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      So, Valentine’s Day is one of those holidays you either love or loathe. If you loathe it, then read on, and have a giggle. If you love it, then I’ll know you sigh over Georgios’s charming ways. ;)

      Remember, this is a soap opera-style series, so watch out for more holiday-themed tales that revolve around this particular universe.

      And, you’re going to see this in the book:
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      If you’re curious, it’s the Orion constellation. You’ll learn why soon. ;)

      As always, thank you for your support. Without you guys, I couldn’t do any of this.

      Love

      Serena

      xoxo
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      “Do you admit to committing a treasonous offense, Sanguenna?”

      Lara wriggled her shoulders with unease.

      To tell the truth, or not to tell the truth, that was the question.

      She wrinkled her nose at the hush in the Vampire court. Everyone was waiting with bated breath for her to speak. To confirm or deny the rumors. Rumors that had led to her being dragged to the Vampire court’s secret location in Port Angeles.

      It felt like a witch-hunt, but the truth was she had committed a treasonous offense, and she’d do it again. But it wasn’t like she could admit to that, was it? If she did, they’d have her head on the chopping block before she could even flip them the bird. Weird thing was, Lara was pretty attached to her head, and she’d do whatever it took to keep it glued to her neck.

      “Sanguenna, do you admit to gifting nightwalker blood to a Shifter?”

      Suitable gasps of horror whipped around the court like a Mexican wave on steroids.

      Jesus, how had she gotten into this mess?

      She’d wanted to help. That’s all. But look what being helpful got her?

      The prospect of being left out in the sun, that’s what.

      A long, torturous death and all because a Wolf Pup hadn’t deserved to die thanks to a shameless attack from another Shifter. His uncle, of all people.

      Lara straightened her shoulders. “I committed no treasonous offense,” she stated, loud and clear. It was a lie, but it was also a half truth. If she didn’t believe it was treasonous, then it wasn’t, right?

      Or was that bizarre logic too complex for the dicks on the court to understand?

      Good thing they didn’t have access to her thoughts.

      A silence fell amid the audience, because that was exactly what they were. It wasn’t like they were watching a TV show being filmed with a live studio audience, but it might as well have been for all the entertainment the bastards were getting out of this.

      She’d even seen some kids in the crowd. Talk about a family night out!

      Come on, kids, let’s go and see the Sanguenna be sentenced to death.

      Talk about beating out Disney World for the ultimate night trip.

      The court was a grandiose affair. The judge sat on a throne, beside which was another throne. Though the latter was empty, it was where the Emperor sat, and as his right-hand man, the judge’s place, was at his side.

      Though the Emperor’s was larger, the judge’s was enormous. Like a wooden La-Z-Boy without the reclining option.

      Maybe that was why the judge had such a dour look on his face?

      The hard seat was giving him hemorrhoids.

      Well, that was if their kind could even get hemorrhoids.

      Huh. She’d have to ask Isabel. The only woman in her coven who was pregnant at the moment, and pregnant women always got hemorrhoids, didn’t they? At least, she thought they did. Well, that was what she’d heard over the years.

      Of course, that was if they’d even let her see Isabel before she was baked in the sun like cookie dough on a sheet pan.

      “Look, if that was all you wanted to ask me, I could have told you over the phone.” Lara knew it wasn’t wise to have an attitude, but she needed to brush this off. Take away the sting before it had the power to develop into a bad case of hives. “I have things I need to arrange in my coven, in Seattle. You are aware I have a pregnant nightwalker in my care, yes?”

      The judge narrowed his eyes. “Yes. I am aware of this situation.”

      Though she wanted to chivvy the dour Vampire along, she couldn’t. She just had to let him look at her like he was studying a piece of dog shit on his shoes.

      Maybe he’d look at a dog turd with kinder eyes… She wasn’t sure, but if her reminding him about Isabel didn’t hurry him along, then nothing would.

      There were two kinds of Vampires. Nightwalkers and daywalkers. The clues really were in the title. Some walked through the day, and others, like herself and Isabel, walked at night.

      A nightwalker was created from two Vampire parents. Didn’t matter if it was a day-daywalker combo or a night-daywalker mix, nightwalkers were always the end result. But, if either mated with a human, a daywalker was born.

      Vampire geneticists had yet to figure out why, but nightwalkers were hard to spawn. A set of Vampire mates found it difficult to conceive, with most pairs producing only one child if they were lucky.

      A human and a Vampire mate, on the other hand, could spawn many more. Five had been the most documented.

      Nightwalker pregnancies, as a result, were highly protected. Isabel was getting sick of being treated like glass, but it was just how it worked.

      It didn’t help that a nightwalker pregnancy lasted two months longer than a human-Vampire one. Isabel was about ready to shit a brick, but for Lara, that was to her benefit.

      The head of a coven was a beacon for all its members. As Sanguenna, she provided emotional succor, as well as physical protection. It took a long time for a coven to bind well together. If anything were to happen to Lara, while Isabel was still pregnant, she could lose the child. That was how important a coven leader was to its members.

      She had enough blood on her conscience that she didn’t need to bathe in anymore. But with nightwalker children being so rare and so precious, putting Lara’s life on the line would endanger Isabