out onto the balcony, transform into a dragon, and carry her through the clouds to my lair. That would be considered kidnapping. The thought, however, clearly got my dragon excited.

Do it! Fuck the rules. Rules are for peasants.

Wow, my dragon was a dick.

Stop being a wimp. Steal her. Ravish her. Bathe her in your fire. It’s your right.

I ignored my dragon’s ridiculous request. Only a true mate would survive being bathed in my fire. Cute as she was, Carly couldn’t be my mate.

“Would you like a drink?” I asked, gesturing to the cabinet with my wines and liquors.

“But I’m working,” she said, looking scandalized.

Bah. More human rules.

“Technically, I call the shots here, and I say you can have a drink at lunchtime.” I sent her my friendliest smile.

“No, thank you.” She still looked uncomfortable, which irked me. I didn’t want her to feel awkward around me.

I knew I came across as cold and grumpy to most people. Usually, I considered this a good thing. But I didn’t want to scare Carly away. I tried to soften my features.

“It’s not a trick, I promise.” Then, in a softer voice and with the back of my hand to my lips like I was telling her a secret, “I break the rules all the time.”

That had her finally cracking a smile. “I’m a lightweight. Trust me. You don’t want me out there giving group tours even after a single sip of wine. I might take my History Is Fun mantra a little too far.”

That had me remembering her gory, unconventional, yet still factually accurate history lesson from yesterday. That was one group of boys who’d think twice before calling my museum boring and stuffy. She was a good museum ambassador for our youth.

I opened my mini-fridge instead. “Then perhaps something that won’t have my office inundated with calls from disgruntled teachers and pissed off parents?”

She peered into the fridge. “A sparkling water would be great. Thank you.”

I opened the bottle and handed it to her, waiting for her to take a sip before hitting her with the next sentence.

“About yesterday…”

Her face fell immediately. “I’m really sorry about your pants. If you need me to cover the dry cleaning—”

I held up my hand. “There’s no need for that. But I do need help digitizing some files, if you want to do something to make up for it.” I gestured to the vintage oak filing cabinet that was bursting at the seams with paper that had collected over the last few decades.

She brightened. “I can totally do that! I promised to help Janice cover the front desk when I’m not giving tours, but I don’t mind staying late to help you.”

“The student volunteers from the university start tomorrow. They can cover the front desk. I’d rather not trust the students with my files. I’ll send Janice a note.”

I typed out a quick message on my computer and sent it to my museum manager. I got one back from her promptly, saying that I could have Carly for the rest of the day.

“Done. You can start after your lunch break. She says she’s fine on her own.”

We really needed a bigger team helping at the front now that Darlington was getting bigger and the museum busier. We were desperately understaffed, and part of that was my fault.

Hiring new people was difficult for me, even though I knew it had to be done. Because so much of what was on display was part of my hoard, the dragon in me insisted I keep it as secret as I could. All this despite the man explaining to the monster—many times—that sharing them with the world was precisely what gave our treasures worth.

“My lunch break is basically over, so I can get started right away.”

I handed her my spare laptop. “Perfect. You can use the printer to scan the documents.” I grimaced at the thick layer of dust collecting on the multifunctional machine. “I don’t use it often, but I’m sure it still works.”

“Thanks.” Laptop in hand, she looked around. “Is there somewhere I could set up?”

Shit. I hadn’t thought it out past getting her to spend time with me in my office.

I cleared off a corner of my desk for her. “My desk is plenty big for the both of us,” I said. It truly was. It was massive. And considering I didn’t really do much on it, we’d have plenty of space.

And that had me thinking of Carly all spread out on my desk, a feast for my eyes and my tongue.

Yes! Lay her out and feast.

I mentally shushed my dragon. The last thing I wanted was to scare her away. He was so loud I worried she’d hear him right through my skull. But Carly was getting organized across from me, settling her scrumptious ass into the chair meant for guests to my office, none the wiser. She’d taken a folder from the top drawer of the old filing cabinet and was already rifling through it.

As she got to work, I sent a note out to Janice telling her to put out job postings again to hire proper front desk concierge and educator teams, so she could go back to managing the museum rather than doing the grunt work. Darlington was growing, and we needed to grow too if we wanted to keep up.

Since I was here, I decided to clean out my desk, something I hadn’t done in a while. I was sorely tempted to open the envelope right here and now, but I wasn’t sure that was a good idea. I could feel the magic thrumming off of it, and I didn’t want Carly to be in danger if the key inside was spelled to set off something magical upon touching a dragon.

I focused on my desk instead, opening the top drawer and pulling out pile of takeout menus. I noticed a few from places that weren’t even in business anymore and tossed those out. I really hadn’t cleaned in a while.

Carly eyed the flyer closest to her. “The Starving Aardvark?” she said. “Cute name.”

“I love that place. Makes the best chicken and waffles in town. They even named a drink after me.”

“Really?”

“Yup. The Fire Breather.”

She raised a brow but didn’t ask.

Ask her out! my dragon hissed.

I sighed internally. My dragon got extremely obsessive when he believed he’d found a treasure, but sometimes, once we actually got our hands on it, he lost interest. Maybe spending some time with her was the perfect way to kick my dragon out of this delusion. I could wine, dine, and bed her a few times until my dragon realized he was mistaken and that she wasn’t our mate after all. What was the saying? Get her out of my system?

Fine, Dragon, you win. I’ll ask her out.

“Have you been?” I asked her, willing my dragon to sit down and be quiet.

“Not yet, but it sounds right up my alley.”

“You are new to Darlington, yes? Your resume says you worked in New York last.” I’d looked her up after yesterday.

“Yeah, I just moved to town the day before I started working here. I haven’t had much time to explore the city.”

“Well, then let me show you around. We can go to The Starving Aardvark tomorrow for lunch.” When she hesitated, I turned to my computer and pulled up the staff schedule. “It says here your only tour tomorrow is a fifth grade class at one, which means you’re helping me out in the morning. If we leave a bit early for lunch, we’ll be back with time to spare to wrangle those fifth graders into submission.”

She blinked in confusion. “You want me to come out to lunch with you?“ She was so cute when she was flustered.

I looked around the room. “I don’t see anyone else here,” I said teasingly.

I glanced down at her hand. No ring. But that didn’t mean she wasn’t currently dating someone seriously. She didn’t smell like anyone, though, and if she was living with anyone, their scent would be all over her. Did she have someone back in New York?

The thought of her being with anyone else had my dragon seething.

Then we get rid of him, my dragon hissed. Burn him to a crisp!

Calm down. We don’t even know if there is a him.

Maybe she was concerned about the whole workplace fraternization thing. I knew humans disapproved of that. But that was a rule I was willing to break.

“Consider it a working lunch,” I said casually, even as my dragon scoffed. “I’ll give you a quick rundown of the museum’s history while we eat; it will help you with…all that.” I nodded to the disaster area that was my filing cabinet.

Stop treating her like a co-worker! She’s so much more.

“There’s no pressure,” I added hastily.

That was a big fat lie, considering my dragon was already plotting how to get her into our cave and keep her there forever. But my dragon had to be wrong. This human couldn’t be my mate. If she was, wouldn’t I know it as well? I didn’t have anything against humans in principle, but I always imagined myself being with another monster. One with wings, who could fly with me through the skies—

She doesn’t need wings. We will carry her.

Carly nodded firmly. “Sure. Let’s go tomorrow.”


Chapter 5
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How the hell did I end up saying yes to a lunch date with Desmon? Despite him clarifying that we were just two co-workers going for lunch, it still felt like so much more than that. This was a very bad idea.

First, I officially now had a silly teenage-hormone-level crush on the guy. And second, I was this close to being broke. Technically, I could afford one lunch, I guess, but that would leave me with precious little for next week’s groceries.

I honestly didn’t know why I’d stayed in New York so long. That city had drained me dry. I’d found this job just in time. I just needed to scrape by until my first paycheck. Then everything would be peachy keen.

My Darlington apartment was in one of the less reputable parts of town and in an old building, but it was much larger than the shoe box I’d had in New York. It was less than half the price, too, so I’d finally be able to start saving.

Everything would be fine. It was just one lunch. I’d survive until payday.

I took one last look at myself in the mirror propped up by my front door, making a note to pick up drywall anchors on the way home today. I was hoping that my accessories, a fun chunky necklace that just happened to be in the museum’s colors and a cute headband, were enough of a change that no one at work would notice I was wearing the exact same outfit underneath my uniform vest that I’d been wearing yesterday.

I’d sprayed my clothes down with a fabric refresher, and they smelled clean enough. That was the most important part, wasn’t it? I really needed to buy at least an extra pair of pants, though.

Damn it. It felt like my shopping list kept getting longer and longer, even as my bank account kept dwindling.

“Alright, Q-Tip, I’m heading out. Talk to you later.”

My Holland Lop rabbit stared back at me from his fenced-in, linoleum-lined section of the living room, chewing lazily on a piece of hay. It was the very first thing I’d set up when we moved in last week.

Q-Tip was one of the reasons why I’d gone for this apartment, even though it was kind of crappy compared to the other option. This place was pet friendly. The other one, not so much.

A sudden loud knock at my door surprised me, and I stifled a little yelp. I peered through the peephole and saw a man holding a package. I had been told that deliveries were made to the mailboxes and mail lockers downstairs, but the packages often ended up in the wrong slot. This must be a neighbor who got my package instead.

I’d done some online shopping when I arrived here last week and realized the box with all my bathroom stuff never made it from New York. I’d been dripping onto my bathroom floor sans bath mat like a heathen for about a week, though I did pick up a single towel at the big box store. The online option had been cheapest for everything else.

I realized that it was not, in fact, my neighbor the second I opened the door. In front of me stood a man I’d never seen, and behind him was Leonard, the janitor from work. What the hell was he doing here? But his presence wasn’t what had me trying to slam the door shut; it was the fact that the man had dropped the package and was instead brandishing a knife.

Oh fuck!

Don’t tell me I’d survived the shittiest part of New York only to get shanked in quaint little Darlington. The irony!

It was too late; Leonard had wedged his foot in the door, and it wasn’t closing.

“This the bitch?” asked the man with the knife.

“Yup, that’s her,” Leonard replied.

He moved his foot away, and I took the opportunity to try slamming the door again. But before I could lock it, he charged at it. The door flew open, smashing into my hand, and I scrambled back before it hit me in the face as well.

As the two of them forced their way into the apartment, I let out the loudest scream I could, but it was quickly silenced by a grubby hand across my mouth.

“Where’s the key?” Leonard demanded. “I don’t know who’s paying you, or how much, but cough it up. Or else. No amount of money is worth your life.”

Key? What the hell was he going on about? What key?

“I don’t know what you mean,” I said, after he dropped his hand.

“There’s no point in lying. I saw the courier give it to you. You put it in the top drawer, but it was gone when I checked. You must have taken it.”

So that was what he’d been doing by the front desk! I’d noticed him, but thought he was just watching it for Janice.

“You mean the envelope? I gave it to Desmon.”

What would the janitor want with a package that was addressed to Desmon? He thought someone was paying me, so maybe someone was paying him to steal from the museum?

“You’re lying! You went straight out to lunch. I watched you. You never stopped by his office. You must have brought the key back here.”

The other guy was already rifling through my stuff, dumping everything all over the floor.

“Do you have any idea what this key is supposed to look like?” Leonard asked his thug friend as he joined him in ruining my apartment.

“No clue. Gillisandra didn’t say. But we know it fits inside an envelope.”

They took entire drawers, emptied the contents onto the floor, and then did the same to the stuff still in moving boxes. I didn’t know how this was supposed to help them find a key they wouldn’t even recognize if they found it. All they did was break all my shit.

They even searched Q-Tip’s area, picking up my sweet little bunny and making a gross joke about rabbit stew. Seriously? If they hurt my baby, I would literally claw their eyes out.

Luckily, Q-Tip had a surprisingly strong kick despite his small size and managed to get the asshole good before he freed himself and raced into the bedroom and under the bed.

By the time the goons gave up, I was already a good hour late for work, and my apartment was in a shambles. There was broken glass from picture frames and mirrors, and my books were scattered all over the floor with pages ripped out of them, as if they thought the evasive key would be magically hidden between Chapter One and Two.

I kept silent, hoping that they’d leave once they realized I didn’t have what they sought. I snuck my hand into my purse, feeling around for my cell phone; maybe I could get a call out to the police? But before I could find it, they both had their attention back on me.

“It’s not here.” Knife Guy looked peeved. “What are we going to say to Gillisandra? We promised her the key.”

“We don’t have to say anything.” Leonard jerked his thumb at me. “She can explain to the dragon lady why the key is missing.”

Knife Guy shook his head, looking worried. “She’s not going to accept that. You know what she’s like: we promised her the key, so we get her the fucking key. No substitutions. We’re going to get our asses handed to us.”

“Okay, woman, tell us where it is. Who did you give it to? How much did they pay you for it?”

“I already told you: I gave it to Desmon. I accidentally took it out with me in my purse when I went out for lunch. When I came back to the museum after eating, I took it to his office.” I hoped that now he realized I didn’t have it, he would let me go…even though a part of me had a sneaking feeling that would be too simple.

Sure enough, the other guy said, “Well, what the fuck are we supposed to do with her now? We can’t let her go back to work. She’ll warn the dragon.”

“We’ll take her with us. Hand her over to Gillisandra. We don’t know if she’s really telling the truth. It all seems too…convenient.” Leonard grabbed me roughly by the arm and shoved me toward the door behind his friend, who was already making his way into the hallway.

Realizing that I might possibly disappear forever if I let them get me out of my apartment, I grabbed the first heavy object I could lay my hands on, which happened to be an old pewter candle holder I’d found at a garage sale on a road trip one summer. I bashed Leonard across the face with it, throwing my full weight behind the swing.

“Fuck!” he yelled as he stumbled back, grabbing his nose.

I helped him the rest of the way to the ground with my foot, kicking him in the shins. His shirt caught on a broken photo frame and ripped.

But my resistance ended when his thug friend was suddenly there, hitting me across the face, and I gasped as I tasted blood. Then he was holding his knife to my throat and threatening to slit it right then and there if I didn’t behave.

“Come with us quietly, little girl, and no one gets hurt.”

I wasn’t naïve enough to believe him, but what choice did I have? They marched me out of the apartment, me with my split lip and Leonard with his bleeding nose, which was messing up the hallway carpet.

We were in the stairwell when my cell phone rang from my purse.

Leonard grumbled angrily. “Give it to me,” he demanded.

I dug it out of my purse, saw that it was work, and handed it over with the screen facing down, surreptitiously pressing the answer button in the process.

“Shit!” he exclaimed when Janice’s voice started coming over the speaker.

“You weren’t supposed to answer, you idiot,” Knife Guy said, smacking Leonard upside the head.

“I didn’t!”

“The fucking phone is in your hands!!!”

“Hello? Carly?” said Janice’s faint voice.

Leonard quickly jabbed at the end call button before turning off the phone completely and pocketing it.

Then we were in the parking lot, and they were shoving me into the back of an unmarked van.


Chapter 6
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It was already mid-morning, and my office was distressingly empty of a certain curvaceous vixen. I’d even left a message with Janice, telling her to send Carly up as soon as she got in, but still nothing.

I was beginning to wonder if Carly was trying to avoid me.

Not the type to wait around and be left wondering, I made my way to the front foyer. Janice was there talking to two new volunteers from the university. I was glad to see them. We really needed the extra help, and it would free Carly up to be with me.

My redheaded siren, however, was nowhere to be seen. I tried to settle the irrational sinking feeling in my belly as the dragon inside started to pace. She’d agreed to come to help me yesterday, and there was no indication then that she had been unhappy. In fact, she had agreed to come to lunch with me. Was she sick? There was that virus that had been going around, and humans were susceptible to things like that.

“Morning, Desmon,” Janice greeted me casually as the two university students gawked at me with open mouths. “Have you met the new volunteers?”

I don’t care about the new volunteers, my dragon huffed. Where’s my female?

Carly wasn’t my female. Not yet, anyway.

I put on my least scowly face and tried to do the proper human thing and pretend to care as I made the acquaintance of the young man and young woman I probably wouldn’t remember tomorrow. Then I immediately asked, “Where’s Carly?”

Janice’s face fell, and I saw a sign of worry in her eyes. “She never showed up this morning. I don’t think she’s the type to no-show without an explanation. I tried calling her, but some guys on the other end hung up while swearing, as if they’d picked up the call by accident. I was going to mention it to Mateo later when I saw him. I’m worried.”

That had me on high alert. My scales must have flashed through my glamour because the young woman whose name I’d already forgotten gasped and covered her mouth.

“Anyway, I’m glad these two came in early. I can cover Carly’s afternoon class while they take over here.”

“Anyone else missing today?” I asked.

“Yes, Leonard. But he called in. He has that virus that’s been going around.”

I glanced over to the student volunteers from the university. “Now that we have these two, do you mind if I take Carly whenever she’s not working with a tour group?”

“Of course! I’ve always said you should have an assistant. I’ve seen that office. It badly needs organizing.”

I grunted and turned to leave, heading toward the elevator to the underground parking lot instead of the grand staircase to my office. I got into my Bentley Continental, glad I’d driven in today instead of calling my driver. It was nice to be able to go anywhere I wanted on a whim without anyone knowing. I valued my privacy.

Accessing the museum’s HR files through my phone, I looked up Carly’s address before peeling out of the underground parking lot and speeding down the street. No law enforcement officer would dare pull me over. They recognized my vehicles, and I had carte blanche in this city.

I frowned as I entered her part of town. This sector was…problematic. No wonder I hadn’t recognized the address.

Compared to larger cities, Darlington was pretty clean and well-maintained. But it still wasn’t perfect. I had learned early on that it was impossible to keep poverty out of my town—yes, I did think of Darlington as mine, since there had been nothing here but gold deep underground when I first arrived—with so many shifters, witches, wizards, and magical beings relocating here from all over the world. It was even harder now that we were no longer hidden by The Wall. We’d gone from town to city seemingly overnight.

Luckily for the people of Darlington, I wasn’t a particularly controlling dragon. As long as my people didn’t actively get in my way, I let things be, unlike some dragons who terrorized their townfolk, demanding gifts and sacrifices. To date, I’d only set one village on fire. I shoved that memory back inside the box I’d so carefully crafted around it before it could fully materialize.

That was another life in another time, one I preferred not to remember. I was just glad the whole knight in shiny armor era was over. Stupid tin cans with hero complexes.

I parked in front of Carly’s building and made my way inside. There was no concierge at the front. Who was going to stop perfect strangers from getting into the building? I frowned at the note on the elevator saying that it was out of service. I made my way up the stairwell, which smelled faintly of her, along with a million other scents, most of them stomach-churning. Had she used these stairs earlier this morning?

By the time I was on her floor, my dragon was pacing in circles at the back of my mind, eager to breathe fire on anything that dared stand in our way.

A sense of unease spread through me as I walked down her hallway. Her door was wide open, and her apartment was a complete mess, as if someone had ransacked it looking for something. The scent of her blood was in the air. It was faint, but it was there.

I let out a stream of flames that singed the already peeling wallpaper lining the hallway.

Whoever did this will burn.

This time, I agreed wholeheartedly with my dragon. Heads would roll.

The perpetrator’s scent was strong in the apartment, and strangely familiar, though I couldn’t quite place it.

There were bloodstains on the carpet, but one whiff told me it wasn’t Carly’s. It belonged to one of her attackers. But I could smell her blood in the air. A scrap of fabric attached to a piece of broken glass from a picture frame caught my attention. I picked it up and sniffed but couldn’t figure out if it was Carly’s or the attacker’s blood.

The scents were all starting to meld together, and my dragon was too angry to do anything other than repeat the word burn, burn, burn, in my head. It wasn’t helping. Setting things on fire wouldn’t help me find Carly.

I found I was just as angry as my dragon. Someone had stolen my female.

I gave a quick shake of my head. Where had that thought come from? My dragon must be getting to me.

I dug my phone out and messaged Mateo and Seth.

Mateo, while technically employed as the head of security at the museum, did a lot more for me than just protecting my treasures. He also looked after my personal security needs, and Carly being attacked and kidnapped was definitely a personal matter.

I’d found Mateo shortly after he had been kicked out of a group home for monster orphans. He’d been going down the wrong path, one that would inevitably lead to prison or an early grave. I took him in, and gave him a home and a job. He’d only moved out of my estate recently, and still sometimes came back for dinner.

Seth, meanwhile, was my private wizard, and I trusted him implicitly. He wasn’t like other wizards, despite having once been part of the WEC. That life was behind him now, even though he was still young in human terms.

He’d come to me when he was barely more than a boy, begging me to hide his mother from his abusive wizard father. Elana was a witch in her own right, but she’d had her magic drained for decades by her husband. Elana still lived with me in my estate and kept my home running smoothly, though Seth, like Mateo, had now moved out on his own.

To avoid looking suspicious or drawing any attention, I closed the apartment door while I waited for them to arrive. It was only then that I really looked at Carly’s home. There was a fenced-off area that took up almost half the main living space. The fence was only about knee high, and the gate was standing open.

There was a round metal ball with hay stuffed into it, as well as loose hay all over one corner, along with a small drinking fountain with bubbling water and an empty food dish. There was a bright blue nylon tunnel, a wooden structure that looked like a miniature castle set against the wall, and a shin-high stuffed mushroom with a round opening in the stem.

I sniffed. Most definitely rabbit. My little human had a pet.

I did a quick search and found the little one hiding under her bed. I was still trying to get the cowering creature to come to me when Seth arrived via portal in the living room. He had better success getting the rabbit out from under the bed, probably because he, as a human wizard, didn’t exude a top predator aura.

Seth must not have handled Little Bit yet today. Little Bit was his ball python and his familiar of choice.

Unlike other wizards who tended to look down on witchcraft as an inferior woman’s skill, Seth augmented his wizard powers by dabbling in it, building both skill sets side by side. It was something I’d encouraged him in, knowing that the most powerful magic practitioners in history were neither witches nor wizards but rather those who trained in both.

Seth was cooing, “Who’s a widdle cutey-patootey,” at the little bunny when Mateo opened the apartment door.

At the arrival of yet another top predator, the widdle cutey-patootey freaked out, jumping out of Seth’s hands, running into the fenced-in area, and diving into the mushroom-shaped plush house in the corner.

Mateo had his glamour on. The only time he appeared in public without it was if I requested he stay in his manticore form to guard my more prized treasures, or on casual Fridays at the museum. Despite the common knowledge of magic and monsters these days, many still reacted to his natural form with horror and disgust. He took a cursory look around the apartment and the hallway outside before sniffing at the blood on the ground. “I recognize this scent from the museum.”

“You mean it’s someone who works there?” I asked.

“Most likely. But I don’t recall exactly who this scent belongs to. It’s not any of the guards; theirs I’m familiar with. But if we go back and smell the employee lockers, I’ll be able to pick them out.”

“Janice said Leonard wasn’t in today.”

“The day-time janitor? Yes, now that you mention it, I’m sure that’s his scent. But what would he want with Carly? They occasionally exchange a wave or a nod, maybe a few words, but that is all. There is another scent here as well. I don’t recognize it. Leonard had help.”

I showed Seth the tiny scrap of fabric I’d found on the broken picture frame. “Would you be able to use this to find her?” I asked. I was always amazed at what Seth could do with a little magic.

“I think there’s enough here for me to scry and perhaps see through the eyes of whoever this once belonged to.” He looked around the room and wrinkled his nose at the mess. “Not here, though. This place feels…wrong.”

“At my estate, then?”

Seth gave a curt nod, then with a wave of his hand, the portal opened up again in Carly’s much-too-cramped apartment. Beyond the opening to the portal was only a swirling black of nothingness, but that was because my home had a special ward that prevented portals from seeing inside. I knew this portal would lead to my library.

I went inside the fenced-in area and tried to scoop Carly’s bunny into my arms, but it grunted and bared its front teeth, refusing to leave the safety of its faux fungi shelter. I didn’t need to speak Bunny to realize this was a warning. But I also didn’t want to leave her animal companion behind in a trashed apartment, so I simply picked up the entire mushroom.

Mateo helped me gather up some of the rabbit’s supplies, and then we stepped into the swirling darkness.


Chapter 7
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I furtively rubbed the belt around my already painfully raw wrists against the sharp metal corner behind me as my two kidnappers paced the abandoned warehouse. It was clear that these two hadn’t thought beyond coming to my place and finding this elusive key because they hadn’t been prepared to deal with me at all.

The belt holding me captive had come straight off Knife Guy’s hips, and now he was constantly pulling up his pants. Luckily for me, the belt was made of fabric webbing and was relatively soft after years of use.

We hadn’t gone too far from my place—just around the corner, in fact, to an industrial area that had once been home to Darlington’s manufacturing sector. According to the large words painted on the side, this place had once been a fabric mill called Dragonscale Textiles.

The large brick building was lined with massive arched palladian windows that let in lots of sunlight, although some of the glass was broken or missing. The high ceilings were held up every thirty feet or so with thick beams, the paint on them long peeled away, except for a dark brown section near the floor. Overhead were large exposed vents, and the paint was in a similar state of disrepair.

Despite its state of disrepair, there was a certain charm about this old factory, which I’d place as being from the later nineteenth century, likely post-civil war. I wondered why some developers hadn’t turned it into an overpriced loft yet. But then I remembered how close it was to my apartment. I guess an expensive, modern, converted factory loft in a shitty part of town would be a hard sell, and this place would need a lot of work to come up to code.

As it was, one side of the brick wall was starting to cave in, and the numerous rods, chains, and pulleys attached to a large wheel overhead looked ready to fall down on our heads at any minute.

Okay, on second thought, maybe “charm” wasn’t the right word. But the historian in me appreciated the old building. What I did not appreciate was the way Knife Guy and Leonard were constantly pacing in between the cast iron machinery as they talked about how fucked they were. Every so often, I’d hear them mention the “Dragon Lady.” By the way they said it, I was pretty sure they meant an actual freaking dragon and not some boss lady.

That had me wondering again about Desmon and his title as the Dragon of Darlington. I was beginning to think I was about to miss a lunch date with an honest-to-goodness dragon.

How in the actual hell had I gotten myself caught up in some dragon turf war?

That sounded like a plot straight out of a movie, which sucked because I wasn’t main character material. Main characters, more often than not, made it out alive. Side characters? Not so much.

I was smack dab in the middle of side character territory. I wasn’t particularly beautiful, or particularly smart. I was just an average girl, kinda nerdy, and a little stubborn, with an independent streak. Definitely not main character material.

“This is all your fault,” Knife Guy grumbled to Leonard for the third time. “We have a woman here we don’t know what to do with.”

Deciding I needed to be more main character than side character if I wanted to survive this mess, I spoke up. “Look, why don’t you two just let me go? If I get into work now, no one will ever know I was here. I’ll just tell them I had some girl problems and was running late. But if I don’t show up at all, someone’s going to notice. I won’t say anything, I promise. I’m helping Desmon file a few things, I’ll even look in his office for you.”

That was a total lie. I’d never help them. The second I got anywhere near Desmon, I was going to rat this two-timing asshole out. And if Desmon really was a dragon, then I hope both of them got burned to a crisp. Not only had they fucked up my apartment, breaking everything I owned in an attempt to find this stupid key, they had also threatened to make rabbit stew out of my baby.

To make matters worse, they’d left my front door open. I could only hope that Q-Tip, ever curious about the outside, had gone out to the hallway, seen that there was nothing there but disgusting carpet and peeling wallpaper, turned around, and gone home.

“He let you in his office?” Leonard sounded shocked. “He won’t let me clean in there, and I’ve been employed at the museum for years.”

I wasn’t sure how to respond to that. Was this a good or bad thing? I didn’t want them to think Desmon and I were close because then they wouldn’t trust me at all. “Like I said, I went after lunch to give him the envelope.” I shrugged. “He asked me to help him file some papers. His office is a real mess.”

“Hey, this might work,” said Knife Guy. “If it’s in the office, she can find it for us.”

“Yeah, or she’ll tell Desmon the second she gets back, and we’d have two dragons on our asses instead of one.”

Knife Guy looked me up and down appraisingly. “What if we pay her? We’ve seen her apartment. This girl is broke. If she finds the key for us, we can give her a cut of what Gillisandra is paying us. Money makes people loyal. And I don’t think this bitch and Desmon are close-close, you know what I’m saying?”

That had Leonard eyeing me as well. I didn’t like it.

“Her face is pretty enough. But you’re right; she’s way too chubby and plain for a billionaire dragon. They ain’t fucking.” He laughed.

Great. Desmon and I aren’t fucking, but I really didn’t need that analysis.

“Well, I ain’t cutting into my share. I’m the only reason we even have an in at the fucking museum. You can pay her from your share.”

“What the hell, man? You dropped the ball. You’re the one who lost sight of the package. If you’d just done your job, we wouldn’t be here in the first place.”

“Fuck you! You didn’t have a chance to make the mistake because you didn’t do any of the work.”

Knife Guy got all up in Leonard’s face at that, but his action turned out less than intimidating as he had to hike up his pants to stop them from falling down. “None of the work? I set this whole fucking thing up! I did all the meetings with the she-dragon because you were too chickenshit to face her.”

While the two bickered, I continued working the belt against the sharp piece of metal. I was so close. I’d be free any moment now. And if I was lucky, those two would be so busy squabbling that they wouldn’t even notice me sneaking out the back. Especially since they weren’t looking my way right now, and they’d moved a bit, so a large piece of machinery was blocking their view.

I could totally do this.

With one last jerky movement, the webbed belt finally snapped. Not expecting the force of my hands pulling apart, I bashed my already painful wrist against something hard and metallic. I stifled a yelp, but the reverberation of my hand against whatever it had hit echoed throughout the open factory floor.

Shit! Why? Why was I such a klutz?

“What the fuck was that?” Leonard asked.

I had two choices. One, I could pretend nothing happened and hope that they didn’t realize the sound had come from my direction and wait for a better time to bolt. Or two, I could make a break for it now, since there were several rows of heavy machinery between us, and while they didn’t have a straight line to the door, I did.

“What did you do, bitch?”

Okay, so they knew the sound came from me. That decided it: I ran.

I pulled my wrist free of the belt and bolted for the door. I pumped my legs hard, cursing the fact that I hadn’t gotten as much exercise in as I should for the past few years. Despite being in the shittiest shape of my life, I managed to get to the door as the other two were still looping around the big machinery. I shoved it open and ran into the sunlight.

Oh fuck.

Ahead of me was a concrete lot that seemed to go on forever, and beyond that, still more concrete and other buildings. I looked to the side and saw a closer building that probably also belonged to the fabric mill. I ran for that.

The goal was to be out of sight by the time my two pursuers made it out the door. I reached for the handle of the door and swore. It was locked.

“There she is!”

Shit! Out here, without the machinery blocking their way, they’d be able to catch up to me for sure. I was screwed.

Suddenly, a loud screeching sound had me covering my ears, even as a shadow darkened the sky. I looked skyward and froze. There, right above me, was the underbelly of a freaking dragon!

Its wings were spread wide against the brilliant blue sky, scales gleaming red and orange. It was huge, more like a small plane than any living being. It almost appeared to glow with fire as it looped around the building. Its eyes, reptilian but brimming with intelligence, glowed a molten gold as they landed on the two men chasing me.

Was this the dragon lady the two were talking about? Or was it Desmon? And should I be running? Or was it useless to try?

I peered up at the magnificent beast again, this time looking down its belly to the lower half. The scales seemed to lighten there, but I saw nothing that would give away its sex. Then, perhaps because of the stress of everything that had happened, I started giggling to myself like an idiot. I was actually trying to determine the sex of a dragon, which sounded just as ridiculous as I felt right now.

“Oh, fuck! Fuck! Fuck! Fuck!” Leonard screamed as he turned tail and ran back toward the other building, with Knife Guy hot on his heels.

I could only hope that it was Desmon.

The two never made it to the building, because the dragon in front of them forced them to skid to a halt and trip over each other, landing in a pile at the dragon’s feet.

“How dare you!” boomed a voice. It sounded like Desmon but with something else as well, a growly quality that had my belly fluttering with…desire? No. I must be mixing it up with awe because I couldn’t possibly be lusting after a dragon, even if the man version of him was sexy enough to turn my knees to jelly.

This version of Desmon was raw, magnificent power. Every inch of him exuded danger. I never thought I found danger so thrilling and arousing, but—hot damn! I wasn’t sure I’d be able to stop myself from jumping him and humping him like a dog in heat the second he was back in his man form. Great. I’d embarrass myself even more.

“How dare you covet my treasure!”

My heartbeat quickened. Did he mean me?

No, of course not. That would be silly. He must mean—the key. Yeah. The key. These two must really be idiots to mess with a dragon’s treasure.

“It’s n-n-not like that, I-I-I swear,” Leonard stammered.

Desmon wasn’t listening. He took a menacing step toward the two.

The two asshats scrambled to their feet and ran even as a wisp of smoke left Desmon’s toothy snout. A forked tongue darted out, and his nostrils flared for just a second before he blew out a jet of flames.

Belatedly, I realized that they were between Desmon and me, which meant the flames were coming my way as well. They weren’t pointed directly at me, but I’d still be singed, if not completely toasted, if I didn’t move out of the way. I dove to the side, hoping I’d come out only slightly charred and not burnt to a crisp.

I heard the men’s screams moments before the flames engulfed me.

I opened my mouth, ready to scream as well, but instead of searing pain, all I felt was a comforting warmth, like Desmon was here surrounding me and hugging me.

What the hell!?


Chapter 8
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Desmon


By the time I’d seized back control of my body from my angry dragon, it was too late. A sizzling stream of our magical fire was already rushing toward Carly. It would reach her before I could do anything!

“You idiot!“ I bellowed aloud to him.

My heart stilled in my chest as yellow and orange engulfed her small form. But no shrill feminine scream bounced off the concrete; Carly didn’t burn. Her clothes did, but she did not. Rather, she glowed.

She held her hand in front of her, her hazel eyes round and awestruck as she watched the flames dance on her fingers. Then she tentatively formed a ball of fire in one hand and tossed it up into the air before catching it again deftly.

See! Our fire cannot harm her. She is our mate. My dragon sounded smug and extremely pleased with himself.

You didn’t know that for sure. What if you had been wrong? She could be dead now! I wasn’t so calm. If we weren’t one and the same, and it was physically possible, I would wring his neck for doing something this utterly stupid.

But I wasn’t wrong. She is our mate, just like I said.

And if she hadn’t been? I demanded.

Then no big loss.

A hundred years ago, I would’ve agreed with him. Anyone that wasn’t directly benefiting me was at risk of being sacrificed. There simply weren’t any reasons to make the extra effort otherwise, even something as minor as moving my stream of fire two degrees to the left.

In the past, I’d saved the lives of other dragons and several demons. But I could count on the talons of one claw the times I’d actively tried to help humans or other lesser monsters: a human prince, a very strong witch, a leader of a wolf pack. They had thus all owed me a life debts, which I’d made sure to call in before their time in this realm was done.

It was hard to ask for such favors after the reaper came for them. Death’s claim always came first when it came to such things. I’d tried bargaining with Death once, and it hadn’t gone well. There were some entities even dragons shouldn’t mess with; I’d been young and foolish at the time.

It seemed the reapers were on vacation today because Carly was whole. Even as I thought that, I spied two annoyed reapers standing off to the side of the burning bodies of the males who dared kidnap my mate, scythes in hand and cloaks swirling around their feet. They never liked it when souls refused to leave the mortal plane.

I hurried towards Carly, eager to get her out of here before the reapers noticed her and decided there’d been a mistake and took her as well. I took three enormous dragon-sized steps toward her, reverting into my human form as I did.

The flames had died down by now, but they had burned through all of her clothes, which I’d noticed before were the same set she’d worn yesterday. Now that I thought about it, I’d seen her clothes scattered all over her bedroom floor, and they were all quite colorful. Was this the only black set of clothing she owned?

Oops. I’d make sure to take her shopping later.

My fire not only refused to harm my one true mate, it had also protected her from the heat of her burning garments. Now she was frowning and stepping out of her shoes, which had melted to the point that they looked more like goo than footwear. The only thing still intact were her glasses, though even they were a little warped from the heat. My fire must’ve decided that they were a part of her and spared them.

I took another step toward her, afraid she’d shy away from me now that she’d seen what a monster my dragon was with her own eyes. But she seemed more worried about the fact that she was completely naked, apart from some soot from her clothes that was smudged on her shoulder. Humans were weird about clothing. It was the reason I had all my pants enchanted so they’d shift with me. Made it less awkward.

I didn’t give her time to focus on such trivial matters as clothing. The dislike of nudity was a human foible she’d cast off as soon as she got used to living with me.

“Are you hurt?” I pulled her into my arms and held her to my chest for a heartbeat before the acrid scent of her pain had me holding her at arm’s length to check her over for injuries. My fingers immediately went to her lips; the bottom lip was split open but had stopped bleeding. I continued looking for more injuries.

“I’m oka—” She hissed in pain and snatched her hand away when I touched her right wrist.

I reached for it again, more carefully this time, and felt around for any broken bones. No fractures, but her wrists were red and swollen, and there were horizontal angry red marks, not from my fire but from the friction of whatever they’d used to bind her wrists. A giant bruise was starting to form, too.

I cradled her injured wrist to my chest, wishing I’d thought to bring some healing salve.

“I killed them too quickly,” I growled. “I should have made them suffer.”

Carly giggled, partially from amusement and partially from nerves, her eyes studiously avoiding the charred remains of the two men I’d set alight. “I’m just glad you came for me at all. And a little surprised, to be honest.”

“Of course I came for you. You still owe me a lunch date.”

“A date? I thought you said it was a work thing.”

“I lied.”

“Oh.” Her lips froze in a cute little O, and I couldn’t help myself.

I leaned down and kissed the corner of her lips, careful to avoid the injured lower one. When she leaned into me, silently demanding more, I wanted to roar in triumph. I gathered her into my arms and nibbled on her upper lip, wishing I could really kiss her and taste her properly.

I still wasn’t sure how I felt about having a human mate. Some might call it a punishment. Logically, it was. Humans were weak and had a ridiculously short lifespan. But the joy and excitement my dragon was feeling right now was enough to mute the logical part of my brain…for now. I’d consider all this later when she was safe.

“I need to get you home and cleaned up.”

We also needed to leave before anyone arrived. While I could get away with a lot as the dragon of Darlington, I would prefer not to be there to answer questions when the time came. Dragon fire was thorough, and there wouldn’t be much left of the two men very soon, but just in case someone noticed something, I wanted to be long gone before the EA got here.

The EA, short for Enforcement Agency, used to be called the Secret Enforcement Agency back when all things paranormal were hidden from the human world. They were the international governing body that policed monsters and magic. Before the fall of The Wall they had worked solo, but now they teamed up with the human police force, though I heard that one hand frequently didn’t know what the other hand did.

“Wait! My purse. It’s still in their car. My phone too, he shoved it in the center console.” She glanced at the still-burning bodies before looking quickly away. “Do you think the key might still work?”

“No need for one.” I strode over to the car, shifted partially so that diamond-hard scales covered my arm, and punched through the window. I grabbed her purse and phone, then shook everything off to make sure I wasn’t bringing any broken glass back to her.

“Thank you,” she said, taking the bag from me. “That was, um, very effective.” She looped the strap over her head and one shoulder.

“You will not be able to hold onto me with your injured wrist, so I will hold you instead. My talons are sharp, but will not harm you if you do not struggle.”

“Hold me?”

“Yes. In my claws. It is the only way I can carry you while I fly.”

Her jaw dropped.

“Do not be frightened. I promise, my dragon poses no danger to you.”

“I’m not afraid of your dragon, even though he looks very strong and powerful. I don’t know why. But I’m not.”

My dragon preened at her words.

“But I am worried about the flying part.”

“I swear I will not drop you. Do you trust me?”

She considered the loaded question, her head tilting in the most adorable way. “I do,” she said after a long pause. “And thank you for not burning me.”

I didn’t want to tell her why she was immune to my fire. Not yet. She would need time to come to terms with being a dragon’s fated mate.

“Even if my wrist weren’t injured, I probably wouldn’t be able to hold on anyway,” she said. “I’m a bit of a klutz. I’d probably fall right off.”

“Then I will have a harness designed for you for future travels. For now, I will carry you.” Without giving myself time to change my mind, I let my dragon form take over.

It meant that I was much larger than her and could easily pick her up in my claws to bring her home. Magic really was a wonderful thing. I never quite understood how it all worked, but I wasn’t going to question my own existence too thoroughly, lest I ceased to exist.

Then, feeling as if I was carrying the most valuable treasure in all of history, I carefully wrapped my claws around her, forming a little cage. Soon we were in the air and flying home.


Chapter 9
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Carly


I peered down at the city below. Everything felt surreal, as if it were all a dream. But things usually didn’t hurt in dreams, and my wrist was feeling like utter crap, so this had to be true.

I really was flying in Desmon’s claws! Thank god I didn’t have a fear of heights.

Hey, cool! That’s my building. I expected him to land in front of it, scaring everyone on the street, but instead he kept flying. Oh. He must’ve meant his home.

“Wait! I need to get my bunny!” I thought of the broken glass on my apartment floor and poor Q-Tip’s sensitive little feet. My door had been left open, too.

“Your familiar is secure at my estate.” Desmon’s voice surrounded me. “Your home was no longer safe for him.”

“Oh, Q-Tip isn’t my familiar. But thank you for picking him up!”

I was glad I could stop worrying about my fur baby. That was very thoughtful of him. Maybe Desmon’s grumpy demeanor was all a show.

More relaxed now, my eyes drifted back down to the people below as we flew high above the downtown core.

No one on the ground was paying us any attention, which was kind of odd, considering how massive Desmon was in his dragon form. When he had landed in front of the fabric mill, he’d blocked out the sunlight. But no one on the ground batted an eye. It must be magic.

No wonder there was still a debate raging whether dragons existed or not, even with the confirmation of creatures like werewolves and elves.

I could still feel the heat of his fire as it swirled around me, pricking at my skin like a million tiny kisses. If I had any doubts that what I had seen was just in my imagination, the very real and visceral feeling destroyed that illusion. Desmon was very much a fire-breathing dragon in every sense of the word. You’d think I’d be terrified right now since I was literally in the claws of a monster, but I wasn’t. For some reason, I knew that this particular monster would never hurt me.

His estate was huge and very, very green. Not only did he have acres of impeccably manicured gardens, there was also a wooded lot behind his home. A small stream ran through it, and everything was surrounded by stone fences and wrought iron gates. The large gate at the front was ornate and tipped with gold finials.

Desmon flew right in and carefully set me down on the lawn in the courtyard before landing next to me and changing into his man form. I couldn’t help but notice how amazingly broad and well-muscled his shoulders and chest were. It seemed his pants shifted with him, but nothing else.

Moments later, a terrifying creature stepped out from the mansion through one of the side doors. I took a step back, more than a little freaked out at the sight of the lion’s body, wyvern wings, and scorpion tail until I recognized the man’s head.

Oh my god, it was Mateo!

The museum’s head of security was a manticore. Lion shifter hadn’t even been close!

Mateo stood upright on his lion’s hind legs. Behind him was a man with broad shoulders and a trim waist wearing an ornate frock coat that was in vogue centuries ago paired with ripped jeans and a studded belt. His platinum blonde tipped hair was spiked, and he had multiple piercings. He looked like he’d just stepped off the set of a ’90s vampire movie.

This was when I realized I was still buck naked and tried to hide behind Desmon’s large frame. Mateo raised a brow, then quickly looked away. The blond man just pretended there was nothing out of the ordinary.

“I’m not going to ask where her clothes are, I’m just glad you got her,” Mateo said. “Where did you leave the culprits? I have a few questions for them.” He let out a menacing growl as he punched one huge, furry paw into another, like he couldn’t wait to interrogate the criminals.

“Dead,” Desmon answered simply.

“Aw, man! You didn’t leave anyone for me to question?” Mateo shook his head in disgust, like this was a common occurrence.

“At least tell me there are some scraps for me to work my magic on,” said the other man.

Oh! He must be a wizard. He sure looked different from the wizards I’d seen interviewed on the news from the Wizards’ Elder Council. He was a lot younger and cooler than those misogynistic old farts, that was for sure.

Desmon rubbed the back of his neck sheepishly, a departure from his big boss persona. He was clearly very close with these two. Though, from what I’d heard from Janice, he was generally a reasonable boss as long as you didn’t do anything grossly incompetent. He just looked grumpy to avoid conversation.

“You burned them, didn’t you?” the wizard sighed. He didn’t sound too upset, though. He turned to me and did a little wave with his hands. And suddenly, poof, I was clothed.

“Oh! Thank you.”

He held his hand out to me. “My pleasure. I’m Seth. You must be Carly.”

I held up my swollen right wrist, which had started to bruise up, and took the offered hand. Instead of shaking it, he brought it to his lips and kissed the back of it.

Desmon snarled. The young wizard just shrugged and released my hand.

“I’m glad you’re safe now. But how are we going get the information if there’s no one to question?” Mateo was less cavalier and much more to the point.

“They didn’t tell me much,” I said. “But I can tell you what I know, if that helps.”

“It will help greatly,” Desmon said. “But you can do all that later. Let’s get you cleaned up, properly dressed, and settled in first.”

“Of course,” Mateo said. “I’ll be in the library.”

“And I’ll go let my mom know she can’t keep your bunny and call him Rabbit DeNiro.” Seth disappeared into the building before I could even try to react to that.

I was taking my first step to the double doors when Desmon stopped me and scooped me into his arms. Considering my shoes were nothing more than a pile of melted sludge, thanks but no thanks to his dragon fire, I let him carry me.

Did this mean we were even for his pants? I doubted my entire outfit would cost anywhere near the price of a single seam on his perfectly tailored trousers.

The second we stepped through the French doors, I was struck by the sheer elegance of his home. Everything oozed wealth, from the marble floors to the chandelier hanging from the ceiling of the sitting room we’d just stepped into. On one side of the room was a baby grand piano and several buttery leather armchairs. On the other, a richly upholstered couch looked super inviting, and I was suddenly exhausted from my eventful day even though it wasn’t even lunchtime yet.

What I wouldn’t give to sink into those soft cushions and take a nap!

“Not quite the cave I was imagining for a dragon,” I quipped. Considering I’d already totally felt up his crotch and he’d seen me completely naked, I figured we were on bantering terms now.

He raised a brow. It was an extra sexy look on him, and I wanted to kiss the artful arch. That had me thinking of the almost-kiss we’d had back in the parking lot. My body reacted, coming to life and reminding me that the clothes the wizard had given me were just illusion. I was technically still naked in Desmon’s arms and he was topless, so there was a hell of a lot of sizzling skin-to-skin contact.

“I’m sorry to disappoint.” The corner of his lips lifted in amusement, like he was thinking of something funny.

Personally I didn’t think he could ever disappoint, but I didn’t say that. I bet he already had an inflated ego, and I didn’t need to add to it.

I expected him to bring me to the first available shower to get washed up since I was still covered in ash, but instead, he took a spiral staircase to the third floor at the very top of the house. Here, the décor changed so that it resembled an old castle, with faux stone walls and sconces lining the hall. It was a medieval castle with all the modern conveniences! Neat.

We came to a set of heavy double doors made of solid wood. The knockers on them were two bronze dragon heads. He didn’t need to set me down to open them. They must have sensed him coming and opened for him automatically.

I gasped as we stepped into the room. We weren’t in a fancy mansion or even a medieval castle anymore. We were in a cave! No wonder he’d been amused at my comment earlier.

The ceilings were high and domed, and the walls were lined with rock that was carved to resemble a natural cave formation, with rough rocks jutting out at irregular intervals. A massive bed took center stage, but it looked more like a nest carved from solid ebony than a piece of furniture. The numerous fluffy pillows were piled up high, creating a cozy cocoon that beckoned me to climb in.

No! Desmon was my boss! I shouldn’t be even thinking about climbing into his bed.

I didn’t know how any of this had happened, and I was confused as fuck, but I really had to stop this before things went too far. I mean, I was just the chubby new hire. What did Desmon want from me? He could have any woman in Darlington he wanted, maybe even the world. He couldn’t possibly be interested in me for anything other than a fling. And I couldn’t afford a fling with my boss right now. I needed this job!

I struggled in his arms until he set me down on the floor of his ensuite bathroom, which was about the size of my entire one-bedroom apartment. The whole cave theme continued in here too. There was a waterfall against the wall, the water disappearing between the stones of the floor. In the center of the room was a massive tub that looked like a mountain hot spring.

I looked around in awe before finding my words again. “I…can clean up on my own,” I said. If he stayed, something might happen between us that I’d regret—if not immediately, then probably in the near future. Like I said, I wasn’t main character material, and someone like Desmon was the ultimate main character. That meant we were not destined to be together, and any fling would only end in heartbreak, not to mention with me being out of a much-needed job.

If Desmon was disappointed, he didn’t let it show. Instead, he merely went to the wall and pulled on a knob that I’d mistaken for a rock. The rain shower in the corner of the room sprung to life.

“This dial here controls the temperature. Move it to the right if you would like it to be warmer, and to the left if you need it cooler. I’ll find you a warm towel and some real clothes. Shout if you need anything.” He paused in the doorway, his eyes smoldering and the corners of his lips lifting ever so slightly in a way that made my imagination demand to know what type of anything he meant. “I have exceptional hearing.”

Then he stepped out, leaving me alone in his fairytale bathroom.


Chapter 10
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Leaving Carly naked and in my lair was almost impossible, but I knew that if I stayed, I wouldn’t be able to give her time to come to terms with what was happening between us before I took action.

Fuck that! Go there and help our mate bathe now. Then put our scent on her and claim her.

I ignored my dragon and his impatience. All this was happening very fast, and she just had a traumatic experience. I knew it was my right to claim her since she was mine; the way my fire had spared her proved it. But there would be plenty of time for that. I already had her in my home, and had no plans to let her leave.

Besides, I’d heard the discomfort in her voice and felt the stiffness in her body when she said she could clean herself. I really should give her some time, even though what I wanted to do was rush back in there and gather her in my arms under the water.

So I went to my armoire, the only piece of furniture in my room that looked like furniture, and rifled through my tops to find the softest, silkiest shirt I owned. She could wear it as a dress until we got her more suitable things. Then I rummaged around in the bottom drawer for the healing salve. I rarely needed it since I healed quickly on my own, so it might be a little past its best, but it should still be effective.

I also grabbed my favorite wing oil, the one with the gold flakes in it. It was formulated for dragon wings but worked just as well on all human parts. I imagined rubbing the oil all over her body when she got out of the shower.

And that had me thinking of her under the warm rain, dripping wet and lonely—

Go to her!

It wouldn’t hurt to take a small peek, would it? Just to see how she was doing?

With all the things for her in hand, I opened the bathroom door. Warm humid air filled my lungs, along with the scent of her mixed with soap. She stood under the shower, her face tilted skyward with a look of bliss on her face. Water sluiced off her ample breasts, generous ass, and thick thighs, and I couldn’t stop the appreciative growl that rumbled from my throat.

She wiped the water from her face, smoothing her left hand down her hair before turning to me. I noticed that she held her right hand awkwardly at her side. The bruise on her wrist had deepened, and it was starting to get a bit puffy.

Fuck it. I was done fighting this attraction and trying to be a gentleman. Putting the items in my arms down on a rock ledge, I approached her. “Let me help you wash your hair. You mustn’t strain your wrist.”

She hesitated for a moment before she finally nodded and said, “Yeah. I might need help with that. Thank you.”

“Turn around. I’m going to remove my pants so they don’t get wet.”

She laughed softly as she turned, her curves swaying enticingly. “No, please don’t ruin another pair on account of me. I don’t think I can afford that.”

“You owe me nothing. If anything, I owe you. I’ve put you in danger.”

I removed my pants and tossed them over a hook before stepping under the steamy spray. The water was hot, almost scalding, just the way I liked it. But I worried it might make her wrist swell more. I made a mental note to get some ice for it later.

My cock, now free of its fabric prison, reacted to the delicious display before me, growing hard and demanding attention. I gritted my teeth, ignoring it even though it was torture not to bend her over the carved rocks right now and claim her.

Pumping out a generous amount of shampoo into my hands, I lathered it up between my palms before distributing it through her hair, making sure to massage her scalp thoroughly. She stood rather tense and stock still at first, but as my fingers worked their magic, she relaxed and let out a contented sigh.

“I haven’t had anyone wash my hair since I was a little girl.”

“Then we’ll have to remedy that.”

Her shoulders sagged and I scented sadness oozing from her before it swirled down the drain. This was not the response I had been expecting.

“What is wrong?”

“You say that like this”…she gestured broadly around her…”is going to be a common occurrence. I’m going to be completely honest here. I don’t know what’s happening between us, but I can’t let anything jeopardize my job at the museum. Much as I want to, jumping into bed or the shower with my boss isn’t exactly conducive to that. I’m sure you’re used to having women at your beck and call. But I’m not like that. I don’t do flings.”

I turned her around and started to rinse the shampoo out of her hair. “I don’t do flings either.”

She shook her head and pushed me lightly away with her good hand. “You can’t tell me that you’re seriously interested in me.” She let out a bitter huff. It was just a single note, but it told me everything.

How did I tell a human who had just found out I was an actual dragon that she was my fated mate? My one and only? My dragon and his usually abundant advice were suddenly nowhere to be found. The jerk was leaving it all to me.

“I am not lying. Nor do I have women at my beck and call.” I could have, but it wasn’t something I was interested in these days; random sexual conquests got monotonous after a century or so. Not to mention, I’d been completely focused on winning this competition, and females were a distraction.

“Oh, come on. You want me to believe that you, a billionaire dragon shifter who basically owns a city, are interested in me for anything other than a quick roll in the hay?” She scoffed. “I wasn’t born yesterday. Look at me. Chubby is being generous. I’m the fat chick. The girl you sleep with behind the scenes, but don’t bring to a fancy, high-profile event. I’d stick out like a sore thumb next to all the skinny supermodels.”

My dragon was awake now, because he didn’t like any of those words, and neither did I. I yanked her out of the spray and grabbed her chin, tilting her face to look up at me. “I don’t know who dared to say those things to you, but point them out, and I will burn them to a crisp. You are gorgeous. I’d be proud to have you at my side at any and all events. If other males want females with nothing on their bones, then it is their loss. If the media so much as utters a word about your size or shape, they’re going to have a very angry dragon on their hands.”

Her hazel eyes were round as she stared back at me. I hated the fact that she looked more shocked by these words than she had been when she saw my dragon.

“If you don’t believe me, then believe this.” I spun her back around and pulled her close to my front so that her sexy, round ass rubbed against my thighs. My body reacted immediately, and my cock sprang to life.

She gasped as it pressed into her back. I wrapped my arms around her to keep her close when she tried to move away.

“If I do not find you immensely attractive, then how do you explain this?” I let out a low, satisfied growl as I rubbed myself against her. The scent of her arousal bloomed, filling the air with her need. She made a soft little whimpering sound, like she was trying to say something but had lost the power of speech. I bent down, and with my hand on her cheek, twisting her face around to meet mine, I kissed her, injured lower lip and all.

Lust swirled around us as I covered her lips carefully, suckling lightly on the side that was not cut. It was as if her body had been waiting for this. She melted into my arms, her wrist wrapping around my shoulders, pulling us together. But while I was careful not to hurt the injury further, she ignored it, kissing me back.

Desire hung so thick in the air I felt I could hold it in my hands. My little mate was a demanding one. Good. A shrinking violet wouldn’t be at all suitable for a dragon.

Tasting just a hint of blood, I worried about her split lip, but Carly didn’t seem to notice or care. She kissed me back, her lips and tongue demanding more. It was as if my kiss had started a fire, and now there was nothing to do but let it burn until it consumed us.

Instinct took over as I urged her onto one of the seats carved into the rock. Made for my larger form, the seat dwarfed her as she leaned back in it. I kissed my way down her neck and collarbone before cupping her full breasts in my palms and burying my face in the heavenly valley between them.

Her gasp of pleasure as I swirled my tongue around a pebbled nipple went straight to my cock. I suckled the tiny nub, and she arched her back, thrusting one breast into my mouth and the other into my hand, her lips parted and her eyelids heavy and hooded with lust.

Fuck! Carly was gorgeous, exactly what my dragon longed for.

And she was all mine.


Chapter 11
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Desmon had set a thousand tiny little fires ablaze all over my body. My mind was reeling with need and desire, and I’d given up trying to resist him about a hundred nibbles ago.

I leaned back against the carved stone as he trailed kisses down past my belly button. He lifted his head, and when he licked his lips, I noticed he was no longer fully human. His tongue was forked! And his teeth were sharper than usual! They reminded me of his dragon’s.

But instead of worrying about whether he’d nick me, my brain insisted on imagining how that tongue would feel all over my skin. He dragged the sharp tips of his fangs down my body, and I shuddered. Who knew I had a thing for fangs! I was learning a lot about myself today.

My knees were already shaking when he lifted my ankle.

“Just one lick.” The words came out in a low rumble that had my arms covered in goosebumps.

I sure as fuck hoped it wouldn’t be just one. But I didn’t have the opportunity to say as much because Desmon chose that moment to cover my mound with his mouth and lick all the way from the opening to my clit.

I let out a squeak at the firm and ever-so-slightly raspy texture. It was not quite as rough as a cat’s tongue, but it still had some grip, and I felt everything. And to my utter delight, Desmon had indeed lied about just one lick. He started to lap up my cream like he was starving.

The sexiest part was that he was clearly enjoying every moment as he savored me. He wasn’t lowkey wondering when he could stop. This was what he wanted to do, where he wanted to be.

Then, he put the forked tip of his tongue to use. He swirled it around my clit, each fork moving expertly, applying pressure to both sides, sometimes twisting and other times squeezing. Thick fingers found my entrance, dripping with wetness, and plunged in—first one, then two.

It wasn’t long before I was gripping his hair and biting my lip as the pressure built. The moans echoing through the spacious, luxurious bathroom were shameless and wild, and I dimly realized they came from me.

Desmon lifted his head, but continued thrusting his digits into her. “So beautiful. One more,” he coaxed. “Can you take one more for me?”

Oh, god! As if two thick fingers weren’t enough.

He lowered his mouth to me again, even as a third finger pressed into my tight hole. I was so full. Molten heat started in my core and began to spread. All it took was several more twists of his talented tongue and I was spilling over the edge. I screamed, my pussy creaming all over his hand.

“Such a good girl.”

He reached up to thread his fingers through my hair and firmly pulled me toward him as he captured my lips in a needy kiss. I tasted myself on his tongue as I parted my lips and welcomed him in. He claimed every inch of my mouth and lips, and by the time he drew away I was panting with the need for more.

“You are the perfect treasure,” he murmured.

At least, I think that was what he said; my brain had yet to recover from my orgasm.

I was limp and sated as Desmon cleaned me up and turned off the shower. He walked me over to a little alcove in the corner, and a warm breeze blew over us from vents at the top and sides, drying us off.

Ooh, that was nice. I was now mostly dry except for my hair, but he still wrapped a warm fuzzy towel around me before doing the same with my head. He even managed to keep the towel in place, something I always struggled with.

“Don’t move,” he said, sitting me on another rock carved in the shape of a seat.

He returned with a hair dryer, plugged it in, and started drying my hair. I hadn’t been coddled like this before, and I rather liked it. Not to mention, Desmon had a magical tongue, and I wanted more of it.

With my hair mostly dry, Desmon poured shimmering, gold-colored oil into his hand from a bottle that looked like it should hold rare, limited-edition whiskey instead of skincare products and started massaging it into my skin. It smelled absolutely divine, a heady mix of musk and florals that somehow remained masculine.

The gold flecks in it melted into my skin and made it shimmer. I closed my eyes and moaned blissfully as he smoothed the oil over my shoulders.

Desmon replied with a soft growl. “Later, My Treasure, I will give you a full body massage.”

My heart raced at the endearment, even as a little voice in my head started screaming about red flags and things being too good to be true. I knew I should listen to it and heed the warning. But forget that. Right now, I really just wanted to enjoy myself.

Earlier, self-doubt had had me spouting all that negative self-talk about my body I’d promised myself I’d never say again. The thing is, at the end of the day, I liked my body. It wasn’t perfect, but it served me well. I just would have never thought someone like Desmon would too.

The way he’d shot that down so quick had me falling for him even more. And that was beyond terrifying!

But instead of freaking out, I tried to channel my inner calm. Back in New York, my coworkers had marveled at how chill I was and how I could stay calm and collected, even that time some guy decided to take a crap right in the museum foyer. I’d turned keeping my cool into an art.

I hadn’t always been like this. When I was younger I had a personality to match my blazing red hair and enough nervous energy to set a field on fire. I’d spent my entire childhood and teenage years trying to control things I couldn’t control, and managed to make myself sick in the process.

Then, in the last year of college, I’d had a meltdown from a group project gone wrong—incompetent idiots, the lot of them—before deciding none of it was worth messing up my health over, and I was killing myself with stress. When I graduated, I promised myself, things would change.

The fact that my old coworkers knew me as a calm, collected type meant I was doing a great job at fooling everyone else, even if on the inside, I was still an anxious, angry mess. My therapist friend Dana, whom I’d met at a pottery class on campus, said it all came from being moved place to place as a kid, only ever staying just long enough to make friends before leaving again.

These days, I schedule time to freak out about things. Between 8 PM and 8:50 PM every night, when I was alone with no one but Q-Tip, I allow myself to complain all I want. During this fifty-minute bunny talk session, I go all out and call people all the mean names, and trust me, they get mean. But after today, I might need another one-on-one session with Dana. This was way above poor Q-Tip’s pay grade.

It wasn’t long before I found myself dressed in one of Desmon’s silky shirts and sitting in his library, telling a manticore, a wizard, and a dragon everything my two kidnappers had told me earlier today about the key and the mysterious dragon lady. By the way they reacted, they’d clearly dealt with this dragon before. They weren’t surprised one bit.

“I’m sorry I’ve put you in danger,” Desmon said.

“It’s okay. You didn’t know. Leonard had everyone fooled. He was so nice to me before. But I guess the danger is over now.”

Desmon shook his head. “Unfortunately, danger from the janitor isn’t what I meant. When I came to your aid, I inadvertently showed Gillisandra that you are worth something to me.”

My heart sped up. Not at the announcement that I was in danger from a freaking dragoness, but because he was admitting in front of Seth and Mateo that I was worth something to him, and therefore something was happening between us. For some reason, I still thought he would be hiding that part, keeping me his dirty little secret. But there was no embarrassment or apology in his words, just genuine concern for my safety.

“Dragons do not usually care much about the humans and monsters around them,” he continued. “A dragon’s normal reaction would be to leave anyone unimportant to their fate. And if it was possible that person could become a liability to their ongoing bets, the dragon wouldn’t hesitate to remove them from the equation. The fact that I came for you has now put a target on your back. I am sorry.”

Oh. I hadn’t looked at it that way, but I guess it made sense, if dragons were really as snooty as he said. Was he saying that he would have just let me die if I wasn’t anyone special? Did that, by extension, mean I was special, at least to him? My heart did that happy little flippy-floppy thing again, and I told it to calm down while I focused on a single word in his reply.

“What do you mean by bets?”

Desmon exchanged a look with Mateo and Seth. “It’s a long story. I’ll tell you later. Suffice to say, from now on you will have to stay here with me.”

Woah! My mind reeled; everything was moving so fast. Desmon was trying to move me into his home? This was too much.

“I can’t—“

“I’ve already arranged for some of your things to be brought over,” Desmon said.

“Well, your clothes, laptop, toothbrush and spare glasses, anyway,” Seth clarified. “Everything else was a huge mess, but I figured we got everything you and your bunny would need for the next few days.”

“It’s for the best,” Mateo said. “Your apartment is not very secure. I would need to keep a guard posted there for your safety. It is much more comfortable here.” When I didn’t immediately agree, he added, “Besides, there’s glass all over your carpet.”

“I will send someone to clean that up,” Desmon interjected.

I narrowed my eyes at the three of them. They’d made all the decisions for me without even once asking for my opinion? I knew it was to keep me safe, but it still pissed me off. Just one, “Hey, it might get dangerous at your place, why don’t you stay here instead?” would’ve been nice. Suddenly, the whole go with the flow thing wasn’t working for me anymore. I put my hands on my hips.

“Did it occur to any of you to run this by me first?”

“That apartment is not acceptable. I will not permit you to live in such squalor.” It was impossible to miss the look of disgust on Desmon’s face.

Hey now! Did Mister High and Mighty just insult my apartment? I mean…yeah, it was in a shitty neighborhood…and it was a mess when he saw it…but I worked really freaking hard to afford that place.

“Well, in that case, Your Highness,” I said in my most saccharine voice, mock curtseying to Desmon, “I guess I’ll just go to the apartment mall and select a nicer apartment that better meets your expectations.”

To Mateo’s credit, he kept a neutral face…barely. Seth, however, cracked up.

“I like her!” he exclaimed with a sputter. “About time someone else besides me had the guts to sass you, Your Highness.” He slapped Desmon on the back.

Desmon did not look amused.

The door to the library opened and in walked an older woman with blonde hair scattered with white streaks and twisted up into a loose bun. She held Q-Tip in her arms.

“Q-Tip!” I skipped over to the woman, glad to have a distraction from being reminded that I was basically dirt poor. As long as I had my favorite bun, I was rich.

I held out my arms, but Q-Tip did not automatically leap into them. That was odd. He was usually horrible with strangers and was only a total momma’s boy with me. But he seemed perfectly happy to relax in this woman’s arms.

“Hello, my dear. You must be Carly. I’m Elana. And what did you just call your delightful rabbit?”

This must be Seth’s mother, the one who’d wanted to name my bunny Rabbit DeNiro.

“Q-Tip. It’s because his tail isn’t fluffy like a cotton ball. It’s more shaped like a cotton bud. So yeah…Q-Tip”

“Well, little Q-Tip is settling in very nicely. I have him set up in one of the rooms with some of your things. I called the ranch and had the stableman send over some of the gourmet blend hay he feeds Desmon’s stallions. Q-Tip loves it.”

No wonder Q-Tip wasn’t eager to jump back into my arms: he was getting pampered within an inch of his life and being treated like bunny royalty here.

“Come, I’ll show you your room.”

Well, if it wasn’t safe for me out there, and they were treating Q-Tip well, then I guess I was staying. I was still pissed off that Desmon had insulted my apartment, though.

I followed the woman to the second floor, where she opened the third door on the left. The room was elegantly furnished with a queen-sized bed, a sitting area with two chairs, and, most importantly, plenty of space for Q-Tip to roam. My cheap particle board dresser was sitting next to an ornate walnut armoire. Elana had set Q-Tip’s area up in one corner, and his favorite mushroom home was there along with his food bowl, water fountain, and litter box.

I grimaced at the hay and “raisins,” aka bunny poop, already on the nice rug she’d put down under Q-Tip’s enclosure to protect the floor. I guess they didn’t bring the sheets of linoleum over from the apartment. “That carpet’s going to get ruined.”

“That’s all right. It’s not one of the good rugs. I’ll let you get settled in.” She set Q-Tip down in his playpen, then gestured to a basket on the table. “Here are some personal care products I thought you might want while you’re here. The bathroom is just two doors down on your right.”

The basket held an assortment of items, including shower gel, shampoo and conditioner, a face cloth, feminine hygiene products, and a brush. There were also foil packets of what I recognized as beauty enchantment spells, basically instant makeup. I’d worn one for graduation. I’d looked spectacular but hated the way it felt.

“Thank you.”

“I’m so glad Desmon finally brought home a nice girl! He’s a good man and deserves someone special.”

She gave me a hug and swept out the door before I could correct her.


Chapter 12
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Mateo and Seth were both still peeved that I hadn’t left anything for either of them to interrogate or scry with. I didn’t blame them. If it had been up to my slightly more rational human side, and not that of my pyromaniac dragon, we’d still have two suspects from whom we could gather information. But the moment my dragon took over, any chance of that had gone up in smoke, especially when Carly had started running in fear.

“At least we know for sure that a certain she-dragon is involved,” Seth said. “I’m not at all surprised.”

Me either.

Both Seth and Mateo knew about the ongoing competition between me and Gillisandra, but not the details. Mateo especially needed to know, considering he was in charge of security at the museum, and the she-dragon had tried to weasel her way in there more than once.

We’d had a run-in with her about three years ago. It hadn’t been about the artifacts for the competition but over a particular jewel she coveted that was on display at the museum. She always did like the sparkly stuff. I was sure that was the only reason she had partnered with my brother for so long. Emmett had a weak spot for shiny pretties, too.

Usually, dragon siblings were hatched decades or even centuries apart. It was very rare for two of the same clutch to survive because the first one to hatch generally pushed the unhatched egg right out of the nest, through the cave, and down the side of the mountain or off the cliff where the nest had been built. Survival of the fittest and all that. But Emmett and I had been separated as eggs and had hatched in different nests.

If Gillisandra was involved, that meant she knew what I’d been up to. Carly’s kidnappers had referred to the contents of the envelope as a key. And at its core, it was. But it wasn’t exactly the type of key they thought it was.

To be fair, I’d been expecting an actual key myself, but what I received instead was a small piece of pottery with patterns and flowers inscribed on it. It had me stumped. I had to open the statue and see what was inside.

“The real question is, does Gillisandra know that the recent trade with the other museum was part of the puzzle, or was she only after the key?” I was thinking out loud, but Mateo answered anyway.

“I have an extra set of hidden cameras trained on the statue as well as the hallway immediately outside the exhibit. I haven’t noticed any undue interest from museum-goers or the staff. Then again, I never suspected Leonard, either.”

“You’re going soft, Matty.” Seth liked to poke the lion whenever he could. Mateo hated that nickname.

Leonard had been cleaning the floors of my museum for a long time. Enough that he was familiar even to me, which was saying a lot about a human who wasn’t important to my dragon. I would never have suspected him, either.

“I’ll head back to the museum and let Janice know Carly is safe,” Mateo said. “She was quite worried when I left. And I’ll ask around to see who Leonard had been talking with recently, maybe sniff out any possible traitors. Though I really hope there aren’t more. I still don’t know how I could have missed this.”

I grunted. “I’m sure if there is anyone else my lady dragon friend has gotten to, you’ll root them out.”

“I’ll keep working on the etchings on this piece of pottery of yours,” Seth said. “But first, I promised to take my mom shopping.”

Elana leapt at every chance she could get to leave the estate. However, because of her dangerous ex-husband—or was he still considered her husband because they never officially divorced? I wasn’t sure about the complexities of human contracts—she could only do so when there was sufficient protection. Her son, now a powerful wizard in his own right, and his demon partner, Liam, were the perfect guards for her.

Unlike others who lived on large estates, I didn’t keep many staff on hand. Usually, it was just me, Elana, and a handful of guards. Elana managed most of the household chores, hiring cleaners and gardeners to keep things in the estate pristine, though she was the only one allowed on the top floor.

The guards here mostly consisted of monsters and demons who owed me favors. But usually, after the favor was done, they continued to work for me because I paid well. I did, however, require each guard to be enchanted so they are unable to lie or harm me or my belongings in any way. That was something I could not do for the museum. Apparently, that was an unacceptable requirement for a modern workplace.

I didn’t have many friends, just a lot of employees. It was a lonely existence, but I’d gotten used to it. Though, sometimes, I wondered if everyone would cease to be loyal to me the moment their paychecks stopped.

With Mateo and Seth busy, I was finally free to check on my little mate. While I was still a tiny bit disappointed that my mate ended up being a human, I wasn’t disappointed that it was Carly, if that made sense. And I knew better than to fight a mate bond, anyway. Even dragons kowtowed to fate.

I honestly couldn’t believe that I had finally found my mate at all. And I might not be good with human interactions, but even I understood that I’d upset her with my comment about her home.

Which meant I shouldn’t approach her now without a peace offering. I made my way down to the pantry, where I knew there were several boxes of chocolates I had received as gifts but never opened. I wasn’t particularly fond of the stuff, though I heard many females were. If I ever had a craving, it was usually for steak or something else meaty.

I thought of our liaison in my shower and smiled. She was going to give steak a run for its money. I might have found my new favorite snack.

Chocolate box in hand, I made my way up to the room where we’d left her things and set up her bunny enclosure. Remembering human customs, I paused at the door, preparing to knock.

Her voice came through the door; it sounded like she was talking to someone. It couldn’t be Elana, because she was out with Seth. Who was it? I listened a little longer.

“Can you believe he used the word ‘squalor’ to describe my apartment? Like I could just, poof, decide to have more money so I could rent somewhere nicer. And what’s with making decisions for me without even asking? Ugh! I should’ve known that someone so flipping sexy had to be a jerk.”

There was no response, and the corners of my lips lifted as I realized that she was talking to her pet rabbit.

I knocked. “It’s the, ah, sexy jerk,” I said. I’d been called worse.

She groaned loudly enough for me to hear through the door. “What do you want?”

I pushed the door open and strolled into the room. “I come bearing gifts and an apology,” I said. I was not above apologizing. “I am sorry that I insulted your home. Furthermore, from now on, I’ll consult you before making decisions that affect you.”

It had been a while since I’d needed to interact with a female. From what I gathered, modern females expected a lot more autonomy. Having dealt with female dragons and demons, it wasn’t anything new to me. Those female entities had never let the human patriarchy control them.

She glanced down at the proffered chocolate box, then sighed.

“All right, fine, but only because chocolate is my weakness, and those look expensive, and I want to try them.”

I unwrapped the box, lifted the lid, and held them out to her. She selected one and bit into it, humming with pleasure the moment she tasted it.

Q-Tip put his front paws up onto the top of the fence and stood on his hind legs, curious to see what was in the box.

“Is this area large enough for him?” I asked.

“Oh, plenty,” Carly said. “Q-Tip is only a free-roam bunny when I’m at home and can supervise him. When I’m away, like at work, he stays in a fenced-in area so he won’t get into too much trouble. Thank you for bringing him here.”

I grunted. Now that the pleasantries were over, I got down to business. “You said that Leonard was looking for a ‘key’.”

She furrowed her brows. “Yes.”

“I have something to show you.”


Chapter 13
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This was the key Leonard and his thug friend kidnapped me for? It looked nothing like one.

I reached for it the moment I saw it, unable to stop myself, and felt the tug as soon as I touched it. It was faint and I didn’t quite get a vision, but it was there. I opened my mouth but stopped myself before I said anything. I wasn’t sure I should tell Desmon. Not everyone reacted well to hearing I “felt” items.

“What is it?” Desmon looked at me, then at the small shard of pottery. “You can tell me.”

“Okay. But first, let me give you some background.” I took a big breath. “Sometimes things…speak to me. Not in words. They give me feelings, or I have visions.” I held up a hand. “I know it sounds weird, but they just do. I tried telling my parents when I was little, and they thought it was cute that I had such an active imagination. They just brushed it off.”

I’d always felt like an afterthought for my parents. They weren’t bad parents, per se; they did everything required to raise me, but it was very clear that they only had me because they felt they were supposed to. Their need to roam and travel always came first. The second I was away at college, they went on the road again.

I still remember my surprise when I called home one day and found the line was cut. For months, I had no idea where they were until one day I got a text message from an unknown number with a photo of them in Machu Picchu. They were happier than I’d ever seen them, and I realized how much of a drag it must have been for them to stay in one place long enough while I was growing up so I could finish the school year before moving on again.

We lived in a new city almost every year, and after a while, I was afraid to make friends because I knew I’d just have to leave them. I never inherited my parents’ need to roam. I was very relieved when I realized I could stay in one place to finish college.

“It wasn’t until after the fall of The Wall, and I was in college and working closely with one of my professors, that I finally understood that these sensations were magic. I’m not a witch or anything. I mean I can’t cast spells like Seth does, and I can’t talk to objects and make them talk back. I just get visions from them.”

Desmon perked up. “How do you mean?”

“It doesn’t happen with everything. Most ordinary objects remain quiet, but every so often, I come across something that just…I don’t know how to explain it…I just feel it. Like, when I was a volunteer at another museum, I met a battle axe that was super full of itself. It thought it was the best thing since sliced bread, but at the same time it missed its wielder and mourned his death. I have to actually touch the object for any of this to happen. Which is a good thing, I guess, because otherwise, it would be quite loud in the museum.”

“Interesting. And you’re feeling something from this right now?”

“Yes.”

“What is it saying?” He looked excited, like I was about to tell him something very important.

I felt bad I was about to disappoint him. “It’s not quite like that. It’s not saying anything. It’s just a pull. I’m not getting a full on vision.”

“Seth did say there was magic in this. I can’t see it, even though usually I would. Can you see magic?” he asked.

“If you’re asking if I can see a magical aura, no,” I said, disappointing him again. “To be honest, you’re only the second person I’ve ever told about this who took me seriously.”

“Who’s the other person?”

Did he sound jealous?

“One of my professors back in school.”

“Places like the University of Darlington have courses catering to our kind. But according to your resume, you went to a mundane, that is to say, regular, college. I know there are many professors worldwide who are monsters or magic practitioners who hid what they were before the fall of The Wall, and they weren’t able to talk to their students about magic.”

“The Wall fell when I was still in school,” I clarified. “And it suddenly came to everyone’s attention that one of my favorite professors was a nymph.”

Desmon nodded in recognition. “Yes, Valeria Elm the Educated Nymph. Quite an oxymoron. It was a shame how the magical colleges treated her.”

“What do you mean?” I asked.

“Valeria went to school right here in Darlington. The university was willing to take her money as a student but laughed in her face when she tried to get a job there. All the magical universities did, simply because of what she was. She had to masquerade as a human and get a job at a university where no one knew what she was.”

“That’s horrible! I never knew.”

“I am sorry to say that humans are not the only ones who can be prejudiced. This was decades ago, though, and I like to think that things have changed for the better.”

“I hope so. She was the one who sent me the job posting for the Darlington Museum.” I looked down at the fragment of pottery in my hands. “She was also the first person to really take my visions seriously. I almost didn’t tell her about them. But I think she had a suspicion anyway.”

“I’m curious. Have you felt anything from any of the items in my home?”

“If you’re asking if I could feel all your previous sexual escapades when we passed by your bed on the way to that amazing bathroom, no.” And a good thing, too; I wasn’t sure I wanted to feel Desmon getting it on with some other woman. I didn’t understand this jealous feeling I was getting.

I’d meant it as a joke, but Desmon took it very seriously. “You wouldn’t, because it has never experienced any. You are the first female to have been anywhere near it.”

And there was that giddy, fluttery feeling again! How was I supposed to keep my heart safe when Desmon kept saying shit like that? Did I even dare believe him? Desmon didn’t come off as the lying type, but everything just felt way too good to be true. And now I was thinking about what things we could do on his bed.

To distract myself from the line of thought, which could so easily lead to me being bent over my boss’s home office desk, I ran through all the other things of his I’d touched.

“I saw a forest when I touched the filing cabinet in your office. And now that I think of it, I got an aerial view of the city when I touched your pants, the pair I got coffee on.” I frowned. “That doesn’t make any sense, but that’s how it is a lot of times. It’s not always even an image—sometimes, it’s a sound or just a feeling. In fact, I used to call them feelings myself until Dr. Elm started calling them visions. Half the time, I’m not even sure if I’m getting the vibe from the item or if it’s just some random thought that popped into my head at the right time. Like, why the heck would your pants give me an aerial view of the city? Honestly, I just try to block them out most of the time now.”

It had been fun telling Dr. Elm all the things the items told me and finally having someone believe me and take me seriously. But none of the information had actually ended up being of any value from an academic standpoint, so what was the point, really?

“My pants have been spelled to stay with me when I shift. They have flown over Darlington with me in my dragon form many times. “

“In that case, that makes a lot of sense. But still, while this little talent has provided many hours of entertainment for Dr. Elm and I, it isn’t very useful. Like, now that I know the little detail about your pants, I see exactly why I got those images, but if I didn’t know that information already, I’d never guess it. Like the key: I’m sure once I see what it opens, everything will make sense, but from one little tug, there’s no way to figure out what it’s for.”

“What if I told you that I already know what this key opens, and that I have it in my possession? Would that help?”

“Can I touch it?”

“You can.”

I ordered myself to stay calm. I didn’t want to raise his hopes unrealistically, but the idea of actually using my talent to solve a mystery, a talent that up until this point had been pretty much useless, was pretty exciting.

“We can head to the museum after it closes, and you can touch the statue. See if you get anything,”

“Don’t get too excited, I can’t make any promises.”

“Speaking of promises, you promised me a lunch date today. You must be hungry. It’s well past lunch now.”

I looked up at the clock. It was almost one.

“Shoot,” I said. “My tour!” Even as I said that, I realized that I didn’t have any work-appropriate clothes now.

“Janice can take care of that. The volunteers came early from the university.”

“I’ll need to pick up some more work clothes before I do any more tours anyhow. I don’t own much black stuff.”

“I noticed. Your wardrobe is very…colorful.”

“It’s called dopamine dressing.” Black might make me look slimmer, but colors made me happy, and I’d decided long ago that the latter was way more important.

“I will take you shopping after our lunch.”

Usually, I didn’t feel comfortable letting a guy buy me things, but he did burn my clothes to ashes, so I’d let it slide this time.

“How long do you need to get ready?” He touched my face gingerly. “My kisses have made your lips worse. I’m sorry.”

I’d forgotten all about my various bumps and bruises. The healing salve Desmon had put on them after my shower had helped a lot, and my wrist and lips, while mildly sore, weren’t in pain anymore. The salve had most definitely been magical. But even though they were feeling better, my wrist still looked atrocious, and I guess my lip wasn’t much better.

Then I recalled the instant makeup spells in the basket. Thank you, Elana!

“Fifteen minutes.”

“I will call to move our reservation. I’ll tell you all about the competition between me and Gillisandra while we eat.”


Chapter 14
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Carly


The Starving Aardvark was quaint, cheerful, and very busy. It had indoor dining as well as a bustling patio at the front, which was useful for those bringing their canine friends. And sure enough, there was a with the cutest little Pomeranian at their feet.

“Welcome to the Starving Aardvark. We have your usual table ready at the back.” Our host wore a colorful tie with tiny little aardvarks embroidered on it. It was a fun touch and fit the whimsical vibe of the restaurant. I was glad it was a casual place and not somewhere pretentious; I didn’t have the energy for that today.

As we threaded our way through the patio, I heard Desmon’s name murmured several times, and immediately felt a little awkward. I hadn’t realized we were going to get recognized right away. But I tried to ignore the feeling as we followed the host inside and to the back of the dining room. I focused on all the yummy-looking food at the various tables instead.

The first thing that caught my eye were the towers of eggs, bacon, and mini bite-sized French toast that some of the couples were sharing. Someone else had a giant stack of pancakes smothered in butter and syrup. And, of course, many of the patrons were enjoying their signature chicken and waffles. I’d come in thinking I knew what I was going to order, but now I wasn’t so sure.

Our table was on a small raised platform at the very back of the dining room. There was a railing festooned with fake flowers running around the perimeter of the platform, and the area was slightly darkened, which gave us plenty of privacy. In fact, I hadn’t even realized there were tables on the platform until we were up here.

There were two tables here, and the host sat us at the larger one. The other one had a reserved sign on it.

“This is my usual spot when I come here,” Desmon said as he pulled out my seat for me.

The old-fashioned gesture had me grinning. Instead of sitting across from me, he pulled his seat over so he could sit next to me. He looked out over the rest of the restaurant.

“It’s a good place to people-watch,” he said.

It was indeed, and this was the type of restaurant that brought in all sorts, from the professional-looking guy in the suit eating by himself in the corner to the group of young art students chit-chatting on the patio.

“Do you do that a lot?” I asked. “People-watch?”

He shrugged. “Not a lot, but sometimes.” He looked like he was about to say more, but just then our waiter arrived.

“Desmon! My favorite dragon. I see you have a guest today.” He moved Desmon’s plates and cutlery to his new chosen spot and sent me a genuine smile. “I’m Rupert, and I’ll be your waiter today. And in case you’re wondering, no, we are not aardvark shifters. We get asked that all the time.”

Rupert wasn’t wearing an aardvark tie, but what I had mistaken for simple dots on his shirt were actually teeny, tiny little aardvarks. Cute.

After ordering our drinks, Desmon brought out a tiny can and opened it. It made that classic pop top sound, but it was empty.

“What is it?” I asked.

“It’s a canned Blanket of Silence spell.”

“A literal canned spell?” Canned spells were what people called premade, single-use spells like the one I’d used to cover up my swollen lip. Usually, they were sold in recyclable foil packages.

“Seth made this one. He has a sense of humor and likes to put his spells in literal cans. It’s better than the glass bottles from back in the day, but the cans are a bit of a nuisance to carry around compared to foil.”

“So no one can hear us right now?” I asked.

“No, they can’t. They would need to be inside our bubble. But I usually still check, just in case.” He cleared his throat, then shouted, “Look, it’s Elvis!”

There was no response from the people in the restaurant, but it had me giggling.

“Hate to burst your bubble, but Elvis isn’t a good test anymore.”

“Oh yeah? Then what is?”

I grinned, then yelled, “Oh my god, it’s Taylor Swift!”

Still nothing.

“The spell works,” I said solemnly, nodding.

That earned me a throaty chuckle.

“Good, let’s decide what we want to eat before I start in on my story.”

“I know you said the chicken waffles are really good here, but I kinda have my eye on the giant breakfast tower. It’s a dish for two, though…” I wasn’t sure if Desmon would be into that or if he’d want to order his own thing.

“We’ll order both and share.”

I looked at the description for the All-Day Breakfast Tower. It boasted six eggs done any way you wanted, a pile of bacon, mini breakfast sausages, baked beans, your choice of two of either mini bite-sized waffles, pancakes, or French toast smothered in butter and real maple syrup, and if all that wasn’t enough, a huge assortment of fresh fruit. It was all served on one of those three-tiered platters, the type you usually see displaying desserts at special events.

I eyed the couple who had given up on their tower and were asking for a to-go box. “That’s a lot of food,” I said doubtfully.

“I eat a lot,” he said. “And I flew today, so I am extra hungry.”

“Oh, well, in that case, let’s go ahead and get both.” I couldn’t imagine how much a dragon would put away at a buffet.

Rupert returned with our drinks, and we placed our order. As we waited for our food, Desmon explained the whole competition between him and Gillisandra.

“So let me get this straight,” I said. “About three centuries ago, a demon took six artifacts and hid them around the world, each one with tips and clues as to its location, and you have to find four out of six of them before this other dragon does or else you will be forced to sleep for a hundred years?”

“That is the short version, yes.”

I shook my head at the ridiculousness of it all. “But what’s the point? These artifacts weren’t lost to begin with. You guys already had them. Why hide them again and have a competition on who can find them?”

“Because we were bored,” he said. “Games and competitions like this are how dragons stay entertained. Demons, too. And the entertainment isn’t just for the participants but those betting on the games as well. Technically, it is forbidden for anyone to affect the outcomes in order to win a bet, but we all know that dragons and demons do not play by the rules.”

“And this key is supposed to lead to one of these artifacts?”

“It is. The competition is drawing to a close. My intel tells me this is the last artifact still out there.”

“I see. So you really need this to win.”

“I do.”

No wonder we had to use a privacy spell to talk. I looked around the restaurant, but everyone seemed to be ignoring us, except for Rupert, who was emerging from the kitchen with our giant three-tier tray of yummy breakfasty goodness.

A hundred years! Suddenly, I felt silly for even thinking for a millisecond that Desmon and I would ever work out, no matter how attractive he found me. He was a dragon! He took hundred-year naps! Even if something serious did develop between the two of us, and I spent my life with him, I would only ever be a tiny blip on his entire existence. How long did dragons live, anyway?

But I was getting way ahead of myself. We were on date number one. We might have done things in the wrong order, with me feeling him up before we even met and him licking me to oblivion before dinner, but this was still date number one. I needed to take this one day at a time.

I took a huge, calming sip of my Diet Coke. And no, I didn’t order it because I wanted to save a few calories. I was past that. Maybe a few years ago, but now, the fake aspartame flavor was like an old friend. It had gotten me through college, my one and only breakup, and my first job. It was going to help me through this too.

I didn’t care what the health gurus said about fake sugar. I liked it, and I was going to continue drinking it. So sue me.

Rupert finally made it through the maze of tables and stairs and placed the giant breakfast tower on our table. There was a ridiculous amount of food on it, especially when it came to the bacon and sausage, definitely much more than in the picture on the menu or on the other towers I’d seen around the restaurant. The kitchen must have put more for Desmon. Another waiter set down the plate of chicken and waffles, which looked similarly stacked. I swear, there must be an entire chicken on there.

These had to be special dragon-sized portions. Extra meaty.

Kind of like me. I tittered inwardly at the thought.

And then all my inner monologue disappeared as I took my first bite of chicken with scrumptiously crackly skin and perfectly done waffles, all smothered in maple syrup.

Date number one was starting out strong.


Chapter 15
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Carly’s full skirt swished around her thighs as she walked through the numerous statues of fauns and nymphs in the museum. She wore a new floral print dress in shades of pink and orange that made me think of a warm island breeze. The skirt flared out around her legs playfully, and I decided I liked this just as much as the pencil skirt, even though they were very different.

The bright, oversized hibiscus print on the dress was a definite departure from the somber black clothes we’d just had her fitted for at my tailor. Alexander didn’t usually take female clients since he specialized in suits and shirts, but he was more than willing to whip up a few work-appropriate outfits for Carly. He did, however, let us know that if we ever needed women’s formalwear, we’d have to find someone else.

Trying to find anything to fit my curvaceous mate at the boutiques had been an exercise in patience. The plus size selection was not only limited but also made for the “ideal” plus size shape. With the exception of the dress she was now wearing, almost everything was too long in the torso for her; some had shoulders that were too wide; others looked like a size small that had been scaled up without once considering the distribution of flesh on a human body. More than once, I’d wanted to torch the stores.

We’d ended up finding a few things that fit at lower-end stores, places that Carly knew had stuff that would fit her. We bought those and took them to my tailor so he could copy them in better materials, keeping one outfit for her to wear to work tomorrow.

We’d gone back to my estate to drop it off before portaling into the museum. Carly had been nervous about stepping into the portal, especially since there was nothing but darkness on the other side. Portals usually showed a little glimpse of what lay beyond on the other side. I had the portals at both my home and my office at the museum spelled for privacy, however.

She’d clung to my arm as we stepped through, something I quite enjoyed. However, she looked a little green once she arrived, something I didn’t quite enjoy as much. I sat her in my chair, the high leather back engulfing her, as I ran down to the staff lounge to grab her some water and a package of salted peanuts. In my experience, salt and protein usually helped settle stomachs queasy from portal travel.

She now held the key in her hand as she went among the statues. I walked behind her, appreciative of every glimpse of her thighs her dress showed me.

She insisted on using her talent to find the right statue. Her precise words had been, “It’s no good for anything else. I might as well make use of it now.”

She went around the exhibit, ducking under the velvet ropes to put her hand on each of the statues, shaking her head and declaring, “This is not the one!” at every statue she touched.

She was now approaching the innocuous faun statue that was “the one.” It looked like any of the other statues on display here; that was the reason why I’d insisted on putting together this exhibit to begin with. She put her hand on the statue and frowned.

She pulled her hand away, said nothing, moved to the next statue, touched it, shook her head, then went back to the faun and put her hand on it again. She looked down at the “key” in her hand, then at the statue.

“This one… I think.”

“You are correct. What did it show you?”

She wrinkled her nose. “It’s not showing me anything. All I’m getting is a sound. It’s like the beeping sound that televisions used to make at the end of the broadcast day way back when. It’s kind of annoying. How have you tried to use this key so far?”

“I have tried using it like a literal key, seeing if there was anywhere I could fit it. There wasn’t. The flowers carved into the clay show up on his panpipe, and I tried pressing those too. It didn’t work either, but those actually looked like buttons, so I thought I would try.”

She looked up at the panpipe which was well over her head since the statue was on a pedestal.

“Let me help you.” I lifted her up so she could check out the details.

“May I touch?” she asked.

“Of course, go ahead.”

She touched the little square floral carvings on the panpipe. Nothing happened.

“You’re right, they do look like buttons,” she said.

“They do. Seth is pretty sure they are the key to the puzzle, but we haven’t figured out how exactly.”

“Do you mind if I stay here for a bit and spend some time with the statue to see if it shows me anything else?” she asked as I set her back down.

“Take all the time you need. The night guards know we’re here.”

She frowned. “Would it look suspicious if we are in here for too long? What if the she-dragon bribed your guards?”

“She cannot. The night guards at the museums are creatures of clay, mud, and stone, animated by magic to protect my museum only at night.”

“You mean like the Mökkurkálf from Norse mythology? Or the Greek Talos? Cool!” Her eyes were wide.

“Similar. I believe most people today call them golems or automatons, but creatures made of inanimate material and given the semblance of life through magic have existed much longer than either word.”

“Let me guess: they’ve existed for as long as there have been tasks people wanted to offload to someone else.”

I snorted. “You are not wrong.”

“Wow. I never knew they were real. But then, I didn’t know dragons were real until today.”

She settled down next to the statue, untucked a pen from behind her ear, and started doodling on the notepad we’d picked up from my office. As she sketched out the details of the faun statue, I called in my pair of golems.

They arrived minutes later and stood by the door, completely still, waiting for my orders.

Carly gasped at the sight of them. “I’ve seen those before! They’re in the museum foyer standing on either side of the archway leading into the main hall. I had no idea. I thought they were just statues.”

“This female is allowed in the museum and is not to be harmed,” I announced firmly.

The two golems looked her up and down, scanning her form and committing it to their very limited memories.

“Oh, hey there,” Mateo’s voice squawked from the PA system. “I was wondering why they were going off route.”

“We had cameras installed in the golems’s eyes, so Mateo has a record of everything they see,” I explained to Carly.

She waved at the cameras. “Hey, Mateo!”

“Hey! You look much better.”

“Thanks. I feel much better.”

“Okay, since it’s just you guys, and no one’s fucking with the golems, I’m going back to my dinner. Bye.”

“Resume your patrol,” I ordered the golems. The two turned, each one going in a different direction down the hall.

“Off topic, but what’s the difference between a golem and a gargoyle?” Carly asked, temporarily distracted from the statue. “I was under the impression that gargoyles were intelligent and had their own thoughts and feelings, like real people.”

“They are, and they do. When I need extra security at museum events, I call in Redrock Protective Services. They are gargoyle brothers who take on bodyguarding jobs. Golems are different. They do not feel pain, have no thoughts of their own, and are not truly alive. They are only animate to carry out their orders.”

“I see. Kind of like robots programmed to do a single job.”

“Exactly. And once the magic is removed, they are no more than clay and rocks. I trust them because they could never turn on me. Mateo also has cameras monitoring everything, and I trust him more than I trust family.”

“Now, is that because your family isn’t trustworthy?” She asked with a raised brow. “You know, being dragons and all. No offense.”

I laughed. “None taken. That is a healthy view on dragons. Most don’t care about anything but themselves. The only family I have remaining is my brother, and sometimes I regret not being there to push him out of the nest before he was hatched.”

Carly pursed her lips. “So, Mateo,” she continued. “He is listed as head of security here, but you say he is more than that?”

I nodded. “I found Mateo shortly after he was kicked out of a group home for orphans. The local shifter gangs had got to him before I did, and at the rate he was going, he would’ve been dead by the end of the year. I gave him a job and a place to live. He lived at the estate for years before moving out on his own. It was Elana’s idea, really. She was bored being stuck in the estate all the time. Seth was all grown up, and she needed someone to mother.”

I’d liked having Mateo at the estate, though I’d never have admitted it. There wasn’t much that impressed the young brawler, but power and strength did, and he looked up to me. I’d asked Elana to keep his room the way it was, in case he needed to stay the night when he came for the occasional dinner visit. Seth still had his own room as well.

Carly looked like she might have been ready to ask about Seth, but didn’t. It would be best for her to get that story from Elana, anyway. It was her story to tell.

“So yes, Mateo is the head of security here, but he is also responsible for the safety of any piece of my hoard that is not safely tucked away inside my cave.” Sometimes, I wondered if he also took my personal safety to heart.

She grinned. “Your cave? As in a cave of wonders? Please don’t tell me you have a Scrooge McDuck-style pile of gold coins.”

I grinned right back. “I just might.”


Chapter 16
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I never did figure out how that darned key worked. No matter how hard I tried, all I got was that annoying TV tone. Disappointed, we portaled back to the estate.

I didn’t think I’d ever get used to staring into a darkened portal and stepping in anyway. I’d seen portals being used in videos before, but you could always see right through to the other side and into the ornate homes the Wizards of the WEC owned, as they portaled in for interviews.

The portals to and from Desmon’s place were pitch black. It was kind of creepy. But same as last time, I made it to the other side in one piece. I recognized Desmon’s library right away. The place was simultaneously grand and cozy, and I longed to curl up in one of the big, comfy armchairs with a good book.

Elana greeted us and asked if we were hungry. I was still stuffed from my enormous meal earlier, even though it had been hours, but Desmon was hungry again.

Note to self: Dragons ate a lot. I’d been sure we’d never finish all the food at the Starving Aardvark, but Desmon had polished off every morsel from the platters and plates. He almost looked ready to lick the maple syrup off the bottom of the plate, but had restrained himself.

I excused myself to have some much-needed alone time with Q-Tip. Too much had happened in the last twenty-four hours, and I needed some time to process everything. It felt a bit like going backward after the whole shower incident, and my libido was annoyed with me, but my logical side won out.

I still didn’t know how I felt about possibly being in a relationship with a dragon yet, especially one who burnt men to a crisp like it was just another weekday and took hundred-year naps. My head was a mess, and I figured I needed several fifty-minute sessions with Q-Tip before I could even try to unpack it all.

Desmon was clearly disappointed by my rejection of his offer to join him in “his lair” tonight, but understood.

I found Q-Tip lying in the middle of the fancy carpet like he owned the place.

“Hey, buddy.”

Q-Tip glanced over at me and sighed dramatically, like I had interrupted a super important train of thought.

“Ugh.” I rolled my eyes. “Don’t give me that, you little butthole.” Q-Tip already had a bit of an attitude and seemed to think everything should revolve around him, and the gourmet hay and snacks were perhaps not helping.

I stepped over the fence, picked him up and settled him across my lap. “Don’t get too used to this. It’s only temporary.” Then I launched into all the complaints and stresses I’d collected since I last saw him earlier today.

“A hundred years! I mean, this guy’s naps are longer than my lifespan. And I was having lunch with him like something could happen between us. What the hell was I thinking?”

Q-Tip looked at me and sighed again, so I started to give him scritches around the base of his ears, where he liked them best.

“I know it’s stupid. But it was so nice to have him hold my hand and ask me my opinion on the statue like it mattered.” Now I was sighing. “He makes me feel like I’m…worthy, you know? Today, when I was with Desmon, he really made me feel sexy and pretty. I think he honestly finds me attractive. I don’t mean just a little. I mean, I think I’m his jam.”

I’d stopped petting Q-Tip, and he took offense, pawing at my hands to continue.

“I don’t know what to do, Q-Tip! If I just go with the flow, I could completely lose my heart. If I don’t, I might lose out on the experience of a lifetime. What would you do?”

Q-Tip, suddenly sick of all the attention, hopped away, found his favorite stuffed toy, which had luckily been brought over from the apartment, and started humping it, all while maintaining eerily focused eye contact with me.

“Hump him. Okay. Got it.”

Q-Tip had always been a great listener but horrible at giving advice. Usually, it was go grab a snack, hump it, or kick it into submission. Sometimes, it was poop on it. None of these would help me in this case.

I still hadn’t called Dana, and I’d promised that I would once I got settled in Darlington. The thing was, I wasn’t sure what to tell her. Everything that had happened was so far out of left field that I couldn’t believe it was happening myself. If I called Dana now and started telling her about dragons, demons, and magical artifacts, she might think I was losing it and fly in from New York for a wellness check.

There was a knock on my door, and I opened it to find Elana holding a teeny, tiny salad.

“I thought maybe my new furry friend might want a little something.” She peered into the room, looking hopeful. Her eyes brightened the moment she saw Q-Tip.

I remembered Desmon saying that she got bored being stuck at the estate all the time.

“I’m sure he’d love some fresh fruits and veggies,” I said, inviting her in.

As we watched Q-Tip rummage through the salad, looking for his favorite—blueberries, paws down—I decided to ask her a little bit about herself. “So, how did you end up living here with Desmon?”

“Short answer—my husband is on the WEC.”

I frowned. I’d seen members of the Wizards’ Elder Council interviewed on TV. Think secret society of powerful men working with the church back in the day to control everything, and you’d be close. Except it wasn’t back in the day; they were still doing it, pretending it was for the good of all mankind. They gave me the creeps.

Elana laughed bitterly. “It’s exactly as bad as you think it is. I was born into that world and taught that my sole purpose was to boost the magic of the men in my life. I was married off to one of my father’s friends, and he started taking my magic, draining it every day until there was nothing left. Seth was my firstborn. When I became pregnant with a daughter, I knew I had to escape. I couldn’t leave her to the same cruel fate.

“Since I’d always obeyed, no one watched me too closely, and I was able to run away. I had my daughter, and I gave her up to a witch who promised to raise her well.” There were tears in her eyes. “I never saw her again.”

“Then what happened?” I leaned in, engrossed in her story.

“They sent Seth to find me and drag me back for my punishment. It was to prove his loyalty to the WEC.”

“Seth was in the WEC?” I imagined him with his spiky hair, studded belts, goth punk esthetic and piercings trying to fit in with the stuck-up wizards I’d seen on TV and giggled.

Elana smiled, her face softening when she thought of her son. “He never did belong there. Instead of dragging me back, he made a deal with Desmon. So brave, my little boy.”

Not so little anymore; Seth looked like he worked out. Still, next to Desmon’s dragon, he was teeny tiny.

“Seth was just a teenager then, and Desmon removed his memory of finding me and sent him back to his father. I watched him grow up from afar, hoping he wouldn’t turn out like his dad. Then, one day, Seth showed up here with Liam.”

“Liam? I don’t think I’ve met him yet.”

“Seth’s partner. He’s a demon. He used to be bound to my husband, but then Seth received him as a gift for finishing his studies. It was for the best. They were tired of hiding their relationship. Anyway, it turned out that Desmon only erased his memory for a short period, to prevent the wizards at the WEC from finding out where I was.” She reached out to pet Q-Tip, who, after chowing down on all the blueberries, had lost interest in the rest of the salad. “So Seth knew I was here. When he left the WEC, he came looking for me and a job with Desmon.”

“I’m glad things worked out.” I was pretty sure the stuffy wizards at the WEC would look down on a wizard and a demon in a romantic relationship.

“You know, he always wanted a pet when he was little. But pets were strictly forbidden. Too much like familiars.”

“What’s wrong with familiars?”

“Too witchy. Many wizards look down on witchcraft. Seth doesn’t, though. He embraces both, which is why he’s so strong now.” There was pride in her eyes. “Desmon encouraged him to explore all facets of his magic. He has a familiar of his own now, but Little Bit is not nearly as cuddly as Q-Tip here.”

“What’s Little Bit?”

“A Ball Python.”

I made a face. I didn’t have anything against snakes, but they just weren’t for me.

We sat in silence for a minute. Finally Elana stole a glance at me. “You know, Desmon isn’t bad for a dragon. He can be a bit intense—”

“Tell me about it. He set two guys on fire today. I mean, they were assholes who kidnapped me and totally deserved it, but still.”

“The fact that he went after you says a lot.”

“He kept you safe, too.” I reminded her. Maybe Desmon was just that rarity, a nice dragon.

“That’s different. He saw how powerful Seth could be.” The older woman looked thoughtful. “Desmon has changed a lot in the time I’ve known him. Maybe it’s because of spending more time with humans and other monsters. He used to be just like the other dragons.”

“You mean he thought he was better than everyone else?”

Elana laughed quietly and nodded. “He’s changed a lot since. But I think you’d make him an even better person.”

“We literally just met. I spilled coffee on him because I’m a klutz. He knows nothing about me. And I know even less about him.” Was that even true anymore? I’d learned a lot about him in the last twenty-four hours. “And what little I do know makes me think this is a horrible idea.”

“Like what?”

“For starters, he’s a dragon. He still clearly thinks himself above everyone else. And let’s not forget he takes naps longer than I live.”

“That’s not a regular occurrence, I assure you. They miss a lot in those hundred years. That’s why it’s an effective punishment for losing the competition. It’s more like us falling asleep for ten years than a simple nap. They live a long time, but not forever.”

Realizing that he could get petted by two people instead of just one, Q-Tip stretched to stick his head out to me while keeping his butt planted directly under Elana’s hands. He seemed to be adjusting to our current situation better than I was.

I imagined being forced to sleep for ten years and then waking up to find my bunny gone forever. How horrible! Not just for me, but for him! Q-Tip might be ten to fifteen years of my life, but I was his entire existence. Would it be like that for Desmon and me if we got together?

“You know,” I said, changing the subject, “Desmon mistook him for my familiar at first.”

“Maybe he’s right. I never did regain the use of my magic, but I still have a lot of it. I feel good around Q-Tip. Maybe he helps you with your magic, you just don’t realize it.”

“I don’t really have much magic.”

“But you have some. I feel it.”

“Hmm. Sometimes things give me visions or feelings. But it’s not consistent, and so far not very useful.”

“Maybe you can try using your magic with him around next time and see if it’s any better.”

“Sure. Why not?” I doubted anything would change, but figured I would humor her anyway.

My stomach chose that moment to growl loudly.

“You didn’t eat dinner, child. Want to head down to the kitchen for a snack? I tried my hand at tacos al pastor, and there are some leftovers.”

That sounded delicious. “Yes, I do!”
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I paced the rooftop patio of my home, my dragon at the surface and feeling antsy. The last time I’d felt like this, I’d torched a mountain. Granted, it required periodic fires to stay healthy, and it was due for one anyway. But still.

We should be in our lair with our mate!

I ignored him.

Of all the times for my dragon to get distracted, why did it have to be now when victory—or defeat, depending on how it played out—was so close? I needed to focus on that and not the fact that Carly claimed she needed “some time alone” to process everything that had happened in the last twenty-four hours.

There is nothing to process. She’s mine, and I am hers.

I ignored my dragon and started another lap around the patio.

I’d never thought I’d be mated at all, but if it had happened, I’d imagined it would have been with another dragon or some other powerful, long-lived monster. I’d spent some time with Gillisandra when I was younger, before this competition started, but then realized I couldn’t stand her. She’d bounced quickly to my brother after that, though that had been short-lived as well, probably because, same as I had, he’d kept all information about his treasure hoard from her.

I wasn’t worried that Carly would leave this world long before me. As my mate, I could share the remainder of my natural life span with her. The problem was that it would reduce the number of years I had in this world, something I hadn’t been ready for.

There was magic that could extend the lifespan of lesser species but it was strictly forbidden by the EA. Blood magic, along with stealing the life force from one creature to another, or anything involving human sacrifices, had long been illegal. That didn’t mean it didn’t happen, however. It just meant that practitioners got better at hiding it.

As a dragon, I’d never followed the EA’s rules, anyway. I didn’t much care how things got done as long as they got done. This was why Seth could dabble in any form of dark arts he wanted; he had my backing, and the EA wouldn’t dare touch him.

But it wasn’t just that I would have to share my longevity with her that had me worried. She was a human with little magic, and therefore a sitting duck for my enemies. As my mate, she would always have a target on her back. I would need to protect her for the rest of our lives.

What if I failed like before?

I shoved back the bad memories that threatened to surface and continued to pace the rooftop. I wasn’t invincible; dragons could be and had been slain. But there were more dangerous dragons than me out there, and if the EA was smart, they’d know that picking a fight with me would be opening themselves up for attack elsewhere. They wouldn’t dare, especially not with the WEC ready to swoop in and regain the power they’d lost in recent years.

The WEC had every important clergyman, imam, and rabbi in history in their back pocket. No religion, or any institution with power for that matter, was safe from their influence. Modernization and the separation of church and state had weakened their hold, but they’d infiltrated corporations and politicians instead, though they were still taking the religious route in places like the Middle East.

When The Wall had fallen, their ominous dealings had been fully exposed and they had to backtrack to cover up, claiming they were doing everything for the good of the people of Earth. I couldn’t believe how many people actually believed them.

Humans are stupid, my dragon grumbled.

I reminded my dragon that our trusted wizard was human, and apparently, so was our mate.

Yes, most humans were stupid. But as a society, they’d come a long way and achieved much more than I’d ever dreamed possible, especially in recent years. Look at their recent mastery of technology, which had once been considered a branch of magic. The way I saw it, any smart dragon should start keeping their eyes on them as a species. Times were changing.

Most dragons, however, didn’t bother with human antics, considering the creatures to be beneath them. They saw them, and shifters too, as pawns for dragon games. Historically, there were a few wizards and witches the dragons of the world had considered worthy of notice, but they were few and far between, and the more well-known ones, Merlin for example, had been part demon.

Our lack of interest in human affairs was why, despite the fall of The Wall, there was still a dispute on whether dragons actually existed or not. There were plenty of disbelievers, and many dragons preferred it that way.

But those who needed to know, knew.

I recalled Carly’s look of amazement when she saw my dragon form. She was brave. She hadn’t run, or cried, or begged for her life. She’d trusted me. She’d even tossed a ball of fire from hand to hand like she’d owned it.

I huffed and focused on the key in my hand. I’d gotten distracted again. I had to pull myself together because if I failed now, it wouldn’t matter whether Carly accepted me as her mate or not. If I lost, I’d be magically spelled into a long sleep and given only until sundown of that day to get myself somewhere safe.

I had some buffer, however. I had three pieces already. My intel said that Gillisandra had two. She would need to find this piece and somehow steal one from me to win. If she stole one from me before I found the fourth, that would mean I’d need to steal one back from her to emerge victorious.

That was infinitely harder than racing for one final piece out in the open. More dangerous, too. The she-dragon wouldn’t hesitate to use every trick in the book to win. That would put everybody I knew and cared about in danger, especially Carly.

Of all the times to find my mate! What horrible timing.

She was in danger already, simply because I’d gone to save her. The police would get to the scene and just see an unfortunate accident, but Gillisandra would know better. Assuming she hadn’t been there watching the whole time to begin with.

And I was back to thinking about Carly.

I give up! There was no way to get her out of my mind. She was part of my life now whether I liked it or not and had been ever since she’d spilled that tumbler of coffee on me.

I peered over the edge of the railing and down at her balcony. I’d put her in that room because it was easily accessible from my private rooftop patio. I wondered if she was asleep. It was past midnight, and I’d promised to take her to the museum tomorrow. She’d insisted on returning to work, and I hadn’t wanted to make her even more uncomfortable by telling her I’d pay her even if she didn’t.

Elana had gently told me that not all females would take that the right way and that Carly might be offended. I was so used to just throwing money at problems to solve them, and when that didn’t work, violence or fire usually solved the rest. It was frustrating that I couldn’t do that this time.

I formed just my dragon wings, using them to help me land lightly as I dropped onto her balcony. Her room was dark, but I had impeccable night vision.

What I saw had me cursing the moment I had agreed to let her sleep on her own. She lay on the bed, the sheets only covering her lower legs. The blanket was half on the floor and half shoved to the foot of the bed. And she was completely naked.

The moonlight played across her bare, pale skin, accentuating every dip and curve. Her full breasts rose and fell with every breath, and I longed to cover those peaks with my mouth. Her plush, round hips and thighs begged for my attention as well.

Go to her! Take her! Fuck her!

I ordered my feet to remain still. She didn’t need me breaking into her room in the middle of the night and ravishing her, no matter how much I wanted to. My cock swelled and strained almost painfully against the front of my pants. It was made even worse when I remembered her flavor, sweet and salty, with a hint of vanilla and spice.

My hands were already at the waistband of my pants when I stopped myself.

What the hell was wrong with me? I couldn’t believe I’d almost touched myself at her window like some peeping creep! I was Desmon, the Dragon of Darlington! I took what I wanted! I didn’t do…whatever I was doing now. What was this woman doing to me?

Go. Claim her! My seed belongs on and in our mate, marking her as ours, not splashed on her balcony wall! My dragon was disgusted with me also, but his solution was no better.

No. I wasn’t going to break into her room when I promised her time to think. But come tomorrow, she was mine.

I refastened my pants, which was barely possible, with the way my cock was straining against the fabric. Before I could change my mind, I leaped off her balcony. By the time I landed in the garden, I was fully in dragon form.

I paced the perimeter of my estate, frustrated wisps of smoke drifting from my nostrils. That was one downside to living in the city; no matter how much land I owned here, it was still limited. At times like these, even the wooded lot behind my home felt cramped.

It was on the second round of pacing that I felt the intruder’s presence. I was at the edge of my property, right where the stream crossed into my lands. Moments later, my cell phone buzzed from my pocket with the alert, but I didn’t need to check the security footage to see who it was.

“I know you’re there, Emmett,” I said calmly into the trees. “Tell me why you’re here, and I’ll consider letting you live.”

What I really wanted to ask was how he’d gotten past the wards, but that would be admitting there was a weakness in them.

“I’m here to visit my brother, of course.” Emmett stepped out from the trees in his human form. “And allow me to answer your unasked question. Your wards let me in because they consider me an ally.”

“We have never been allies.”

He shrugged, looking far too comfortable leaning against the rough bark of an old oak. “There’s a first for everything. You’re always so serious, brother. Lighten up.”

We should burn him. Teach him a lesson for trespassing on our demesne.

“I wish I’d had the chance to kill you before you were hatched,“ I hissed. Emmett showing up had never been a good sign. Suddenly, I wondered if his appearance was a distraction and the estate was being breached even now. Carly was there! I started back toward my home.

“I know,” Emmett said, following me. “I realize how lucky I am even to be alive, which is why I’m not a stick-in-the-mud like you.” The corners of his lips lifted in a sly smile. “So, who’s the buxom beauty you’ve been spotted with downtown?”

I tried to keep my face neutral. “I had a work lunch with a new hire,” I said stiffly.

“Ah, no one important, then. So I guess you wouldn’t mind if I came by the museum to introduce myself? Maybe she’ll want to have lunch with me.”

Despite my dragon’s sudden urge to crunch his bones, I didn’t show any outward reaction. Instead, I said, “You still haven’t answered my question. What are you doing here? I know it’s not to visit me.”

“Like I said, I’m here to be your ally.”

“How is trying to date the museum’s newest employee being an ally? You’re not even supposed to be anywhere near Darlington.” That had been the agreement. He stayed out of my scales, and I stayed out of his. He had his own magical town just north of the border that had somehow avoided detection even after the fall of The Wall.

He looked around like he expected the trees to hear his secrets. “Let’s talk inside.”

“It’s safe to talk here.” We were inside the property line, which meant my magical barriers would preserve our privacy.

“Really? I got in.”

I hated that he had a good point. These spells around my home were smart; perhaps they really did consider him a friend, perhaps even essential to my well-being. “I’m not inviting you inside.”

He sighed and pouted dramatically. God, he was so annoying. “I guess I wasted my time coming here to visit my dear brother, then.” He turned to leave.

By now, I was curious. Emmett wouldn’t be here without good reason. He might be annoying, but he was still a dragon. My dragon was stronger and larger than his, even after all these years, which had earned him the dubious nickname of the Runt Dragon. But he’d proven that despite his dragon’s smaller size, he could still survive in our world through guile and sheer determination.

“Fine. You may come into the drawing room, but you are not welcome anywhere else in my home.”

“Delightful.” And with that, he followed me to my front door.
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Once Emmett was inside my home, I reiterated that he was only welcome in the foyer and drawing room, and that the rest of the house was strictly off-limits. Those two areas were the only ones most guests ever saw. Those whom I considered friends had access to the library and the rest of the first floor as well, as did the cleaning crew that Elana often hired.

My words were spoken aloud mostly so my spells and wards would know not to give him access to the rest of my home. I didn’t trust him. If he dared to step foot past where he was allowed, my home would call for backup. Currently, that was a fire imp who owed me bigtime for freeing him from imprisonment in a tiny glass bottle.

Once we were alone, Emmett finally started talking.

“I made a bet on your competition with Gilly. I need you to win.”

Back in my human form, I raised a brow.

“I too need me to win. I don’t believe you are willing to risk punishment to help me.”

“Me? Break the rules?“ He feigned deep offense. “Never! I merely came to see how my dear brother is doing and ask about that cute female,” he said, contradicting his previous words.

He was up to something. I wondered if he could smell the faint scent of Carly that lingered in the foyer from when she’d walked through earlier.

“Spit it out, Emmett,” I said. “Don’t waste my time.”

“You only have half the key,” he finally said. “Gilly paid a local woman on your excavating team to bring her the key. The woman thought she was being smart and only sent you half of it, hoping she could make more money by splitting it in two.”

I grunted. This was the problem with employees, human or monster. They were only loyal to money. “Then tell me why you have this smug look on your face right now?”

“Well, the greedy female never made it to their meeting spot.”

I raised a single brow. “You?”

He shrugged noncommittally. “As a local, she should have known that the river she was crossing was the hunting ground for a particularly large anaconda. She really should have been more careful.”

“What happened to the other half of the key?”

“Well, I can’t very well touch it.”

True. That would’ve alerted the powerful demon that had set up this competition that something funny was going on. No one knew his name, but the one we called the Gamemaster wasn’t just any demon. He was one of the oldest and most powerful to have ever existed. It was rumored that he’d witnessed the destruction of the world once before and had watched it be rebuilt.

I was not so arrogant as to cross him, but if Emmett was willing to risk it all to win this bet, so be it. It wouldn’t affect me; the punishment, if he was caught, would solely be on him.

“But I took several detailed photos before letting the Amazon River swallow it up.” He handed me several Polaroids. They were vastly inferior quality compared to the detailed digital images I had gotten used to.

“What did you take these pictures with? A potato?”

He laughed. “Digital leaves too much evidence. With Polaroid technology, I know for a fact these are the only copies. Just promise me you’ll destroy them when you’re done.”

I held the photos between us. “And what do you want in exchange?”

I narrowed my eyes at him as he started to walk back out into the foyer and toward my front door.

“Just win the competition so I win my bet. Or else I will steal this pretty mate of yours, chain her up in my cave, and fuck her until she forgets you even exist. Who knows, by the time you wake from your century-long nap, she may have even decided she likes me better. Wouldn’t want that, would you?”

I gritted my teeth but couldn’t stop the snarl that tore from my throat. Emmett knew Carly was my mate. But as brothers, there was a chance that a female compatible with my dragon would be compatible with his too. Damn. I really should have found him after he hatched and belatedly shoved him off a cliff.

Emmett laughed. “I guess you’d better get working on cracking that code then. Honestly, I’d rather you won. But that pretty little thing would make a fine consolation prize, so I’ll start preparing my nest, just in case.”

I lunged for him, my fingers forming into sharp claws, but he nimbly danced out of the way and out the door with inhuman speed.

“You’re welcome, brother,” he sang. Then he was gone.

I was fuming as I made my way upstairs. I paused on the second floor, standing outside Carly’s room. I closed my eyes and breathed in her intoxicating scent, letting it calm me.

Something Emmett had said stuck in my mind. He’d mentioned preparing his nest. I never did that for Carly. I hadn’t known enough about her to know what she’d like. To be honest, I still didn’t.

I did know that she loved her pet rabbit and that when she wasn’t at work, she preferred to wear bold, colorful prints.

If she were a dragoness, I’d decorate with pieces from my hoard, surrounding the mating nest with treasure. That might not be the best option for Carly, but jewels and gems certainly couldn’t hurt. Yes. Colorful ones. In all the colors of the rainbow.

What had she called it, “dopamine dressing?” I would dopamine dress my nest.

Instead of continuing up to the top floor, I went to the nearest balcony and leaped off, shifting into my dragon form as I did. Then I muttered the lines to trigger the look-away spell I’d had put on my dragon centuries ago. I did a few test circles of Darlington to make sure no one could see me before making a beeline for the mountains to the west.

Time to visit my hoard.

My destination was a cave in the mountains securely hidden away from prying eyes by strong magic. It was nearly inaccessible unless one had both a smaller human form and the ability to fly, and even then, those seeking to enter faced two locks: a physical one, for which only I knew the code, and a magical one that recognized my aura.

The surrounding area blocked any signals from entering or leaving, magical or otherwise, so it remained undetectable by any modern equipment.

I sped toward the mountains, soaring over the cities and towns that had popped up since I’d first settled on this continent. While those had grown, the mountains and their peaks still stood as they were when I first arrived, even if some of the details had changed thanks to avalanches and the changing climate.

Finding the ridge, which was indistinguishable from any of the others surrounding it unless one knew exactly what to look for, I zoomed in, located the chasm, which looked to be no more than a crevice from the air, and ducked inside, changing into my human form as I entered. There was no room for my dragon in here.

It wasn’t long before I was standing amongst my treasures, the cave bathed in the golden glow of magical lanterns and candles.

Suddenly, I had the urge to bring Carly here. I wanted to show her my life’s hoard and share with her everything I owned.

The feeling was something completely new and totally jarring, considering I had never had such an urge before. If anything, I’d spent my entire life hiding my treasures away from prying eyes.

My dragon had already convinced me that Carly was my mate, but this urge to share my treasure with her confirmed it. How would she react to it? I imagined her eyes wide and excited to see all the gems. Would some of these artifacts speak to her through her talent? What would they say? Would they tell glorious tales of my past conquests?

Grinning, I stepped into my cave, eager to choose the best jewels and gems to decorate my nest back at the estate. Then I thought. I had a nest here, too. It would be prudent to clean this one up as well, make sure it was ready for my mate. Yes. Now that I’d decided that Carly was mine and that I would pursue her with my entire being, the way forward looked much clearer.
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My mouth dropped open as I stared at the headline: Urban Explorers Meet Fiery End in Abandoned Mill.

According to the news article, two friends had gone exploring and decided to start a bonfire inside the fabric mill using whatever they could find. Some of the combustible chemicals used in the dying process had accidentally caught fire, causing a small explosion. Neither man was alive when firefighters arrived, but at least they were able to subdue the flames before they spread to any neighboring buildings.

I shook my head, wondering how they’d managed to come up with that story. The men hadn’t even been inside the building when Desmon burnt them to a crisp! And I was pretty sure no combustible chemical on Earth would burn through someone as fast as magical fire. But I wasn’t going to question it, especially since the police had yet to contact me regarding the disappearance.

“Oh yes, it’s really tragic, isn’t it?” Janice said, leaning in to take a glimpse of the article.

Apparently, every Friday was casual Friday, which meant everyone working at the museum was encouraged to come to work in their natural forms.

Technically, they were allowed to come in without glamor any day of the week, but old habits died hard even here in Darlington, a place full of monsters, and certain monsters were still not uncomfortable being out in public in their natural form.

Janice had come to work this morning with a full-on beard. It was the only thing different about her.

“Not all dwarven women have beards; I just happen to be one who does,” had been her very first words to me in the staff room today.

I thought it actually suited her face very well. I was surprised at how feminine she still looked.

“Urban exploring?” I still couldn’t believe what I was reading. “Really?”

“Apparently so.” Janice shook her head. “I didn’t know Leonard was into that. It’s dangerous, you know. He just told me that he was sick, and I believed him. I’m just glad you had nothing to do with it. I was worried about you when you didn’t show up or call.”

“I’m sorry I worried you.”

“It’s okay. Your place was broken into, and you had to deal with all that. It’s nice of Desmon to give you a place to stay until you can get back on your feet. But next time, do me a favor and run the place by me before you sign the lease. I heard you rented the last one sight unseen.”

That had been all Mateo had told her. He’d left out the part that Leonard had been involved in the break-in and that I’d been kidnapped to boot. Instead, he just let her believe that I was filling out paperwork down at the station to make a report.

“Yeah, I had to. I was still in New York at the time.”

“Well, you’re here now, and you’ve got friends who can help you.”

Desmon “giving me a place to stay” had been the perfect story to account for the fact that he’d driven me to work today in his Bentley Continental. The car had an impeccable cream leather interior with diamond stitching in gold thread, and I’d spent the entire drive being careful not to spill a single drop of my coffee.

I couldn’t believe it when the car handed me my seat belt when I sat down. And then when I opened the door to get out, it had shone the Bentley logo on the ground to show me where to step. I mean, heaven forbid I should step on plain un-Bentleyed concrete!

Desmon had even asked if I wanted to turn on the massaging seats, but I’d politely declined, worried I’d get too comfy.

Anyway, despite having decided to dive headlong into whatever it was between Desmon and me, I wasn’t ready to explain the situation to Janice yet. So. Yeah. Great cover story.

The front door to the museum opened, and a frazzled-looking woman walked in holding an umbrella that had blown inside out. She was drenched, as were the kids trailing behind her. In the rear was a man in a similarly bedraggled state, trying to shepherd the youngsters into the museum.

“That’s my group,” I announced. “I’ll get them set up and dried off before we start the tour.”

“Good idea. Maybe have the kids take off their shoes, considering we are kind of short a daytime janitor for now.” Janice held out some shower-cap-like things to me, with little rubber dots on them. “And have the teachers wear these over their shoes.”

“Can I join the tour too?” asked Kaylee, one of the volunteers. “I haven’t even had a chance to look around yet.” She looked pleadingly at Janice.

“Why don’t you both go, shadow Carly on the tour? I’ll be fine at the front.”

“Yes! Thank you!”

I grinned at Kaylee’s enthusiasm. I’d been just like her once, before life and bills wore me down. It had only taken a few years.

Brayden looked a little less enthused but still seemed happier to join the tour rather than work concierge.

“All right,” I said, taking a deep breath. “Let’s put our edumicator faces on. And remember: no swearing at the kids, even if they deserve it.”
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The tour went smoothly enough: we only had one kid run off down a hallway he shouldn’t have, only to find himself escorted back by a mean-looking Mateo, who, like many employees, was not in glamour today. That meant he was in full manticore mode, complete with wyvern wings and a scorpion tail.

Yeah, that was one kid who wouldn’t misbehave for a while.

“I think you should come to work as a manticore every day I have a tour booked,” I teased him when the class finally left.

“And scare away all the museum-goers?”

I was going to tell him he was being silly, but just then, Brayden, who had been called away to help clean up a mess in the middle of the tour, returned. He took one look at Mateo and covered his mouth, stifling a decidedly feminine shriek. Kaylee tittered but tried to stifle it.

“Okay, maybe not,” I muttered. “It’s okay,” I said, louder. “It’s just Mateo.”

The explanation didn’t seem to help. Brayden just stood there frozen.

“Brayden’s terrified of arachnids,” Kaylee whispered. “I thought that just meant spiders at first, but apparently, scorpions too.”

“I’ll go patrol the halls,” Mateo sighed.

Kaylee guided Brayden back to the front desk, holding his arm. I understood now why Mateo preferred to use an illusion spell, to hide what he was and remain in his human disguise most of the time. Poor guy.

With my tour done, I made my way up to Desmon’s office where a whole pile of files was waiting for me to digitize. Instead of taking the main staircase, I decided to use the elevators at the back. First, because I was lazy, and second, it gave me an excuse to stop by the statue.

Yes, that statue.

I didn’t have Q-Tip with me. But I had his favorite toy, a tiny wicker ball, in my pocket. After my talk with Elana, I’d done a little research, and apparently, sometimes just having a familiar’s belonging in one’s possession was enough to make a difference. I wasn’t particularly hopeful, but it was worth a try, right?

I stepped into the Orgy Room. Friday was one of the busier days at the museum, partly because some people came in the hopes of ogling the many beasts that guarded the place in their natural forms. Mateo wasn’t the only monster working today. There were several dusky-looking demons, too. And a minotaur!

But this particular exhibit wasn’t very busy. Not many people knew it existed, tucked away here at the back of the museum. I checked for prying eyes, and when I saw that I was alone, I snuck my hand past the velvet rope and touched the faun’s feet. All I got was the same stupid tone. Ugh!

“My, my, my, this is interesting,“ said a smooth, mellow voice that reminded me of molasses.

I snatched my hand back, and whipped around—and came face to face with Desmon’s doppelganger. It was instantly clear that it wasn’t actually him. For one, the expensive-looking suit wasn’t what Desmon had been wearing when he left the estate this morning. He’d gone casual with a red silk shirt left open at the top, and sexy, tight-fitting pants that molded deliciously to his perfect ass.

“My brother seems to have caught himself a little witch.” He leaned in way too close for my taste and sniffed my ear. “The magic is weak, but there. Delightful.”

I shuddered at the sudden thrill that ran through my body. It was similar to the one when Desmon and I first touched, but somehow this felt wrong. I stepped back until my ass bumped into one of the display cases.

“Get away from her.” The growl in Desmon’s voice sent tingles up my spine. Ooh, he was hot when riled up.

“What? Can’t I say hi to my new sister?”

Sister? This was Desmon’s brother? Wait, why was he talking like Desmon and I were married?

“Don’t forget, if you end up losing this competition, she’ll be my responsibility.” Desmon’s brother swooped in suddenly, and I found myself in his arms. “All mine.”

There was a snarl, and I was ripped out of his arms. Desmon surrounded me possessively. Not just with his arms, but he had spread his wings, and they curled around me, hiding me from his brother’s view. “She’s mine.”

Did I think he was hot before? Fuck! Now I was ready to ride him like a…well, dragon. I squeezed my legs together, hoping my reaction would go unnoticed.

“I thought you said she was ‘just the new hire’. Or is it that you don’t want a human mate? Worried you’ll have to share some of your precious life span to extend her pathetically short one?”

Wait, what?

“Leave, Emmett.”

“Does she even know? Or are you just planning on springing it on her?”

“Know what?” I looked up into Desmon’s angry but still very handsome face.

He didn’t answer. Instead, he growled and kept trying to hide me away. But now I wanted answers, and if he wouldn’t give them to me, I was going to ask someone who would. I shoved out of his arms and spun on his brother.

“What are you talking about?” I demanded

Emmett was trying his best to look relaxed, but it was mostly a show. He was in a defensive position. He might also be a dragon, but he was wary of Desmon.

“Tell me, beautiful, has he shown you his hoard yet? Or has it just been wham-bam-thank-you-ma’am?

A little wisp of smoke curled from Desmon’s nostrils. My face heated up, and I looked around wildly, but no one was paying us any attention despite the scene we were making. In fact, none of the museum-goers had even stepped into the room. It was like this room didn’t exist. One of them must’ve cast a look-away spell or something. Magic sure came in handy.

“We haven’t actually done that yet.” My god! Why was my face heating up like this? I was a grown-ass adult, for fuck’s sake. I shouldn’t get embarrassed talking about sex, or the lack thereof, even if said sex was supposedly between me and my boss. Technically, he’d gone down on me, but I didn’t consider that wham-bam-anything.

Emmett’s grin turned downright predatory. “Interesting. If he hasn’t claimed you yet, that makes you fair game. Unlike Desmon, I’ve always wanted a mate.”

He took a step toward me, and I scurried back into Desmon’s arms, suddenly realizing I was much safer there.

“Touch. Her. And. Die.”

Goosebumps ran up my arms at Desmon’s ruthless, growled words. I sure hoped this look-away spell was strong enough to hide me climbing Desmon like a tree because that was exactly what was going to happen right after this. I had no idea I got so turned on by displays of possessiveness, but hot damn!

Emmett took a step back, putting several priceless artifacts between them. “She’ll be mine anyway once you lose this competition.” He chuckled like this was just another amusing conversation.

Then he turned and disappeared into the hall.


Chapter 20
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I counted to ten to stop myself from chasing after my asshole of a brother. I knew he’d only done what he had to rile me up and get a reaction. He didn’t really want me to lose. I’d spent my morning looking into what he’d been up to these past few decades. He had, in fact, made a bet on me. A large one. He definitely needed me to win.

The bet had been made just a few years ago, after The Wall fell and Darlington was suddenly thrust into the spotlight. Usually, once the initial bets were made, they were locked in forever. But the fall of The Wall had been such a great disturbance in the order of things that those with a stake in the competition had demanded an exception. And since, at the time, Gillisandra and I had been tied at two artifacts each, the Gamemaster had allowed it.

But the sudden explosion of Darlington from small town to world-class city, had ended up hiding a lot of my dealings from Gillisandra. It had been contacts made during that first year of opening Darlington up to the world that had secured the third piece of artifact, putting me ahead in the competition.

Emmett had seen what the fall of The Wall represented. Suddenly, I wondered if he’d somehow had a hand in it, or in Darlington’s sudden rise to fame, considering what he was poised to win if I succeeded. I doubted he was truly interested in a human female.

But then, considering the illogical way I’d been reacting to Carly, I couldn’t be sure. What if my brother felt the same crazy pull that I did?

I looked down at the delightful female in my arms. Soft hazel eyes looked up at me, so full of unquenchable curiosity. But there was more there today; piercing through that need for knowledge was an undeniable desire. For me.

Emmett was right. Why hadn’t I claimed her yet?

That was going to change right now.

I bent to lift her into my arms. She let out a squeal and threw her arms around me.

“Hold on tight, My Treasure,” I whispered.

Then I stomped out into the hallway. No one paid us any heed as I hurried toward the large set of double doors at the end of the hall. I still had the look-away spell running. Once outside, I leaped into the air, my wings unfurling.

Instead of shifting into my full dragon form, I stayed mostly human, holding Carly close. My wings tore through my shirt, but that was to be expected. I sacrificed a shirt every time I shifted with clothes on. It just wasn’t worth it to get my tops enchanted like my pants, except for a few favorite silk ones.

Carly inhaled sharply and then wrapped her arms and legs around me. She’d flown with me before, but I had been in my dragon form.

It wasn’t long before we arrived at my sprawling estate, and I landed on the balcony leading to my lair. I opened the door and stepped inside. Without any windows, it was dark in the room, and Carly couldn’t see yet what I’d done with the place.

I laid her down in the center of my nest and clapped to turn on the sconces lining the walls. They flickered to life, casting a warm glow that mimicked the flames of a lantern.

Carly gasped, her eyes wide as she took in the vast array of colorful gems I’d arranged around the nest to catch the light just so. Some I’d strung up, others I’d formed into neat piles. A veritable kaleidoscope of sparkling hues danced over the walls.

“Do you like it?” I asked.

“It’s beautiful. I don’t think I remember it being like this the last time I was here?”

“It is customary to decorate one’s nest with treasures from our hoard to welcome a mate. I hadn’t known you were coming before, apologies. I did this last night.”

“Wow!” She’d just noticed the way the light played on the ceiling from the string of blue and green gems I’d hung up. “It’s so pretty.”

My dragon gave a satisfied huff, glad that she was enjoying it so much. We’d made the right choice.

“The rainbow of colors reminded me of you.”

I encouraged her to lie down on the luxurious, silken sheets. While the nest itself was carved from stone, I’d lined the bottom with a fire-resistant foam. My dragon might enjoy sleeping on rock, but my human form preferred something softer.

I shoved the comforter and all but one pillow out of the nest. The pillow I kept for Carly’s comfort. Anything else left in the nest would meet a fiery end as my dragon fire engulfed us when we solidified the mate bond.

It wasn’t long before I’d also tossed her button-down uniform vest and her black dress out of the nest. She lay before me, her creamy skin pale against the satiny, dark purple sheets. I took a step back to admire her, my cock springing to life at the sexy sight.

“Hey, no fair. You’re still dressed,” she said with the cutest pout.

I tore off my already ripped shirt and tossed it aside. She pushed herself up onto her knees in front of me, her eyes skating over my shoulders and pecs in appreciation. As a dragon shifter, I tended to put on muscle easily, even in human form.

It wasn’t her reaction to my body that worried me, but her reaction to my cock, which even now was straining against the front of my pants. Would she be disgusted? Terrified?

“Do not be frightened, My Treasure.”

She replied with a giggle. “I think the time for that is over. I flew in your claws, remember.”

She didn’t understand what I meant, and I didn’t correct her. Instead, I just undid my trousers and let them drop to the nest to show her.

She sucked in a breath, followed by a small, squeaky, “Oh!”

Was that a good oh? Or a get-away-from-me-you-monster oh?

My cock took on a decidedly dragon cast when I was in half shift, such as I was now. It was dark red with ridges that resembled my scales.

It looked exactly like those monster sex toys. How did I know? Because a particularly prideful wyvern—which was a type of dragon, smaller and with two legs instead of four, like me—had made a cast of his cock some time ago, and a certain company that shall remain nameless had somehow gotten their hands on it. Or at least, that was the story. I suspect the wyvern sold it on purpose because he enjoyed thinking that thousands of humans worldwide were getting off on him.

I searched Carly’s face for signs of fear, but there were none aside from dilated pupils. There was, however, the growing scent of her desire. She crawled forward, reaching for me.

“Fuck,” I muttered under my breath as I felt her soft hands upon me.

“Is it always like this?” she asked, her hands caressing around the rigid length and giving it a tentative tug.

I groaned and looked skyward at the dancing colors. “No. When I’m fully in my human form, it is…what you would think of as normal. But to claim you as my mate, I must be in full or half shift.”

She moved her hands over the ridges, and the contrast of her pale hands on the dark red of my cock was mesmerizing. I couldn’t wait to watch it disappearing into her body. My shaft bobbed in her hand, growing even larger, and a shiny drop of precum oozed from the tip. Carly moistened her lips before bending her head down to lick it up.

Fuck!

I wanted to give her more time to explore, but I was too impatient. I took her hands in mine and kissed both palms before lying her down on her belly over the only pillow I’d left in the nest.

I dragged my fingers down her back. My fingers had become dull claws, and I applied just enough pressure to make rows of red lines on her back, marking her as mine. She arched her back and stuck her ass delightfully higher in the air. I traced over the claw marks with my fangs, grazing her skin lightly.

I gripped the round globes of her ass cheeks, loving that they were the perfect size for my massive hands. Her slit glistened with wetness, and I buried my face in it, thrusting my tongue into her heavenly depths. She hissed and pushed against me, and soon I was tongue fucking her as I held my cock in my hand.

She was a goddess as she rode my face, demanding and passionate. All it took was my fingers on her clit before I tasted delicious, fresh wetness.

Remembering how hard she’d gripped my fingers in the shower, I reached for the bottle of wing oil. She was wet, but this oil made for spectacular lube. I drizzled it all over my cock, coating both it and my fingers. I reached for her clit again and rolled it. She cried out and shoved her ass back at me wildly.

I chuckled. “So eager, my sweet. I need to prepare you more. I’m thick, and you are very tight.” I thrust my greased-up fingers into her. Two slid in easily, but three was still a struggle.

I added a little extra oil, just in case, and removed my fingers, pressing the broad head of my cock to her pussy instead.

“Relax.” I squeezed her ass, leaving the shine of oil on her skin. “You are my mate. I know you can take all of me.”

Carly nodded and wiggled her ass in anticipation. I pushed in, and she made a small strangled noise as the thick head disappeared into her body. The ridges came next. They were designed to give our females pleasure and were supposed to rub in all the right places inside. I hoped it was the same for humans.

I gripped her hips to hold her still and thrust in again, watching as her tight flesh enveloped more of me. Fuck! This was hot.

I thrust into her again, a little harder this time, my eyes glued to the spot where our bodies joined. She cried out as her pussy stretched to accommodate me. I pulled out and watched as she gripped me, the skin dragging a little even with all the lube.

“You’re doing very well.” I ground my palms on her ass, trying to relax her by giving it a light smack.

I reached under her body to circle her clit with my fingers as I thrust a few more times. I was trying to seat myself completely in her when I was surprised by her sudden scream. It was not a scream of pain that filled the air, but pleasure. Her silken channel squeezed me, milking me, threatening to end things before they had even started. I wasn’t even fully inside her yet.

“Fuck!” I gritted my teeth and closed my eyes, trying to stay in control. I remained still, waiting for her rhythmic pulsing to end. It was torture. All I wanted was to drive into her, fuck her until I didn’t know where I ended and she began.

I couldn’t wait any longer. I needed her now. I thrust into her again and, this time, slid right in. She cried out again, but I didn’t stop. I pounded into her, my thick, ridged cock spearing into her soft, yielding body.


Chapter 21
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My screams devolved into body-racking sobs. Desmon was huge. No wonder he’d had to use three fingers to get me ready. I was so full that every movement had me feeling each and every one of his ridges inside me as he hammered into me.

He let out a snarl, and I responded with a hiss of pleasure-pain. My arms and legs were shaking, and they had long since given out; the only thing supporting me now as he drove mercilessly into me was the pillow under my hips. It felt like he was literally fucking me into the nest.

He rutted into me, his ridges making me insane with the sensations they created. I wasn’t given a real chance to come down from my last orgasm before I felt myself climbing again, ever upwards. And then, I was at the top again and cresting.

My scream this time was silent, stuck in my throat, as the world exploded around us, bursting into flames. It wasn’t just in my head. The sheets around us, and the pillow too, were literally incinerating. Desmon snarled, his movements jerky and feverish. He came with a roar as dragon fire engulfed us.

He didn’t seem worried that we and everything in the nest were on fire, so I didn’t let it bother me. Honestly, I was too bone-deep satisfied to care, especially since the room seemed to know what was going on, and started sucking out the smoke and replacing it with clean, cool air.

It was impossible to ignore the other issue, however. Desmon was growing inside me, getting even larger than he had been before. I whimpered.

Oh god! He was so big, stretching me so much that it hurt.

“Relax. Don’t pull away,” he murmured, gathering me into his arms and rolling so that we were lying on our sides, with me as the little spoon.

“What’s going on?” My voice was hoarse from all the screaming.

“I have knotted to you. It will hurt if we try to part now. It will only be for a few minutes. I will hold you until it passes.” He kissed the top of my head.

Well, that was new. I’d expected that from a wolf shifter, but I guess dragons knotted too. Interesting. I wiggled my hips experimentally, and Desmon growled. I hissed.

Okay, so that’s a no to the wiggling. I took a deep breath. It felt as though he’d expanded to fill me completely, and there was no way for us to part, even if we wanted to. But that was okay. I didn’t mind a few minutes of post-sex cuddles, especially since now that I was getting used to it, it was quite pleasurable.

I’d almost fallen asleep when Desmon finally moved away to find something to clean us up. I stretched lazily, sore but happy.

Now that we had gotten that out of our system, I had questions. And I needed them answered now.

First off, the ash that now covered the nest. “So, are we going to set everything on fire every time we do it?”

Desmon chuckled. “No. That was just my dragon fire solidifying our mate bond. It shouldn’t happen again.”

“Good. That would get expensive. I’m glad the foam on the nest held up.” He must’ve known it would happen and why he’d tossed most of the pillows and the blanket over the edge.

He lay back down in the nest despite all the ash and gathered me into his arms. “I know you have more questions, so ask away, and I will answer. Then, we will take a shower together, and I’ll get this place cleaned up.”

That sounded like a good plan to me.

“Okay, what’s all this about us being mates and solidifying our mate bond. Emmett mentioned my being your mate too.” I knew what that meant, unlike some people, but I wasn’t sure if this was just some bullshitting on Emmett’s part or if there was any truth behind it.

“Emmett guessed correctly. I’m sorry you had to hear it from someone else first, but you are my mate. Solidifying our bond means it is permanent now; I’ve claimed you.”

I took a deep breath and gazed up at the myriad of colorful, sparkling gems overhead, trying to keep calm. Mated. To a dragon. Wow.

“If a dragon finds a mate who is a creature with a significantly shorter life span, we share the remainder of our years with them. To extend your life by two years, I must give up one of mine.”

My jaw dropped. “Wait! No way! You can’t give up your long life for little ol’ me!”

That didn’t seem fair at all. I was no one special, just some girl who was lucky enough to get a job at his museum but also klutzy enough to spill coffee on him.

“The mate bond will have it no other way.” He looked resigned but content, like he’d already gone through all this in his head.

“But it’s not fair!” I knew I sounded like a child there, but I didn’t care.

“Let me tell you a secret, my sweet. Many dragons die lonely and miserable, doing something risky just to feel something, anything. A long life has its drawbacks. It is why dragons and demons play their games. There would be nothing to fill the days otherwise.” He tucked me carefully under his wing. “I have decided I’d rather live a happy and worthwhile life with you than an excessively long one alone. I have already lived a long time.”

“What if I’m not worth it?”

“You are my mate. You will be worth it.” He hesitated before continuing. “That day at the fabric mill…I didn’t do anything to stop my fire from harming you. Only a dragon’s mate or egg can withstand that fire. My dragon knew the moment he saw you. I didn’t. Damn near had a heart attack when I saw those flames engulf you.”

I remembered the feeling of his fire surrounding me like an embrace. “Your fire was…strange, but nice. Like a very warm hug. It wanted to stay with me, I think.” Then I realized he said that only a dragon’s mate “or egg” were immune. “Wait. What happens after the eggs hatch? Are the babies not immune anymore?”

“Very newly hatched dragonlets are still treated as eggs by our fire, but as they grow, they lose immunity.” His expression changed ever so slightly, in a way that I would have missed if I hadn’t been staring right at him. “But you survived, and I had to concede to my dragon. You are my mate. I have no interest in fighting that bond.”

“I’ve heard mate bonds are pretty ironclad. For some of the more well-known monsters anyway, I think?”

“Yes. It is the same with dragons.”

Deciding I needed to be completely open with my concerns, I laid it all on the line. “I’m worried. We come from different worlds. You’ve seen my apartment. I was having to wait until my next paycheck to even afford an extra pair of pants. You’re used to fancy things and attending galas and who knows what all else. I… I’m not sure I can fit in.”

I’d seen the pictures of those attending the Monsters & Magic Charity Gala that was held at the Darlington Museum every year. Everyone was so glamorous, and I knew I’d stick out like a sore thumb.

He chuckled. “I doubt I fit in myself, and I throw the galas. Let me tell you a secret. Money is a social lubricant. There are some very awkward characters who attend the Monsters & Magic Charity Gala. You will not stand out one bit, trust me. The media is predictable: we will dress you up in a beautiful, glittering gown, and they will ooh and ahh and flash their cameras at us, and then quickly move on to the next guests. You will already know others there, too. Mateo works security every year. I like having him there. Seth will be there as well. One year, Elana might even come. But the WEC will be there and she is still terrified of them, despite my protection. So I don’t push it, much as I’d like to see her attend.”

“She told me about how you welcomed her in and hid her from those awful wizards. That was really kind of you.”

Desmon shrugged. “I am not kind. I am pragmatic. I saw Seth’s potential to be more powerful than any of those idiots in the WEC. I needed a personal wizard.”

I weighed his words. They held the ring of truth. But I’d also seen him with Seth, and Mateo too. I doubted Desmon would give a wizard from the WEC the same consideration, but I didn’t push it. This was something he had to realize on his own.

“Any more questions you want answered?”

“Yes. Do all dragons hatch from eggs?” What I really wanted to ask was if we would be able to have children since I couldn’t lay eggs, but I felt it was too early in the relationship for that question.

“Yes, they do.”

To my disappointment, he did not elaborate, or answer my unasked question,

“Anything else?” he asked. “I expected to be well and truly bombarded.”

Deciding I’d try to get that answer again later, when things were more settled between us, I let it go. “I’m sure more will come. But for now, I’ll just chew on this.”

“Good. Let’s get cleaned up. I have something I need to show you.”


Chapter 22
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My mate held Q-Tip in her arms as she placed her hand on the shard of pottery, which was now laid on top of one of the Polaroids so that the etchings on the back of the piece lined up with the pattern on the photo.

We had been so focused on the flowers on what we thought was the front that we had barely given any thought to the bumps and lines on the back. With the Polaroid of the larger piece, it had become clear that those formed a geometric pattern with a definite center and arms that radiated out, like a snowflake.

Carly had taken one look at it and lit up. “I’m so stupid! Duh! The key! This is the key!”

I’d had no idea what she meant until she’d explained it.

“Back in high school, I had a science teacher who brought in a metal plate, sprinkled sand on it, and then touched the plate with various tuning forks. The sand danced on the plate until it formed a similar pattern. Using a different tuning fork changed the pattern. It was designed to show us that sounds were actually vibrations. I thought it was pretty cool, but like most things in school, I never thought I’d actually use it in real life.”

It was a musical key.

The second Carly had described the experiment with the metal plate and sand to Seth, he’d nodded vigorously, exclaiming, “Yes! I saw that on the internet.” And that was why we were now in my library, and Seth was playing tones from his electric guitar for Carly until she found the right one.

“Nope, too sharp. We’re close, though. Maybe down a semitone?”

Seth tried again, playing something a little flatter.

Carly frowned. “I don’t think that’s right, either.”

“Why use the modern Western scale? I asked. “The demon who set this up is old. Ancient.”

“True. And there are cultures with musical systems using microtonal notes even today. Hang on…” After a bit of fiddling with his instrument, he tried again.

Q-Tip was the first to react. His ears perked up as he scrambled to a sitting position from where he had been attempting to do an impression of a blanket.

“Ooh! I think we got it.”

“Okay, that’s terrific, but how are we supposed to use it?” I asked the room in general.

“Remember those buttons with the flower? Maybe they need a certain frequency to move.” Carly grabbed the other Polaroid and placed the ceramic shard on it, showing the front.

“Hey! Look at that! I think you’ve got it.” Seth peered at the swirling lines of flowers that would’ve looked like mere decoration to anyone else. “The question is, which order do we play them? Right to the left? Or left to right?”

“And are there consequences to guessing incorrectly the first time?” Carly asked.

She was getting the hang of this competition. If we got it wrong, there might be a punishment. Something that would be painful for a dragon, but potentially deadly for anyone else. Option two, nothing would happen. I could never be sure.

“I will try it on my own.”

Carly looked concerned. “But what if—”

“The punishment never kills the participant,” I said, hoping that was true. It had been so far, but that could change. Demons tended to have a perverse sense of humor, and it got worse as they got older.

“Yeah, I guess it’s not very entertaining if one of you croaks before the finale,” Seth said. “Okay. I can set up my amp and get this tone running through the statue, then step back to let you do the rest. That way, I can keep a shield around you just in case, and we’ll be there if anything happens. You know Matty’s going to be upset if an army of ghouls gets teleported here and he misses a big fight.”

Carly looked thoughtful but didn’t say anything.

“Fine. But you will all stay well back and out of the room when the time comes.” That seemed to appease the wizard. “And we cannot let anyone else see those photos. They must be destroyed as soon as possible.”

“Okay, then, I guess you’ll have to memorize these icons,” Carly said. “I already did, just in case.”

“Yeah?” Seth covered the shard and photograph. “What are they?”

Carly listed them from right to left. Interesting. Modern Western cultures read things from left to right.

“Hey, not bad,” Seth said checking the icons. “You got it.”

“I…um…kind of cheated.”

“How?”

“I’m still touching the shard. Ever since we figured out the key, it’s been repeating the icons back to me.”

“And it’s listing them right to left?” I asked.

“Yup.”

“Then I guess we have our answer,” I said, taking the Polaroids from her. “Is it still repeating without you holding the Polaroids?”

“It is.”

“And I have the order memorized now too,” Seth said. “There’s only four of them.”

I held up the Polaroids and then, facing the center of the room, turned safely away from my books and friends, I let out a small stream of fire and watched the photos burn.
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The wait for the museum to close so that we could test our theory felt like it lasted an eternity. Neither of us had an appetite, and that had left poor Elana thinking we didn’t like her attempt at Chicken Adobo. I made a note to tell her later that it was very good.

She didn’t know any of the details surrounding the competition; she just knew that there was one happening, and that it was important. Seth hadn’t wanted her to worry. It was better that way.

But finally the only moving things in my museum were my golems, and it was time.

Despite Seth’s assurance that Mateo would want to be here, I did not ask him to join us. I did not bring Carly either. I worried that they’d be injured if anything happened. Seth was powerful, but the more people he had to protect, the thinner he had to spread his magic. It would be safer for everyone, and him, if it were just him and me. Carly had very reluctantly agreed.

He connected the amplifier to the statue, something I didn’t quite understand. Hell, I didn’t understand most of this. I’d never thought of sounds as patterns before in my life. But since both Carly and Seth were so sure of it, I deferred to their superior knowledge of these modern ideas.

Imagine that! A dragon deferring to two humans! But I had to admit that when it came to things like science, I was several centuries behind. I knew that modern technology worked, but not how it worked. That was Emmett’s claim to fame, not mine.

With Seth standing just outside the exhibition room playing the note, I approached the statue. I felt his magical shield around me.

Taking a deep breath, I found the tiny button-like flowers on the life-sized faun’s pan pipe. I pressed the first one, and this time it depressed with a soft click. Then, it bounced back to its original position.

Well, would you look at that. At least the first part of our theory was correct.

I pressed the other three buttons in order and held my breath. I didn’t know what I expected would happen. Would an army of ghouls descend on me, like Seth had surmised? Or would a giant fireball land right where I was standing?

Neither happened. Instead, one of the statue’s horns swung open to reveal a hidden chamber. Inside was a compass, smaller than a watch face, hanging on a thin chain.

“Don’t touch it!” yelled Seth.

Few dared give a dragon orders, but I understood it was out of concern for my safety so I let it slide.

He approached and focused his attention on the compass for a moment. “Okay. There’s magic, but it doesn’t feel malicious.”

I leaned in and sniffed. “I don’t smell anything dangerous either.”

I picked it up.

“The question is, is this the artifact itself? Or another clue to lead us to the artifact?”

“If it’s the artifact, then the competition is over right now,” I said.

“How do we know if that’s happened?”

“The Gamemaster shows up and announces the win.” He’d appeared every time I acquired one of the pieces. I imagined it would happen the same way with the final piece, but maybe with more fanfare.

We waited, but nothing happened. We portaled back to my library where Carly was waiting. She blew out her cheeks, clearly relieved, then hopped off the armrest of the chair she was perched on, hurried over, and hugged me.

“You’re alive. And you haven’t been turned into a frog!”

I had no idea why she thought that would happen.

“You were right,” I said, holding up our prize. “We have another clue. So tell me, my little detective, what should we do next?”

“Well, it is a compass,“ she said with an exaggerated eye roll. “Maybe, and I know this seems a bit farfetched, but maybe you should follow it.”

The little minx!

I held it out to her. “Does it tell you anything?”

She touched it. Nothing happened.

“I guess we are following it then.” I turned to Seth. “Can you transform this compass into say….a ring, without affecting the magic?”

Seth frowned. “Maybe. I’ll have to spend some time with it before I will know.”

Time to lay the cards on the table. “In case you haven’t guessed, Carly is my mate.”

Seth didn’t seem at all surprised. “I already guessed from the fact that she was covered in ash and soot when we first met but was completely unharmed.” He gracefully didn’t mention that she’d also been completely naked. “Congratulations.” He turned to Carly. “I’m glad you’re the one his dragon chose. I like you. You’ve got a brain and you know how to use it.”

Carly blushed, her cheeks going as red as her hair. “I’m still getting used to the idea. It’s not every day that a girl suddenly finds herself mated to a dragon.”

“Shifters move fast when it comes to mating. Dragons are no different.”

I growled, and Seth chortled.

“FYI, dragons hate being referred to as common shifters, even though they totally are.”

The corners of Carly’s lips lifted in amusement. After several applications of the healing salve, her injury was barely visible. Magic was truly wonderful stuff.

“I’ll keep that in mind,” she said.

“Now that you’ve had a laugh at my expense”—I held up the compass—“I believe I know why Emmett came to the museum today, beyond making a scene.”

“He did? And you didn’t torch him? I’m surprised.”

“Usually I would, but I believe he was trying to help me with the competition.”

I hadn’t told anyone how I’d gotten my hands on the Polaroids. If Emmett was willing to risk his scales to help me win, then keeping his secret was the least I could do. Dragons and demons cheated all the time when it came to these games, but it was very bad news indeed for anyone who got caught.

“He has made a large bet on me,” I explained. “It would make him very wealthy.”

“That makes sense.”

“He can’t help me by telling me what I don’t already know or sabotaging my competitor, but he can do other things to influence decisions and choices.”

“In what way?” Seth asked.

I thought, trying to come up with an example that humans would understand. “If this were a game of darts, he would not be permitted to touch the dart or blow on the dart or in any way affect how the dart moves, but he could make a loud noise right before one of the competitors threw their dart, distracting them.“ I frowned. “The comparison isn’t quite parallel, but it is close enough.”

“I see,” Carly said. “So you think he came today to…make that loud noise.”

“Exactly.” I held the compass out to the only wizard I had ever fully trusted. “Enchant that compass to look like a ring. It doesn’t have to fit Carly’s finger; she can wear it around her neck on a chain. Thanks to Emmett’s little visit to the museum the other day, the news on the grapevine is that I’ve been distracted from the competition by the discovery of my mate. We can play that up to conceal our search for the final artifact.”

Carly looked confused. “How do you propose we do that?”

She’d said the word without even realizing it.

“Tomorrow, we will announce our engagement. The media will eat it up. Then, we will head out on our engagement trip.”

Carly didn’t reply. She just stared straight ahead.

Had I said something wrong? “Humans do that, do they not?” I looked at Seth.

“They do, but, um, Boss, I think you just broke her. She’s in shock.” He looked at Carly, then back at me again. “Also, if you don’t mind me saying, zero out of ten for style on that proposal. I suggest you get a real ring and try again. I understand why you had to do it, but still, not romantic. I think you’ve got some groveling to do.“ Seth said. He took the compass from me. “I’ll get this thing transformed. I’ll stay at your estate while I do it. I don’t trust this anywhere else.”

Humph. I was a dragon. We were not known to be romantic. We were known to be self-serving, prideful, and aloof. But for my mate, I would try.

“Tell Liam I’ve got a job for him. I need his brand of security on this trip.”

“On it.”


Chapter 23
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It took a hell of a lot of kisses to boot me out of my shock.

“You scared me,” Desmon said, cradling me to his chest like he was warming a cold, lost kitten. “Do you need more Diet Coke?”

I stared at the familiar white and red can, looking humorously tiny in his large hand. Where had that come from?

I must’ve asked the question out loud because Desmon answered it. “I asked what would make you feel better and you said a Diet Coke. I thought it was an odd request, but I got one for you anyway.”

I sucked in a deep breath and exhaled slowly. “Thanks. Diet Coke does make me feel better when I’m stressed. It was my go-to for studying, and I guess I’ve conditioned myself to believe it means I’ve got things under control.” The words sounded far away, like someone else was saying them.

I took the can from him; it was ice cold, just the way I liked it. I took a nice long swig, letting the fizzy artificial goodness calm me.

“If you are upset I did not give you a romantic proposal, I promise I will do another one. I do not know what humans consider romantic, but I will learn.”

Despite what Desmon or Seth thought, my zoning out hadn’t been because I was unimpressed with his non-proposal. I was just shocked we’d gone from purely a working relationship to being engaged in a matter of days.

He’d already told me I was his mate, and that was basically like getting married. So why was I so surprised? Maybe it had just taken this much time for the events of the last few days to really sink in, and now that they were, I was losing it.

Yeah, that must be it.

“It’s not that,” I said softly. “I’m not upset.”

Or was I? Okay, so I did feel a tiny, teeny bit like I was getting cheated out of a proper, on-his-knees style proposal. At the same time, I was engaged to a dragon. A motherfucking dragon. That breathed fire!

“Are you sure? Elana also assured me that ‘I did it wrong’.”

“How do dragons do it?” I asked.

His brows furrowed. “Dragons do not propose. Many do not even partner up. If they wish to start a family, they contract with another dragon for an egg or sperm, then raise the child alone. Unless they have found a mate.”

Oh! It sounded very unromantic indeed. “What about mated dragons?”

“The male decorates his nest with the pieces of his hoard he believes his mate will like best and invites her to lie in it. Dragons who find mates in each other combine their hoards. Sharing one’s treasure is the ultimate display of affection.”

I gazed up at the colorful gems he’d hung around his nest and remembered how he’d asked if I liked them. “So, in dragon terms, you pretty much proposed when you invited me here into your nest.”

“Yes.”

And I hadn’t even realized it!

Now that I thought about it, that was actually pretty romantic in its own way. It was definitely a lot better than just telling me we were announcing it tomorrow.

“I guess if people ask for details when we announce it, I can tell them the dragon version of it. Unless that’s supposed to be a secret or something.”

“No, no secret.” But Desmon still looked unsure, which was a new look for him. He always seemed to know exactly what he was doing.

This must be as new to him as it was to me. Imagine that! I was teaching an old dragon new tricks!

But he’d said that the dragons shared their treasures with each other, and I didn’t have anything to share with him. My only treasure was Q-Tip, and I doubted Desmon thought of him as anything more than extra responsibility.

“I will tell the media the ring is a placeholder,” he said. “Something to follow human traditions until I can find something more suitable.”

I blanched at the word media. “I hate the spotlight.”

“I’m sorry, My Treasure. It is inevitable with who I am. I, too, dislike the attention. I will shield you the best I can.”

“Thank you.”

Despite wanting to stay with me, Desmon needed to make plans for our upcoming trip. He walked me to my room…or was that Q-Tip’s room now, because technically I stayed with Desmon in his nest at night?

Q-Tip remained wary of him, probably because Desmon, for all his kindness to me, was still an apex predator, and Q-Tip knew it. But eventually, the rabbit did deign to take a yogurt drop from Desmon. The smile on the dragon’s face at the simple gesture had me melting.

Okay, maybe he didn’t think of the little guy as just an extra responsibility.

Desmon tried to pet him, but Q-Tip hopped away, sweet yogurt prize still in his mouth. I knew yogurt drops weren’t good for him, but this was a special occasion, and I figured it would be fine if we didn’t make a habit of it. I needed my boys to like each other.

“Next time you will not escape so easily, little bun.”

That had me smiling so wide my cheeks hurt.

Then Desmon gave me one last kiss, and left to make his plans.

With him gone, I decided that everything that had happened in the past few days was way beyond Q-Tip’s pay grade. I fished my phone out of my purse and called Dana, hoping that she would pick up. She did, right away.

“About time, girl! I thought you were dead!”

“Hello to you too.”

“So…how’s Darlington?”

“Darlington is…good.”

“I sense a buuutt,” she sing-songed.

I launched into my story, throwing her essentially into the deep end. I did, however, leave out any details about the artifacts and the competition. My cell phone was probably not very secure, and if a certain she-dragon was eavesdropping, all she’d get was two girls talking about a hot as fuck dragon.

“Wait, you got kidnapped on your second week in Darlington? And I thought New York was bad!”

“I tell you all that, and you focus on the stupid kidnapping?”

Gillisandra already knew about that, so that was fair game.

“How am I supposed to react to my best friend telling me she’s suddenly engaged to a billionaire dragon shifter?”

“I don’t know, you’re the shrink!”

She kissed her teeth. “Counselor. I’m a counselor. To a bunch of kids.”

After graduation, Dana had taken a job at a high school in a low-income area, working with at-risk students. She’d gone in hopeful and bright-eyed, but the job had taken a toll on her. The job paid her peanuts, and she was in no better position than some of her students, both financially and mentally speaking. She’d been looking for a new job since forever. I suddenly wondered if Darlington’s high school had any openings.

“Everything feels too good to be true.”

“Okay, and it might be. Be cautious, weigh the options, be careful, yadda yadda. Still—he’s a dragon! And he saved you from the creeps who kidnapped you. Even if things don’t end up working out, it’s the experience of a lifetime!”

“But what about my job? And my heart? You know I’m shit at staying calm when it comes to the big stuff.”

“All I’m saying is, if you let this opportunity out of your grasp because you’re too chickenshit to take a chance, I’ll never forgive you.” A kitchen timer went off in the background, followed by sounds of metal against metal. “I’m saying this as your friend and not as a counselor in any capaci—oh, mother fudger!”

“Are you okay?”

“Yeah. I made cookies, but just lost like, four of them. They slid right off the sheet! They weren’t kidding when they said non-stick.”

“I’ll let you go. Enjoy your cookies.”

“Call me if anything else happens. And just so you know, I expect to be your maid of honor.”

“Of course you will be!”
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The compass needle pointed southwest. So that is where we went.

We stopped in Las Vegas first. Vegas was the domain of another dragon known as Lady Luck, and I brought a gem as an offering in return for safe passage through her territory. She was happy to accept the gift, but it was clear that she pitied me for being bound to a lowly human.

She didn’t even ask to meet my mate, which was probably for the best. I didn’t want Carly around any other dragons but me. No dragon was to be trusted, male or female.

The compass continued to point southwest, but we spent a few days in Las Vegas since we were “on a trip celebrating our engagement.” We did all the touristy things and stayed at the Cosmopolitan. I gambled a little, if only for show, winning some and losing more, and took my future bride to the best restaurants the city had to offer. That part I quite enjoyed. I did appreciate good food.

Carly wore the compass around her neck. Because of the magic on it, Seth hadn’t been able to actually transform it into a ring, but he was able to make it look like one to anyone else. I’d even asked Sybil, a strong witch who sometimes worked for me, what she saw, and she described a ring with a large diamond, ringed with rubies.

Our security detail for the trip were two demons—Seth’s partner Liam and Eamon, the only non-gargoyle part owner of Redrock Protective Services. The two demons couldn’t stand each other.

Like Liam, Eamon had once been trapped and bound to a wizard, handed down through the paternal line. He couldn’t understand how any freed demon would ever choose to stay with and, god forbid, love a wizard. He’d steadfastly refused to meet Seth out of principle. Eamon didn’t care if Seth was no longer a part of the WEC.

“Once a wizard, always a wizard,” Eamon had said sourly.

And of course that had Liam all offended and standing up for his lover.

I told Liam and Eamon they didn’t need to like each other, but if Carly was hurt during this trip, I’d bind the two of them together forever, so they’d better not let their disagreement hinder their work. That had solved much of the bickering.

We ended our stay in Vegas with a helicopter tour of the Grand Canyon, even though I could have shown Carly that same view simply by flying over it with her in my arms. But I was told it was something couples did. It looked pretty much the same as the last time I saw it, nothing special, just a big crack in the ground, but Carly had enjoyed it, so it was worth it on that score alone.

The Grand Canyon had been where I’d found one of the other treasures. Its proximity to Vegas meant I was pretty sure the next one wouldn’t be here, but I thought we might as well check anyway. We had such a great time I almost wished I was here with Carly just for fun, instead of chasing after yet another artifact.

After Vegas, we continued to L.A. but the compass continued to point unwaveringly southwest. It didn’t once adjust its position as we went about town, which meant we still weren’t close.

We stayed in L.A. for a few days, again playing the role of a couple very much in love. That had been easy. Everything was easy with Carly. Her zest for life showed in all that she did. She faced every experience with wide-eyed curiosity, sometimes making me forget why we were even here.

I’d amassed untold wealth in my centuries of living, but it paled compared to the soul-deep satisfaction of seeing her smile. It was like every grin and every laugh was a treasure, just for me. I wanted to find and collect every last one.

After L.A. I called my pilot and told him to fly us to Hawaii, glad that our “engagement celebration trip” wasn’t over. Carly and I now lounged in a hot spring on the island of Maui. Liam and Eamon, who were still not close to being on speaking terms, soaked nearby. I didn’t see why they couldn’t enjoy some mineral-rich water while they were working. A Blanket of Silence surrounded us, keeping our conversations private.

She held the compass in her hands in front of us, half in the water. According to the needle, the artifact we sought still lay to the southwest.

“How much farther can we go?” Carly asked. “I mean, the Hawaiian Islands are already in the middle of the Pacific Ocean.”

“There may be smaller islands. The artifact could be on any one of them, or even in the ocean. But it might start to look a little suspicious if we keep going in a straight line.”

“What if we made a pit stop somewhere off the line to triangulate?” she suggested, leaning close into me. “Get a better idea of where this thing really is. I’ve been enjoying our ‘vacation’, but we haven’t gotten any closer to that artifact.”

“I’ve been enjoying my time with you too, but that’s a good idea,” I said, cupping her cheeks. “And I know just the place.”

It was time to show my little mate my hoard. I was excited to see her reaction to it. I’d never revealed it to anyone before. I’d displayed some of the pieces at the museum, of course, but up till now, I was the only soul who’d stepped into my cave and exited…alive, that is.

“Yeah?” She leaned into my palm, closing her eyes.

“Yes. Somewhere very special.”

I bent to nuzzle my nose into her hair, the auburn strands almost glowing with fire. Despite having only spent a week together, our scents were starting to mingle, and she smelled like me. It was glorious.

“We’re going somewhere no one else has ever been.”

“Where?”

“You’ll see.”
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An hour and a half later, we were back at the resort and inside our luxury villa.

I drew the blinds closed before double checking the wards placed around the two-story dwelling. As much as I would have loved to carry her there by air in my dragon form, I was also damned fucking sure that we were currently being watched. There was only one safe way to get to my hoard: by portal.

I rubbed the ring on my right pinky vigorously, polishing the already gleaming emerald-cut ruby. The spell on it had been cast a long time ago by a wizard who had then promptly had his memory wiped. The spell only responded to me, and the magic had to be recharged every half-century or so. It opened a portal directly to my cave. The portal wasn’t trackable and was unique in that it never left a trace of magic.

I uttered the words to trigger the spell, and a portal appeared in the middle of the room. Unlike the ones that connected to my library, this one showed the inside of my cave. A pile of gold coins gleamed on the right, a dozen racks of priceless weapons stood on the left, and straight ahead were several crowns that had gone missing through history, some belonging to human kings, and others to monster rulers.

Carly’s sharp gasp was precisely what I was listening for. I hoped that meant she was impressed.

I took her by the hand and, for the very first time in my centuries of existence, escorted a living being into my most precious and private place.

I gave her a quick tour, showing her the main chamber as well as the dozen or so smaller ones that held more specialized collections. Magical tomes. Staves and wands. Talismans and amulets. I had one chamber containing nothing but musical instruments.

She walked through the rooms, her eyes bright and curious, asking questions which I was more than happy to answer. She was careful not to touch anything; I figured it must be because of her talent. It must be jarring to have items show her visions and feelings all the time. And these were most definitely the type of artifacts that would have had much to say.

At the end of the tour, I brought her to the chamber with my nest. I’d spread out the softest, silkiest sheets and blankets I owned, overlapping many of them to cover the giant nest. But we’d get to all that soon. First, I took her over to the ornate wardrobe.

“Open it,” I said, eager to see her reaction. “See what’s inside.”
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I opened the giant wardrobe, not having any idea what to expect. Inside hung a colorful collection of sumptuous gowns and dresses. Velvets and satins, leather and lace. All the garments were in pristine condition, despite the fact that some of them had to be centuries old. They must have been magically preserved.

But what caught my eye the most was the gorgeous jewelry on display on one of the shelves. Unlike the huge pieces I’d seen around the cave, these were more delicate and feminine.

“Ooh!” I instinctively reached out to a beautiful glittering necklace but then snatched my hand back.

“Go ahead, try it on,” Desmon urged.

“Everything here is so priceless. I’m afraid to touch it.”

“Don’t be. Treasure is meant to be enjoyed.”

When I didn’t immediately reach for the gorgeous necklace again, Desmon did so for me, removing it from the display and fastening it around my neck. He stood back and took a look, then shook his head.

“I have a better idea. Arms up, My Treasure.” He gripped the hem of my sundress and whipped it over my head so I was standing only in my bikini.

The tiny two-piece affair wasn’t the kind of thing I usually felt comfortable wearing, but Desmon had looked so disappointed when I chose the fuller coverage one-piece over the sexy string bikini that I’d caved and gotten both.

“Hmm. Still doesn’t look right.” He reached for the string holding the two cups together, and suddenly, my bikini top was on the ground. My bikini bottom joined it momentarily. He’d cut them off me with a single shifted claw, but when I looked, his hands were human again.

He licked his lips. “Much better.”

The cave was much cooler than it had been in Hawaii, and my nipples stood perky and hard, the heavy platinum draped over my collarbones not helping one bit.

Desmon urged me to climb into the nest which had been lined with dark red satin sheets. I knelt at the center of the nest as Desmon continued to pile piece after piece of jewelry on me. Earrings, necklaces, tiaras, bracelets. Even an anklet.

Wearing all this precious treasure and nothing else was a little awkward, but just one look at Desmon’s smile was enough to make me play along. This must be a dragon thing—the need to see their mate covered in their treasure.

He’d probably moved the wardrobe, mirror, and jewelry display to this chamber on purpose. Aside from his nest, there wasn’t anything else here, and it seemed that all the clothes in the fancy armoire were for women. Same with the jewelry, though there wasn’t anything stopping a man from wearing the pieces if they wanted.

Had he saved all of this for the day he met his mate? Or was seeing me covered head to toe with his treasure simply a turn-on for him? The front of his shorts was certainly struggling to contain his massive erection.

I reached out to release his cock from its board shorts prison. It was thick and heavy in my hands, and I couldn’t resist licking the glistening drop of precum off the tip. He’d been staying in his half-shifted form most of our stay in Hawaii, which was suitable for the beachy dress code. It was all the better for me, because while his human form had a beautiful cock—thick, veiny, and slightly curved—I’d had plenty of it in Vegas and L.A. and I secretly liked this cock better.

Just holding it in my hands was a turn-on. Something about the way his tanned skin faded into the dark red was just so perfect. And the ridges! They came to the V at the top and hit all the right spots inside me.

I wrapped my lips around the flared head, the only part without those magical ridges, and explored it with my mouth, humming. His cock twitched in my mouth from the vibrations.

Strong fingers threaded through my hair to guide my mouth up and down his cock. I knew I couldn’t take it all—my jaw was way too small—but that didn’t stop me from giving it my best shot. I tried to swallow as much of it as I could while I stroked and pumped him with my hands, making the bracelets and bangles on my wrists jangle.

“Fuckkk.” Desmon’s single hissed word embodied all the reasons why I enjoyed going down on him. It made me feel incredibly powerful.

He pulled me off his cock with an audible, wet pop of my lips, then bent to kiss me before laying me down on the soft sheets.

“Mine,” he growled. “All mine. Treasure.” I could tell from his voice that his dragon was near the surface.

He slid a hand up my body, beneath all the layers of neck jewelry, and wrapped his thick fingers around my throat. The action was firm and possessive and put erotic pressure on all the right places. Lust barreled into me so hard I actually whimpered.

With one palm still pressing me to the nest, Desmon cupped one heavy breast with the other, giving it a firm squeeze before bending to suck the nipple into his mouth. I arched my body into the heat.

He moved his mouth down my belly with his shoulder wedged between my knees, forcing my legs apart and spreading my petals open to him. I urged him down impatiently, gripping handfuls of his hair.

Then he was licking and devouring me like he was starving. Thick fingers pushed into me. I was already so wet that they slid in easily, opening me up and spreading me wide faster than I expected.

I stifled a cry at the intense sensations that threatened to overwhelm me. All the gold and platinum on me jingled with every thrust of his fingers. His forked tongue played over my clit expertly, doing what human tongues couldn’t, twisting and plucking until I was begging for release.

I screamed at the ceiling of the cave as my pussy pulsed around his fingers. Then I was squeezing nothing, and I whined at the momentary emptiness. But Desmon crawled forward to cover me, and I felt the thick head of his cock nudging my entrance.

In a smooth, practiced motion, he drove into me. Even with me so wet and ready, there was resistance. But with the nest beneath me, there was nowhere to go. Then the slight resistance gave, and he sank in deep, filling me completely. My channel quivered around each and every ridge.

There was no time to get used to his size because he immediately started fucking me at a merciless pace, sawing in and out of me like it was the only thing that mattered. The sounds of our bodies slapping together filled the cave, along with the rhythmic clang and jingle of the jewelry.

Every thrust had each of his ridges rubbing against my G-spot in rapid succession. I clawed the bedding with my nails as another orgasm started to build.
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Carly’s gorgeous cunt pulsed around me, milking me, and I gritted my teeth, desperate to prolong the experience. I wasn’t done fucking her yet. Not even close.

I was finally getting to live out a scene I’d fantasized about my entire life: my mate, the ultimate treasure, in my cave, adorned with all the jewelry I’d saved for her throughout the centuries. It was just as beautiful a sight as I’d imagined. She was perfect on her own, but shone like the sun itself with the addition of all the gold, platinum, and gems.

I pulled out of her before I lost all control, and she whimpered. I sat back, leaning against the edge of the nest, pulling her with me so she could straddle me.

“Ride me, My Treasure. Ride your dragon mate.”

My swollen cock still glistened with her juices. I positioned her over me and urged her down. Her pussy swallowed me greedily, and she cried out, throwing her head back. The lantern light reflected off her hair and her jewelry, making her glow and sparkle.

She rocked her hips, but her legs were too short for her knees to go all the way to the mat, and she couldn’t get enough leverage. So I gripped her hips, moving her up and down my cock, and soon she was tightening around me again.

Fuck. I didn’t know how much longer I could last.

My hips jerked as I pistoned savagely up into her. She threw her arms around my neck, holding on as I fucked her as if our lives depended on it. She bounced up and down on my cock, her honeyed juices slick and silky. My cave was filled with her moans and cries, and the pressure in my loins was building. My knot started to swell, and she was reduced to just grinding on me, and then finally, to no movement at all.

She hissed at how tight it was and I cupped the back of her head, holding her to my chest as I kissed her sweaty hair. We’d been fucking a lot the past few days, and she was probably quite sore. We had some healing salve back at the resort; I would slather her thoroughly with it inside and out when we got back.

The sounds of our lovemaking echoing in the chamber slowly faded to nothing but our soft breathing. She was draped over me, the jewelry still heavy on her neck and wrists, the piece around her neck pressing against our skin. That couldn’t be very comfortable. As she relaxed on me, I carefully removed each and every item, draping them over the edge of the nest.

By the time she was naked, she’d fallen fast asleep. We had done this a lot throughout this trip, fucking and napping. She was snoring softly, still wrapped around me. My knot had started to soften, but I kept my cock in her. I was too comfortable to move.

Here, in my cave of treasures, we were safe and protected, and I wished I could stay here with her forever, ignoring the toils and troubles of the world outside. I didn’t want to think about the competition, or the museum, or anything else.

Forever with her sounded perfect.

I hadn’t felt contentment like this for a very long time. Not since…my dragon let out a low growl of warning, and I mentally backtracked. He was right: some things were better left in the past. I’d learned my lesson, and that was what mattered most. I’d do anything and go to any length to keep Carly safe.

She was and always would be the most important treasure I would ever own. The one I’d been placed on this world to find. Some went through their entire lives never finding their mate. What if she’d never taken the job? Or if I’d settled elsewhere instead of Darlington? There had been several other gold mines I could’ve claimed instead. Just the tiniest turn in history, and I might have never found her, never known this feeling of ultimate contentment.

The sparkle of a diamond on one of the necklaces caught my eye. The piece was beautiful but dated, and the other gems on it were subpar. At the time I’d collected it for my future mate, I’d had different tastes. A little gaudy now, in my current opinion.

I reached over and picked up the piece. At the time it had been made, rubies and sapphires had been the preferred gems, not diamonds. That wasn’t the case now; humans were strangely fickle when it came to such things. But although the ruby was frankly less than perfect, the diamond set above it was as large, clear, and sparkling as ever, with the perfect mix of fire and clarity.

I held the necklace up to her hand, which was limp at her side as she napped. It was the perfect stone for her engagement ring. Maybe a touch big, but it would need to be shaped into a more contemporary cut, and that would remove any excess.

And whenever I saw it on her finger, it would remind me of this magical moment when it was just me and her and our treasure. Yes. It was the perfect stone indeed.

The gold around it was heavy but malleable, and it didn’t take long for me to ease the stone out of its setting. I draped the necklace back over the nest but made sure to tuck the freed diamond carefully under a pillow. I’d come back for it later.

Then, with my beloved mate still on top of me, I closed my eyes and napped.


Chapter 27

[image: image-placeholder]
Carly


“Not that I’m complaining one bit,” I said as I snuggled back against my mate, “but didn’t we come here to check the compass?”

“We did. But I got distracted by a better treasure.”

“Super corny, but I’ll take it.” I reached for the compass, which was still around my neck under all the other jewelry. The chain was enchanted to make it very light, and I often forgot I was wearing it. I looked at it and frowned.

What the hell? The needle had started spinning around uncontrollably.

“I don’t think it’s working.”

Desmon leaned over me to look. “No, it wouldn’t in here. There is magic in this cave preventing any transmission of information, whether by magic or technology, to or from the outside world.” He reached around my neck and carefully unclasped the delicate chain. “I will step out of the enchanted area and check. It is dangerous out there; we are on the side of a cliff. It might be best for you to stay here where it is safe.”

“You won’t be gone long, will you?” I wasn’t sure I was wild about being left alone here for any length of time. Sure, there was a ton of treasure for me to look at, but I was still locked in a cave. If—perish the thought—anything happened to Desmon and he didn’t return, this would be a very fancy tomb.

“Not long at all, my sweet. I just have to step outside and fly out of range of the spell.”

“Okay.”

He leaned in and gave me a very thorough kiss that left me panting and wanting more. “I will return soon,” he promised. “Feel free to look around. What’s mine is yours. Get acquainted with your treasure.”

We returned everything to the wardrobe and closed the door. I suddenly wondered if it was the wardrobe itself that kept everything in pristine condition.

Then Desmon walked to the heavy door inscribed with illegible runes, mumbled something, and pressed his hand to an indentation on the side. His hand disappeared completely into it for a moment, then when he retrieved it, the door slid open.

For some reason, I’d expected the stone to scrape against the ground and make some god-awful racket, but it was completely silent. As it opened up, I tried to see what was beyond the door, but it opened into another cave, and all I could see was more rocks and darkness. Oh well, at least it was light in here. I shuddered at the thought of being stuck here in the dark.

I considered just being lazy and lying in the nest until Desmon got back, but then decided I’d done enough lounging around for today. I climbed out of the enormous nest, glad Desmon had thoughtfully set up several ornate stools and chairs of diminishing height at the edge so I could use them as steps to get down to the cave floor.

Earlier, as I’d walked through the cave, several items had called to me so strongly that I’d felt their pull even though I hadn’t been touching them. I’d avoided touching anything magical, which was difficult; this cave was chock full of magical items. I decided this was the perfect place to practice my magical talent.

Not wanting any images of gory battles, I studiously avoided the weapon racks. I also steered clear of the chambers full of magical tomes and spell-casting paraphernalia. I wanted to start off with something neutral, bland, harmless.

My eyes landed on a shelf of phallic-shaped oddities that reminded me of the display at the museum of supposed fertility talismans. Fertility talismans? Yeah, right.

I bet a good portion of those were nothing more than antique dildos. And at a museum, too! They had all been behind glass, so I hadn’t had been able to touch them. Here was my chance!

I approached a particularly veiny one that was carved from stone and touched it. It showed me a vision of itself being lovingly carved and gifted by an older woman to a young lady with pointy ears in a strange ritual. Okay, maybe that one was a talisman of some kind.

I tried several more. Some of them gave me nothing. Then suddenly, a feeling of overwhelming need surged over me, and I heard the moans of a woman and slick, wet sounds.

Bingo! Dildo located!

I looked at the “talisman” I was touching. It was carved out of dark, shiny stone and had an impressive size with an exaggerated flared head and thick, twisting veins running along its length. Yup. Totally a sex toy. Tee hee, I wondered if Desmon knew. I found several more after that, including one that skipped visions completely and simply begged me to put it to use.

When Desmon got back, I was totally going to let him know he had a very extensive collection of ancient dildos and dongs.

I went from shelf to shelf, getting a feel for the rest of Desmon’s treasure trove. He had collected all types of things in his day, from valuable gems to otherwise unassuming pieces that were rich with history.

I was heading back to the nest when something called to me. I scanned the chambers and eventually noticed something hidden under a plain cream-colored sheet. Something about that felt wrong, but I couldn’t quite place it.

Then it hit me. Nothing else in the cave was hidden. Every piece of treasure was proudly on display, even the dangerous items that were locked away in cases.

The cave suddenly didn’t feel nearly as safe and protected as it had been just a moment ago.

“Get it together,” I said to myself out loud. “It’s probably nothing.”

I tried to ignore it, but whatever was under that sheet kept calling to me. I couldn’t quite figure out what it was trying to tell me, or if it even knew I existed. Some items appeared to have awareness, but others didn’t.

I bet it was nothing. Just a particularly shouty item. Some of them had nothing to say, they just babbled away loudly for no good reason. I remembered the artifact my professor had given me to analyze, that had prattled on non-stop about how much it hated feet. It had been a pair of stockings.

This must be something stupid like that. It wasn’t anything ominous. That was all in my head.

Besides, Desmon had said during our quick tour that everything dangerous was locked up and rendered powerless in here. Nothing in here could do any harm.

I reached over and whipped the sheet off quickly, like I was removing a bandaid. No gaping wounds greeted me. Just two chests.

One was wood and metal, though the wooden parts looked severely charred, like they had been turned into carbon through extreme heat. The other was much smaller, metal, and sitting on a pedestal.

My hand shook as I reached out to touch the larger one. Suddenly, my world was filled with the intense heat of dragon fire, the acrid stench of smoke and burning flesh, the cries of children, and the screams of mothers as they searched for them. The image of a town burning to the ground seared into my head. Sickeningly, there was also an occasional flash of red and orange scales.

I stumbled back, reeling. I gasped for a breath of untainted air, horrified and nauseated by the destruction as I realized I’d just watched Desmon burn an entire village to the ground. But it was like a trainwreck from which I couldn’t look away, and I found myself reaching for the chest again.

The chest wasn’t locked, and I quickly flipped up the lid, though I don’t know how I managed it without throwing up. Inside was a jumble of items—a candlestick, a flask, a few scraps of fabric. Some of them had burn marks, others were pristine.

I picked up a drinking horn. I got the pleas of a man begging Desmon to spare his family, insisting that they were innocent, it had all been the fault of just the men of the village. I dropped it and, masochist that I was, reached for another item: the top portion of a staff. This one didn’t give me an image but words in a foreign tongue that I magically understood: I was listening to a meeting of the townsfolk as they planned a trip to the mountains to “slay the beast.”

God! Was that why he’d done it? Retaliation, because they had tried to kill him? And did that make it okay? My arm inadvertently brushed against the outside of the chest again, and I was bombarded once more by sounds and images of suffering.

There was still the smaller chest on the pedestal. I stared at it, afraid to touch it. Did I even want to know what terrible secrets it held?

The vibrations of the cave’s front door opening decided for me. I gritted my teeth, briefly facing the horrors once again to close the chest and toss the sheet back over it. Then I stumbled back to the nest.


Chapter 28
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After returning from checking the compass and finding that the needle still pointed toward the Hawaiian Islands, albeit a little bit farther west and in the ocean, I returned with the good news only to find Carly looking and smelling distraught, even though she tried not to show it and pretended nothing was wrong.

But I could still sense it on her. I hated it.

She immediately asked that we return to the resort, which was a bit of a blow. I’d thought she’d love my cave and would want to stay here for the night. This was not the reaction of a mate proud of my hoard.

I looked around the cave, wondering what could have spooked her so, and my eyes landed on the nearest rack of weapons. Some of those swords and axes had been taken right off knights who had tried to slay me. Perhaps they’d shown her the battles and that was what had given her a scare.

This wasn’t how I’d expected our first trip to my cave to end, but perhaps it would be best to return to the villa before any more of my treasures could frighten her. However, her mood didn’t improve when we returned to the Hawaiian Islands, although she did try very hard to hide the fact that she was upset.

At dinner, she didn’t have an appetite. I asked her about it, and she said she was just eager to find the artifact and be done. Then she encouraged me to go out and look for it. I could tell she was lying. I didn’t understand these human games, so I reacted the only way I knew how, by telling her I knew she was not being completely truthful with me.

“Something in my cave has upset you. Tell me what it is. I will get rid of it. I will get rid of all of it if I must and start over. Tell me what you wish to see removed from my…no…our cave of treasure. I can’t fix it if you don’t tell me.”

Instead of answering me plainly, she asked, “What do you think it is?”

“I don’t know!” I yelled. “Why the fuck would I ask you if I did?” I immediately regretted the outburst.

Carly’s face changed. “What if I don’t tell you? What are you going to do, burn me to a crisp?”

Where the fuck was this coming from?

“I don’t know which of those weapons gave you this idea but rest assured that if I won a weapon off someone, chances are good they were trying to kill me at the time. Of course weapons would be partial to their original owners.”

She made a noise that sounded like a cross between a bitter laugh and a huff. “Were those innocent women and children trying to kill you too? The ones in the village? The village you burned to the ground?!”

Her words hit me like mortars, rattling me to my core.

I’d tried so hard to put that whole event behind me. I’d moved my life to this continent, uprooting everything, even abandoning much of my treasure to start over in the New World where the pain and guilt could not follow me. Not the guilt of destroying the village. The guilt that I had of not destroying it sooner.

I’d only allowed myself to keep a few keepsakes of the event. The chests! I’d pushed them behind some of my treasure, blocking them from view. Out of sight, out of mind. Carly must have found them.

What had they shown her?

“Whatever those items told you, it isn’t the whole story. Those villagers deserved what they got.”

She stared, looking at me like I’d sprouted another head. “How can you say that?” she yelled. “They were attacking you? Great. Roast the men who came to attack you. After several dozen, I’m sure they would’ve gotten the message and left you alone. It’s not like they had nuclear bombs! You massacred an entire village.”

I bristled at her inaccurate account of the event. The incident that had caused so much turmoil in my existence, that made me who I was today, boiled down to a pack of lies. I exhaled, and a wisp of smoke curled from my nose. “Don’t talk about things you don’t understand.”

“Don’t understand?” Her voice was shrill. “I heard them, Desmon. I heard the children screaming and the mothers crying.” She was shaking now, pure disgust in her eyes and anger in her voice. “I heard the begging. I smelled the burning—”

“You don’t know what they did!”

“Then please enlighten me!”

I opened my mouth to speak, but the words I’d never uttered before stuck in my throat, refusing to come out.

“Was it your treasure? Did they steal something from you?”

Did she really think I would do something like this over a mere gem or an artifact? Had she gotten to know me at all this past week? My dragon fumed so hard, he couldn’t even make words in my head. He paced, growling like a beast. I couldn’t stop the angry growl that escaped my throat.

Fear flashed in Carly’s eyes, and she backed away from me. That really stung. Did she think I’d hurt her?

Then I realized I was towering over her, smoke coming from my nostrils, my hands clenched into fists. I must have looked very threatening indeed.

Fuck! This was not the way to convince my mate to listen to me.

I needed air. I needed time and space to breathe and think things through. Things would only get worse if I stayed right now. I didn’t blame her. Who knew what one-sided, biased version of the events that had transpired she had been shown.

I turned and stomped towards the door, throwing it wide, and stepped outside. Once the tropical evening air hit my skin, I let my dragon fully take over. I spread my wings and launched into the sky, letting every beat of my wings put distance between me and the one I’d thought would finally help me heal after all these years.

I flew across the ocean and allowed the wind to soothe my rage.

After a long flight, scanning the Pacific Ocean for a magical salve to appear out of nowhere to heal my emotional wounds but finding none, I headed back to Maui. My mind was clearer now.

Mostly, I was angry that my old life had come back to haunt my new one like a ghost. I’d moved to the other side of the planet to be rid of it. And I was angry that I was still unable to say his name or even mention him after so long. How much longer would he torment me? I could barely even remember his face or the sound of his voice, yet it still hurt like a fresh wound.

But…did it really?

No. This is different. New. Painful.

My dragon was right. It wasn’t the same raw, festering grief that had tailed me for so long. What was causing the hurt was the disappointment in Carly’s eyes.

I had to go make things right with her. If she refused to listen to me, maybe she’d listen to the artifacts. She must have only touched the ones in the wooden chest. Of course those would tell her a biased tale.

“Desmon! There you are!” Liam blinked into existence in the air in front of me.

“What are you doing here, Liam?”

“You just flew off so fast. We were worried, so I followed you. Eamon stayed with Carly.”

I hadn’t specified that they should both stay with Carly, given how helpless she was on her own, so naturally, they’d split up to cover us both. No matter: we were almost back anyway.

As we approached the archipelago, a sense of unease settled in the pit of my stomach. Something was wrong. Then I caught the slightest whiff in the air of a cloying perfume combined with ash and smoke.

Gillisandra!


Chapter 29
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I was positively fuming as I marched down toward the beach. I couldn’t believe it: he hadn’t expressed any remorse at all! I didn’t know what I’d been expecting. Maybe an apology for being young and reckless? Or some indication at least that he regretted his actions? Certainly not that the villagers had deserved it. The freaking children hadn’t tried to slay him.

Then again, why was I so surprised? He had set Leonard and Leonard’s buddy on fire without a second thought. And he’d said it himself: dragons didn’t care about anyone else but themselves.

But I’d thought maybe Desmon was different.

I remembered the way he’d taken in a desperate woman and an orphan. The sweet way he tried to earn Q-Tip’s trust despite the bunny’s innate fear of predators. He treated those working at the museum well too, from what I gathered.

Would he really burn Darlington to the ground in a fit of rage? How could this be the same man?

I plopped down into one of the lounge chairs on the beach that faced the western shore. The sun was just setting, and the sky was a beautiful mix of pink, orange, and purple. The gorgeous display was completely at odds with the hurt and confusion I felt in my heart.

A particularly bright streak of orange had me suddenly remembering what it was like to be surrounded by Desmon’s flames. For me, it felt so warm and wondrous, like a loving touch. How could something so wonderful be so devastating?

He’d said that his dragon had recognized me as his mate. He’d used his fire to protect me. Suddenly, I was wondering what could be so important that he had felt he needed to resort to such deadly measures in that village. He had been trying to tell me, but I’d been so angry that I couldn’t listen. Now I wished I had.

A strong floral perfume wafted in my direction, and a woman with jet-black hair and a perfect body sporting a dark green bikini approached my row of lounge chairs. Underneath the heavy floral notes, there was something that reminded me of burning wood. I’d never smelled anything like it. If it had been applied with a lighter hand, it might have made for an intriguing signature scent. As it was, I could hardly breathe.

Something about her unsettled me, especially when I realized she was looking directly at me. She grinned and showed sharp teeth that reminded me of Desmon’s when he was in dragon form.

I immediately knew it was Gillisandra.

I scrambled out of my chair and backed away.

She snorted. “A human mate. You’re every bit as pathetic as I imagined.”

Eamon was suddenly in between us. “Get away from her!”

The demon’s ability to dematerialize and pop in and out of existence sure was handy. I hadn’t even realized he’d been there.

Gillisandra just laughed. “What are you going to do, demon? Fight a dragon, a witch, and a wizard all by yourself?”

I glanced around but saw no one else nearby. Down the beach, there was a couple holding hands and walking by the shore, but they didn’t look to be paying attention to us.

Without warning, I was being lifted up into the air. I shrieked, my legs kicking at nothing, as an invisible force dragged me toward her.

Gillisandra cackled. “Too late. She’s already mine.”

Eamon reached for me but encountered a shield; the second he touched it, he was thrown back. He sailed through the air and landed in a palm tree.

Gillisandra turned to me, and in the blink of an eye, she was behind the shield with me, her hands around my neck. “Where is the compass?” she hissed.

“I don’t know what you mean.”

“Pathetic. Foolish. Don’t lie to me. I can smell lies.”

“I don’t have it.” That, at least, was the truth. I’d placed it in the safe inside the master bedroom at the villa.

A little wisp of smoke emanated from the she-dragon’s nostrils, much like happened with Desmon when he was frustrated.

“Demon. Go find your master and bring him here.”

“There’s no need for that, Gillisandra.”

Desmon!

“Just the dragon I wanted to see. Let’s make a little trade. The compass for the girl.”

When Desmon didn’t immediately hand over the compass, she squeezed my neck until I was clawing at her hands for air. “Or I could always set her on fire, and we can both watch her burn.”

“I’ll get it. Don’t you dare harm a hair on her body while I’m gone.”

Gillisandra released me, and I gasped for air. “I’m glad we have an understanding.”

Minutes later, the compass was in Gillisandra’s possession. She laughed as she tossed me at Desmon.

“I always knew you were weak, just like that useless brother of yours.” She glanced down at the compass before looking out at the ocean, grinning with all her teeth.

Then she transformed into a green and black dragon and, with a flap of her wings that sent sand into my eyes, leapt into the sky.

“Liam. Eamon. Do everything you can to prevent her from reaching the artifact, but do not risk your own survival.” Desmon eyed the two severely. “I mean it. Don’t get yourself into trouble that I can’t get you out of.”

Both demons nodded solemnly.

Then, holding me in his arms, Desmon opened a portal to his cave.

Once we were inside it, he didn’t set me down until we were right at the two chests covered by the sheet. I cringed, not wanting to face that terror again. But he ripped off the sheet and positioned me directly in front of the smaller metal one.

“Open it. You deserve to know all of the story.”

“I don’t want to.” I backed up like I was afraid the chest would burn me, only to bump into Desmon.

“Please, Carly. I need you to understand.”

Tentatively, I reached for the chest. I don’t know what I expected to see, but fragments of a giant broken eggshell, a child’s leather shoe with shiny brass buckles, fuschia and purple scales of differing sizes, a small claw wrapped in a leather thong and made into a necklace, and a tiny toy sword definitely weren’t it.

When I didn’t immediately touch any of the items, Desmon reached around me, picked up the largest of the shell fragments, and put it in my hand. I saw an image of a much younger Desmon, not that he looked old now, sitting in his human form next to a sparkling red and purple egg about the size of a pumpkin, reading to it. They were inside a castle that reminded me of the second floor of his current home, but this was clearly another time and another place. Then the scene changed, showing Desmon, now in his dragon form, curled around the egg at night, sleeping.

The weight of something infinitely important settled in my consciousness.

Holding my breath, I put the shard of eggshell down and I reached for one of the smaller scales. I saw a tiny dragon, purple and pink, not much bigger than a cat, and completely helpless. Desmon held it in his arms, cradling it like a baby.

Behind me, I heard a sharp intake of air from Desmon, but nothing more.

I reached for the next item, the toy sword. This one didn’t give me an image, but I heard the sound of a boy laughing followed by Desmon’s voice, equally jovial, and then the boy replying. I couldn’t make out the words, but I felt their happiness and love, and their feeling that together they could conquer the universe.

Then the shoe. This time there were no words. Instead, I found myself running through the woods, panicking. I’d been playing with the boys from the village and they’d brought me into a barn. Their sires had been waiting for me inside, led by a man in shining metal. They were going to kill me. So I ran. I looked down, my eyes landing on the leather shoes on my feet, then up at the sky, wishing I was big enough to fly. But I wasn’t, not yet. I wasn’t going to make it home!

When the vision ended, I was panting for air as if I’d really been there, running for my life.

“Be calm, Carly. Whatever you’re seeing, it’s not really happening. You are safe here with me.”

I turned and looked up into Desmon’s face. He suddenly looked much older.

“One more,” he encouraged. “For me. The claw. But be warned: it’s bad.”

I reached for the claw and was greeted with a searing pain so strong in my hand that I snatched it away. But I wasn’t a quitter. I reached for it again and gritted through the pain.

The next image was of a small dragon, sprawled lifeless on the leaf litter of an ancient forest. Then, the scene jumped to a village.

I was the claw now, and I was being held aloft by a knight in armor, like a trophy. Around me, the town exploded in thunderous applause. I watched as the boys I’d thought were my friends were gifted real swords for their bravery. Their mothers beamed with pride. The villagers celebrated long into the night as I watched, horrified, from around a man’s neck. Then, there was a loud screech, and a red and orange dragon appeared in the sky, spewing dragon fire and rage. Elation filled me. My sire was here! Everything would be all right now!

I was sobbing, gasping for air, when Desmon took the claw from my hand. Then he wrapped himself around me, comforting me when I should be the one comforting him.

“I’m so sorry. I didn’t know,” I sobbed.

“I never told you. I never told anyone.” He carried me to the nest and climbed inside. Then, lying in a half-shift so he could wrap his wings around me, he told me his story.


Chapter 30
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“The village was there before I arrived,” I said, closing my eyes with the memory. “They didn’t know what I was at first, not with The Wall working its magic. I was just the wealthy traveler who’d settled in a castle atop the big hill. The village was never very well off: the villagers often had difficulty keeping themselves fed over the winter.

“After a particularly bad harvest one year, they came knocking at my castle gates, begging for help. Just a little bit of assistance to help them through the meager months.”

“What did you do?” Carly was listening raptly.

“It didn’t cost me much, and I found watching the village entertaining at times, so I agreed. I bought them enough grain to fill their silos and allowed them to hunt on my land in the winter months, with the clause that they couldn’t take any beasts larger than a dog, and any gold they found on the land was to be brought to me. I was very immersed in dragon affairs at the time and had no use for human sacrifices or any other silly rituals.”

Carly made a sound that was a cross between a scoff and a laugh at the mention of human sacrifices, but otherwise said nothing. So, I continued.

“Somewhere along the way, the villagers started bringing me offerings of thanks every autumn. Extra bushels of wheat, a dozen chickens. A cow. And as the village began to flourish under my protection, silver and gold coins.

“I got bored with dragon matters and started watching my people more closely. I envied them their families. My family consisted of a mother who had been slain, an unknown sire, and a brother who had managed to survive even though custom dictated that I destroy him before he was even hatched.”

Carly nodded, probably remembering her meeting with Emmett.

“This was when I made my first mistake. I contracted with a dragoness for an egg, making sure to have written in blood that the resulting dragonlet would be solely mine and not hers as well. I stayed with this egg, caring for it, watching over it, excited to be a father.”

“I felt that when I touched the shell. You read to it.”

“Yes. I wanted him to be able to live as both a dragon and a man. Unfortunately, it was also during this time that the villagers started to question what I was. It had been almost a century and I still looked the same, while their elders died and their children replaced them. These new villagers didn’t remember the time when every winter was a struggle. They didn’t know where the custom of leaving me an offering every fall came from.

“Several more years went by, and Dante—that was his name—became a young dragon boy. He was old enough now to understand that we could not be seen in our natural forms. The Wall only hid so much.”

I stared at the time-hardened ceiling of my cave. The next part was hard.

“I should never have let him play with the boys from the village. But I’d wanted him to be able to walk among men and hide amongst them in a way that I couldn’t. Maybe he had let it slip while they were playing, I don’t know. The villagers, terrified of things they didn’t understand, called in a knight who was renowned for slaying dragons and monsters.”

“And came after you and Dante?”

“I had been so engrossed in my own life that I hadn’t noticed until I heard his cries. As the villagers celebrated—celebrated!—his death, I flew over the village and razed it to the ground. I was so angry all I could see was fire and red and…”

Carly put a hand on my forearm, calming me, and I realized there was a steady stream of smoke coming out of my nostrils. I tried to force myself to breathe and relax, but the memories were too strong and painful. My dragon burst forth, although we were careful to keep our precious mate safe in our arms. I was glad I was already in the nest. This was the only room where I could shift without knocking everything over.

“It’s okay, Desmon. I’m still here.” Her eyes glistened with tears. “I don’t know what it says about me as a person, but I would’ve done the same. I’m sorry I didn’t let you explain before. I understand now, and I forgive you.”

That was the first time I’d ever told anyone about Dante, and I felt a heavy load lift from my chest. For centuries, I’d believed I’d never want to make life again. But I realized now that the hole in my heart had healed to the point that perhaps I would be ready again soon.

We can make life with our mate!

It was possible, even with non dragons. The magic would take over, altering her biology just enough to grow an egg in her womb. She’d give birth to the egg, which we would then hatch together.

The thought had me excited until I realized I wouldn’t be around to raise a child. Not for at least a hundred years.

“I am glad you forgive me, My Treasure. Sleeping a hundred years knowing my one and only mate hated me would be torture.”

Her brow furrowed. “What are you talking about? You haven’t lost the competition yet.”

“Not yet, no,” I agreed. “But it is just a matter of time. She will find this piece, and is cunning enough that she will steal one from me. Eamon and Liam could perhaps delay her, but not stop her entirely. I ordered them to not risk their lives.”

“Demons can die?” She looked shocked.

“Well, not die per se, since technically they aren’t fully alive, but they can be permanently terminated. I don’t want that to happen with either of these two. Liam makes Seth happy, and that’s important to me. And Eamon spent most of his existence bound to wizards; he deserves a good life now that he’s free.”

“Okay, so she gets her greedy claws on the final piece. But that would still make you two tied. She’d have three, and you’d have three. You could still steal one back from her as easily as she could steal one from you. You haven’t lost yet.”

I wanted to touch her face, trace every line of it until I learned them all by heart. I wanted to kiss her and commit her scent and taste to memory. But my dragon refused to let the man back in. All I could do was press my snout against her bosom and file away the feel of it so I could pull up the memory anytime I wanted in future centuries and remember every single nuance.

But I knew that was impossible. Time would eventually rifle through my mind, erasing everything.

“Maybe not. But Gillisandra knows you exist, and the second you are not in my protection, she will come for you. Then she will hold you over me and demand I trade one of the pieces for you like she did the compass. And I will do so without hesitation.”

She shook her head. “No. No, no, no! That isn’t happening. I didn’t just go on a grand adventure, have my heart temporarily broken, get rescued, learn the most tragic thing ever about my dragon mate, and get ready to piece my heart back together, only to lose it all.

“That’s one hundred per cent not going to happen. You will protect me, Desmon. Promise you will fight to win this competition. Please. For me.”

She was asking the impossible, but she was my mate, so I was bound to do it, or die trying.

“I promise I will do my best. But I failed at protecting Dante. I cannot keep you locked up forever. This,”—he gestured to his cave of treasures— “is probably the only place you are truly safe from her. My estate is hard to get into but not impossible, not for other dragons. I have demons and wizards at my disposal, but so does she.”

I could keep her here, hide her away from the world, but eventually, she would see this as a prison and me as her jailer. I couldn’t do that to her. To us.

“I don’t care!” She was glowing now, as if my fire agreed with her and backed her. “If you give up on us, I will never, ever forgive you. How about that? You say you don’t want to sleep for a century with me angry at you, but if you dare take the easy route and trade a piece for me, then I will hate you—despise you!—for the rest of my life.”

I tightened my coils around her protectively. “But she will kill you!”

“I don’t fucking care!“ She was yelling now, and I could see my flames dancing around her.

“I love you, Carly.” It came out with a roar, and a few stones fell from the ceiling and pinged on the floor. “It would destroy me completely to watch you die. Don’t make me face that again.”

“So you’re just going to give up? If you really love me, then you’ll go out there and win. Tell me you love me again after you’ve won. If you quit now, you might as well hand me over to Emmett before you give her the last piece. At least then I wouldn’t be with a fucking quitter.”

A corner of one of the down comforters we were lying on caught fire, and I beat it with my tail to put it out. Her eyes grew wide when she realized she’d done it and not me.

“How the hell?”

“As long as you are in contact with me, you have access to my fire,” I explained.

The thought of Emmett claiming her had me ready to spew fire too, but there was no point in setting everything ablaze.

It would be difficult, but she was right. I couldn’t just give up now after fighting to win for so many centuries.

“My estate will be safe enough for now. But I will increase security.”

“Then what are we waiting for? Take me home!” The way she said it, calling the estate home, felt good.

I tried to shift back, but my dragon resisted.

No. We stay here. Protect mate.

Carly must’ve noticed me fighting my dragon because she grabbed my snout in both hands and gave me a sweet kiss on the nose. “Please shift back. Then we can win this competition together.”

I closed my eyes and slowly shifted back to my human form. Then I murmured the words to open a portal to my home. Unlike the portals to my nest, which drew on magic from the enchanted ring, the portals to my estate drew on magic coming directly from Seth.

We stepped into my library, and it wasn’t long before Seth appeared too. He looked haggard, like he’d been overextending his energy. Strange. A single portal shouldn’t do that.

“What is wrong?” The words came out sounding sharper than I had meant them to be; it hid my worry.

“I’m holding Gillisandra at bay. I suggest bringing in Sybil to help. I don’t know how much longer I can hold her.”

“She is here already?” That was fast. I’d expected her to still be searching for the artifact, not already battering down my door.

“Not here. At the ocean surface.”

“So she doesn’t have the artifact!” Carly exclaimed, elated. “You can still get it!”

“That’s right,” Seth said. He raised a brow at me. “Why the hell are you here and not out there winning this competition?”

“That’s what I said,“ Carly huffed. “Wait. Is there any way for us to speak to each other while you’re out there?”

“Yes,” Seth answered. “Through a magical link. Like magical walkie-talkies. But they take energy, and I’m already at my limit.”

“We’ll call in allies and reinforcements,” I decided. “A portal would be much faster than flying there.”

I had Sybil in my library minutes later. The dark-haired witch had her familiars, two rats named Salt and Pepper, on her shoulder.

There were others I could call on as well, but none I trusted as well as Sybil, especially with my mate here.

I quickly recapped our situation. The witch opened a portal using Eamon as a location anchor. It seemed they’d met before: her great-grandmother Sylvana owned Auntie Syl’s Wards & Witchery, the security company that maintained the wards at the Redrock Protective Services office.

I pulled Carly into my arms and gave her a hard, bruising kiss. Then I stepped through the portal.


Chapter 31
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I caught a brief glimpse of the rippling Pacific Ocean before the portal closed behind my dragon mate.

“The lines are open and secure,” Sybil said. “Desmon, ignore us unless we speak to you directly. Just focus on your goal. Anything else I should do, Carly?” She looked at me as if waiting for orders.

Oh gosh! I realized that with Desmon gone, I was now expected to take over. My first real challenge as a dragon’s mate, and it was a doozy! This was a fight for everything I cared about. I took a deep breath. If I could handle a class of shifter boys with the attention span of goldfishes, I could manage a couple of wizards and witches, right? Yes. I could do this.

“Help Seth hold the dragoness back. He looks exhausted.”

“Got it.”

“Is there anything I can do to make this easier on the two of you?” I asked.

Sybil nodded. “Magic is tiring. It drains us physically. We need a constant source of energy. I mean literal energy, as in calories. Fat, protein, and sugar. Any and all of it. Or else I’m going to start looking as skinny as Sethy Boy here.”

Seth grumbled something unintelligible at the nickname.

“Wait, Seth. Where’s your familiar?” Sybil asked.

“At home. I didn’t have time to pick her up,” he said.

“Who should I call to help with that?” I asked.

“Maybe the Redrock brothers,” Sybil said. “I’m sure Eamon’s updated them already.”

“Yes,” Seth said. “If anyone can break into my home and bring me my familiar, it’s them. Tell them the ward is down for the time being, but make sure to lock up again after they leave.”

“Got it.” I was glad to have something to do.

Seth gave me his phone so I could start making some calls. Both he and Sybil had strained looks on their faces, and Seth looked even thinner than usual, so I decided it was best I got them some food first.

Elana had had the same idea. She met me in the hallway with a tray piled high with candy bars, beef jerky, and about a half dozen cans of high-calorie meal replacement drinks. It didn’t particularly look appetizing to me, but Sybil did say calories. I ushered her into the library.

“I can help them too. I have magic; I just can’t access it anymore. But I spent years boosting someone else’s power, so this comes naturally to me.” She went to sit between the wizard and the witch.

After a few quick calls, we had Mateo in the library with us and were waiting for Gunnar, another one of the Redrock brothers, to arrive with Seth’s familiar. The gargoyle had worked for Desmon now and again and considered him a friend. He insisted on bringing Little Bit personally.

The only person I didn’t try to contact was Desmon’s brother. I knew he had bet on the game, but I also knew that was precisely why he wasn’t supposed to be trying to influence the outcome.

I didn’t care that it was all of us against Gillisandra. She had mentioned a witch and a wizard were working with her, and there could be others as well. Like Desmon had said, there were few rules in these games. And that meant I planned on using everything we had.

“If you portal me in, I can help.” Mateo paced the library which was starting to feel rather cramped.

“Not yet,” I said. “Let’s wait for Gunnar, so they only need to open a portal once. He said he’ll be here in a few minutes.”

Despite chugging an entire meal replacement drink, Seth still looked pale and weak. I wanted to conserve their energy.

“Fuck!” Desmon’s voice came through the link. “I can’t get close to the compass.”

“Maybe you don’t need to,” I said. “Seth—Liam can appear anywhere, right? As long as there’s no ward stopping him?”

“Yes.”

“And he can turn himself into any shape?”

“Yup. But just because he is a certain shape doesn’t mean he is actually that thing. He can look like a dragon, but any fire would simply be his soul stuff and wouldn’t be that hot.”

“You there, Liam?” I called through the link.

“Yup! I think I found her magic casters. They’re on a boat nearby.”

“Good job. I’ll send someone in after them. For now, can you dematerialize and float above the dragoness and get a reading from the compass?”

“Gotcha.” A moment later he said, “It’s pointing at an angle down to the ocean floor.”

“Ok, now Liam? Be the arrow. Show Desmon where to go,” I said.

“Hey, that might work!” Liam exclaimed.

“Be careful though. Don’t get hurt,” I said, remembering what Desmon had mentioned in the cave.

“Don’t worry about that,” Seth said. “Right now, all her magic casters are totally focused on disassembling our net. Liam can’t be hurt physically without magic. She could strike at him, but it would go right through him like a ghost. And even if they do spare some of their magic to try to stop him, it shouldn’t be lethal. It takes a lot to actually harm a demon.”

“I’m diving right now,” Desmon said. “Thank you.”

Then all I heard from his end was the bubbling of water.

“Good luck!”


Chapter 32
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I swam as fast as I could toward the ocean floor, speeding in the direction Liam had pointed. Seth and Sybil were still holding Gillisandra at the surface. We were far enough past the coral’s edge that no one on the nearby islands had a clue what was happening.

The ocean floor below looked barren, and I wondered if I’d veered off course. Even the smallest inaccuracy in the angle up at the surface would have me way off track by the time I was down here. I searched the floor, looking for something, anything that could be the artifact, picking up various items of interest and keeping them with me as I continued my search.

If the artifact was any of these items I was holding, the competition would instantly be over and I would know, just like I had with all the other artifacts. Except it wasn’t any of them. And I was running out of air.

In my dragon form, I could hold my breath for a very long time, but not forever. I dropped my most recent acquisition, drew a line in the sand with my tail to mark where I was, and then swam back up toward the surface.

The magic that helped me speak in dragon form didn’t work underwater, so while I was able to listen through the link, I couldn’t reply. Since Elana had joined Seth and Sybil, they’d been able to expand the links so that it included everyone on our side. Eamon had taken Liam’s place so that he could pop back to be with Seth and top up his magic.

Seth’s witchy side recharged through sex. That meant there was the occasional masculine moan that came across the line, but I ignored it. I’d seen and heard it all in my centuries of living.

“Ugh! Could they be a bit quieter?” said a male voice I recognized as Mateo’s.

“Please! How do you think I feel?” Elana asked.

“Oh, shit, right. You’re his mom,” Mateo replied. “Sorry. No wonder you look a bit green.”

“Gunnar’s here!” Carly’s voice called in the background. “He has Seth’s ball python.”

“Who’s going to brave the room and hand them his snake?” Carly asked just as Seth started panting heavily into the link.

“I think he’s busy with Liam’s snake right now,” Gunnar quipped.

Sybil sighed dramatically. “It’s just sex, you guys. Chill. Give it to him when he’s done, okay?”

I breached the surface and gasped in a big breath of air. Thousands of stars greeted me. But when I looked to where Eamon should be, I saw that he was not, in fact, pointing at the artifact anymore but tied up like a pretzel. And there was neon green duct tape over his mouth.

“Eamon’s a bit tied up,” I said into the link. “Literally.” I glanced around the surface of the ocean, my eyes drawn to some lights. “I see a small boat nearby. She must have magic casters aboard.”

“Fuck! No wonder they’re so strong; they are right there,” Sybil said. “Meanwhile we’re miles away.”

“We need someone to distract her spellcasters,” Carly said.

“Mateo and I can do it,” Gunnar offered. “If someone can portal us there.”

“I don’t think I have the energy,” Sybil said. “She’s got some strong magic practitioners working for her.”

“I can do it,” Seth said.

His offer was followed by a collective gasp, then Mateo yelling, “Ahh, my virgin eyes!”

Then Elana’s, “For god’s sake, Seth! Put on some pants.”

It all had me smiling to myself despite the severity of the situation. All these people were here for me. They cared whether I won or not. If I slept for a century, many of them wouldn’t be here when I woke.

Elana, Mateo, Sybil, and most important of all, Carly, would be gone. Maybe Seth too, since I wouldn’t be awake to encourage him to break those stupid EA rules and extend his life, though he might do it for Liam. And if Seth was gone, Liam might follow his mate into oblivion.

If I didn’t win this right now, this might be the last time I heard any of their voices.

And Carly. Would Emmett claim her instead? Would he share his lifespan with her, or would he let her age and then die? I didn’t think I could ever see them together and not feel murderous rage.

Fuck! I had to focus. I had to win.

If not for me, then for my friends and my mate.

A portal opened up a few yards in front of me, and a manticore and a gargoyle silently flew through it. The darkness of night was our ally, hiding us from the enemy.

“Be careful,” I warned quietly, using the link to avoid giving their presence away. “Don’t engage directly. They are strong. Use stealth.”

They might have wings, but they were still land creatures. I did not want to fish my friends out of the water because they’d drowned. Imagine that. A dragon with real friends.

I flew toward the boat and waited, my eyes on Gillisandra, who was still thrashing about in the net, trying to break free. A tiny glowing object caught my eye. The compass! It was hanging around her neck from a chain.

There was a commotion in the vicinity of the boat, followed by loud splashing. Above Gillisandra, Eamon puffed out of existence and then reformed into his normal shape. Gillisandra stopped struggling, the net holding her perfectly still. Her magic casters were temporarily out of commission, and that meant Seth and Sybil’s net was finally strong enough to hold her.

“Get the compass!” I yelled to Eamon. “It’s around her neck.”

He darted in quickly, snatching the compass and yanking it off its chain. Gillisandra might be immobilized, but she could still breathe fire. She directed an angry stream of flames at the demon. Eamon dematerialized, making his body into smoke. The fire went through him, but he still yelped in pain. Dragon fire was one of the few things that could hurt a demon.

As he flew toward me, I saw that his hand, which was still around the compass, was smoking. He hadn’t been able to dematerialize it, or he would have had nothing with which to hold the compass.

The second he tossed the compass to me, he plunged his hand into the water. It sizzled as it cooled.

Compass in hand, I dove again to the ocean floor, following the needle.

Suddenly there was a sound of something being knocked over, followed by several cries of “Sybil!” and “Seth!”

Moments later, Carly’s voice came through the link. “Instead of attacking the net, their wizards or whoever sent a shock wave through it. It knocked Seth and Sybil back. It was only one second, but it was enough for Gillisandra to break through. She’s coming after you.”

Sure enough, I glanced behind me, and saw Gillisandra was on her way down. Being sleeker and slimmer, she was also the faster swimmer by far.

“You can do this, Desmon,” Carly said. “I believe in you. Get that artifact, win the competition, and I’ll be all yours.”

I reached the ocean floor with renewed hope in my heart. I swam in a circle, watching the needle, finding the exact position it wanted me to be in. There was nothing there but sand.

Fuck! It must be buried underneath it.

I shoved my claws into the sand and started digging, but Gillisandra was fast approaching. I was also running out of air. I ignored the tightness in my chest and continued clawing at the sand, which only drifted back into the hole with every swish of the water.

Something metallic caught my eye.

It was very dark on the ocean floor at night, but in my dragon form I had immaculate night vision. Just as I reached for it, sharp teeth clamped down around my tail and yanked me back.

I whipped my head around and snapped my jaws at Gillisandra’s face, catching her cheek. She released my tail, and our blood clouded the water. Her claw caught me in the chest, pinning me to the sand and knocking the last of the air from my lungs.

The glint in Gillisandra’s eyes betrayed her plan. She wasn’t after the artifact. She was going to drown me. Then she’d win by default.

“Why is it taking so long?” Carly’s voice was tinged with worry. “He’s been down there for a long time.”

I struggled under Gillisandra’s claw. She had the advantage; she still had air, having made it down here much faster than I had.

There was a flash of pale gray in my peripheral vision, and suddenly, something large rammed into the she-dragon, who released me. I scrambled toward the hole I was digging, fighting the need to inhale. There was sand and blood everywhere, and I couldn’t see a thing, but I dug frantically.

Fuck! I needed air!

I was so close. I continued digging frantically, focusing on the hole, searching for that tiny flash of metal I’d seen earlier. When I looked up, it was to receive a claw in my face. I shrieked but only got a lungful of water.

Fuck. I’d failed.

But even as Gillisandra was tearing me away from the hole, my claws found something. A thick chain! I tightened my claws around it, holding on like my life depended on it—because it did.

The artifact was mine. I had won!


Chapter 33
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Seth had opened a portal to the nearest piece of land the second we’d gotten news that Emmett had fished Desmon from the ocean floor, heart still beating but not breathing, and Liam, Seth, and I had run through it.

I was now pacing a trench into the sand as Mateo stomped on Desmon’s chest with his lion paws, trying to pump the water out of his lungs.

“Come on, you idiot, breathe!” he growled.

Eamon had conveniently disappeared the split second he saw Seth; the demon still held a grudge against all wizards. That left Emmett and Gunnar facing off against Gillisandra, who looked like she was ready to set everything on the tiny island on fire.

“Cheater!” she screeched. “You have a stake in the outcome. You aren’t allowed to help.”

“I only jumped in after he found the artifact. That’s perfectly legal. You’re just upset you couldn’t cheat him out of the win by slitting his throat after. Not very sportsmanlike, Gilly.”

The bitch had tried to kill my mate after he’d already won?! I stopped pacing and turned to glare at the dragoness, suddenly really wishing my magic was stronger and less passive. If I could, I would have formed a lightning bolt and speared her up the ass with it.

Desmon still lay on the ground in his dragon form, limp and unresponsive. I swear, if he didn’t wake, I’d spend the rest of my life hunting this bitch down. If she was forced to take a hundred-year nap, I’d slit her throat myself as she slept.

Gillisandra puffed out a jet of steam, then charged at Emmett, only to bounce back off an invisible wall. But it clearly wasn’t Seth who’d made it: the wizard looked just as surprised as any of us when it happened. The hairs on my arms prickled, and I felt a chill despite the tropical night air.

Before us appeared a demon. Not like Liam or Eamon. One much more powerful and ancient. He towered over even the dragons, and his presence was so overwhelming it was nearly impossible to breathe. This must be the Gamemaster Desmon spoke of, the demon that had set up this whole competition.

“Gamemaster! I would like to report a cheater,” Gillisandra said, as she recovered from smashing against the invisible wall.

The demon ignored the dragoness. Instead, he raised his hand high in the air and announced in a booming voice so loud I wondered if they heard him on the other side of the planet, “I declare Desmon the winner. This competition is finished.” He reached out a massive hand and touched Desmon, whom Mateo was still trying to revive.

Desmon instantly coughed and sputtered, spitting out one last mouthful of water before sucking in a breath of air.

“Desmon!” I immediately ran to him, not caring about his proximity to the Gamemaster.

It would take a lot more than a powerful demon to keep me from my mate. I wanted no part of these stupid games that nearly cost me the love of my life. When we got home, I was going to tell Desmon he couldn’t participate ever again.

“No!” Gillisandra yelled. “Emmett cheated! He charged in and got in my way.”

The Gamemaster peered down at the dragoness like she was no more than a speck of dust. “Emmett only appeared on the scene after Desmon obtained the final artifact. He had already won.”

“What about that shark?”

“I had my demons follow it. It was not Emmett or a shifter with superior intelligence. There is no rule against encouraging a dumb beast to join the fray. It could have attacked either of you. I have spoken. You have until sundown today to prepare for your sleep.”

And then he was gone, leaving no trace except for the slight smell of brimstone.

Desmon was in his human form now. He looked confused. “My mate. Why are you here? It is too dangerous—”

I shook my head. “The competition is over. You won.”

“But the artifact—”

“Is here.” Emmett held up an anchor. Then he turned to Gillisandra. “Better get prepared for your long sleep. You wouldn’t want to leave any of your wards unset. You have made a lot of enemies.”

With a huff, Gillisandra leaped into the air and flew away.

“An ordinary anchor? That’s the artifact?” I asked, dumbfounded. It didn’t look like anything special to me.

“None of the artifacts had any real value aside from being part of the competition,” Desmon explained. He turned me to face him. “But today, I have won something infinitely more important than any artifact in the entire universe.” He pressed his forehead to mine. “I have won a life with you!”

I didn’t wait for him to kiss me; I pulled him down and kissed him hungrily instead. And just like every time we’d touched before, we got carried away and became lost in each other. It was hard not to, when he oozed such masculine sensuality.

The loud sound of a throat clearing stopped us. “I hate to break it up,” Liam said, “but I don’t think here on the sand is a particularly good spot for that type of activity. Unless you like getting sand all over your junk. Don’t ask me how I know.”

He had a point.

Desmon turned to our friends. “Thank you, everyone, for all your help. I promise there will be a big bonus for everyone.”

“We didn’t do this for the pay,” Mateo said.

“I know.” Desmon put a hand on Mateo’s shoulder. “Thank you.”

Mateo grinned, then said, “But I’ll gladly take a raise!”

Seth stuck up his hand. “Me too!”

Mateo looked like he wanted to give Desmon a hug but held back. Seth, on the other hand, didn’t hesitate. Then I gave Mateo a little shove, and he awkwardly pulled Desmon into a stiff one-armed side hug. Well, it was a start. I’d wager that Mateo hadn’t been hugged much in his life. And by Desmon’s reaction, neither had he.

“Carly and I still have several nights left at the villa,” Desmon said to Seth. “But I’d prefer to spend some time at home with my mate. Why don’t you and Liam take a Hawaiian vacation? I’ll extend the booking for another week.”

“Thank you. I do need some R and R after all that.”

Seth looked visibly older from over-taxing his magic, and it suddenly had me wondering if he used magic to keep himself looking perpetually young.

“Let me do one last thing for you, though.” He waved his hand, murmured a few words, and a portal appeared. “There you go. Enjoy your staycation at home. And congratulations on your big win.” He turned to me. “I hope this whole thing doesn’t scare you away. Welcome to the family.”

I grinned.

Emmett approached, and Desmon quickly moved to place himself between us.

“Congratulations on your mating,” said the other dragon. “Your human and monster allies have impressed me. I’m glad I placed my bet on you.” He looked at Seth and Mateo thoughtfully. “Perhaps I should adopt a few lesser beings as well. Farewell for now, brother. I’ll see you in a few decades.”

Then he walked off into the darkness.

It was only now that I realized Desmon had been, inadvertently or not, treating the two of them like sons. Seth’s father was an asshole, and Mateo had none at all. Desmon had stepped in and offered them both guidance, disguising it as employment. But it was clear they didn’t treat him like a boss. Those “I’ll take a raise” comments were starting to sound like two boys asking for more allowance to me.

Both of them seem to have near unlimited access to his home, except for his lair on the top floor. Seth dropped in anytime. Mateo had lived there for years. And according to Elana, he still sometimes showed up for dinner.

I didn’t think Desmon or Mateo recognized their unusual dynamic for what it was, though Seth probably did. He was perceptive. But I sure as heck wasn’t going to mention it. I didn’t want Mateo or Seth calling me mom, even as a joke. And I could totally see Seth doing that.

It wasn’t long before I was in the big tub in Desmon’s bathroom, soaking off all the salt and sand. My mate was in the water with me, and everything felt…right. The ordeal was over, and we could finally relax.

“I think I’ve had enough adventure and excitement to last me a lifetime,” I said as I settled back against his broad chest.

“I promise, life with me isn’t usually so stressful,” he said, nuzzling the shell of my ear. “Most of it is pretty boring. That’s why we have the games and competitions.”

“Yeah, about that,” I said, putting on my best stern school tour leader voice. “You’re banned from ever participating again.”

“How about betting?”

“No!”

“Aww. But I guess it’s worth it if it means I can have you instead.”

“Flatterer.”

“Back in the cave, you told me to tell you I loved you again after everything is over. Well, it’s over now. And Carly, I love you. You are my world, my everything. The only treasure I truly need.”

Warmth radiated through my body from his words, searing through me like dragon fire. I inhaled and then dissolved into a sob.

“I love you too,” I managed before happy tears filled my eyes. “I’m so glad I spilled coffee on your pants.”


Epilogue
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Carly’s laughter rang through the hallway, filling my heart with warmth and happiness. These corridors had never felt more like a home, and I couldn’t imagine them devoid of her cheerful and colorful presence ever again.

I followed the sound and found her in the drawing room, enjoying a cup of coffee with her best friend. Dana had just arrived earlier this morning, and they’d been so eager to catch up that they’d opted for coffee and a chat before even bringing Dana’s things up to her room.

I’d thought my mate would be most excited to see her parents, but they’d arrived yesterday and, after a few words and a hug, had left to explore the city. I’d asked if they wanted a tour, but they assured me that they preferred to make discoveries on their own, especially in a new-to-them city.

“It’s nothing against you personally,” Carly had said when they’d left. “They’ve always been roamers. I’m just glad to have them here at all.”

She’d explained that her parents had met on the road, had her, then reluctantly settled down one year at a time just so she could finish each school year before they moved on. She’d gone to a new school every year, but instead of making her feel well traveled, her childhood had felt disjointed, just an endless sea of new faces that never stuck around.

I couldn’t imagine that. It was the exact opposite of how dragons worked. Dragons tended to find a territory and settle down in it; we had strong nesting instincts. Though I wouldn’t mind taking my mate on a few more adventures for our upcoming honeymoon.

Despite the media frenzy surrounding Darlington’s dragon getting hitched, we were keeping our celebration small. For one, Carly only had her parents and one friend who she wanted to attend. Most everyone else was our friends. Carly had originally referred to them as my friends, but Seth had heard about it and acted all hurt, then insisted that they were her friends too.

Carly had been adamant that no press was to be invited, even though they were all salivating to be included. I wholeheartedly agreed with her. It was going to be a special day, and I wanted to spend it with special people. Not reporters.

She was grinning from ear to ear as the two chit chatted and I wanted to stay and watch. I loved looking at her when she was this happy. But the phone in my hand reminded me that I was here for a reason.

I cleared my throat to announce my presence. “Sorry to interrupt. The driver’s here to take you to the dress fitting.”

I had wanted to go too, but Carly made it very clear that I wasn’t supposed to see the dress until the wedding. This, she’d said, was something only for her and Dana. I hated being apart from her, but accepted her need to be a separate person and have her own friends and life.

She’d even insisted on continuing her job at the museum, even though I’d told her she didn’t need to work and that I’d provide for her.

“It’s not about whether you can provide for me or not,” she’d explained. “I know you can. It’s about me having a life. I like doing the tours. I want to encourage the next generation to love history. Besides, you don’t want the next generation of voters not having a clue about what happened in the past, do you?”

That had had me remembering my own past. It had only taken two generations for events to be completely forgotten, or worse, misremembered. Why? Because it wasn’t shared.

So she had a point. We’d compromised and decided she would only go in when there was a tour booked.

“We should probably get your stuff up to your room before we go,” Carly said to her friend. “I put you right next to Q-Tip.”

We’d completely bunny-proofed that particular room, and Q-Tip had free roam of it all the time, though he had been known to follow Carly or Elana around the estate and grounds as well. We’d even built a hawk-proof area in the garden for him, too, and my gardener spent hours planting it with the little rabbit’s favorite fruits and veggies.

It had taken daily visits and offerings of his favorite treats, but the bunny now actually liked me. He hadn’t kicked me in weeks! Maybe he realized that I’d always take care of Carly, and therefore him.

“I’ll take them up,” I said. “It’s just the rolling luggage and the duffle, right?”

Dana nodded. “Yup. Thanks, Desmon.”

Carly picked up her mug of coffee from the side table, and stood. “Let’s get these into the kitchen.”

Elana had told her numerous times just to leave them for her, but Carly insisted on cleaning up after herself.

“Watch out!” I cried.

Too late. Carly’s foot caught on Dana’s wheeled luggage, and the half-finished coffee in her hand went flying straight toward me. I caught my mate with my ultra-fast dragon reflexes before she slammed into the counter. But that didn’t stop the coffee.

Fuck! There goes another pair of pants!

THE END
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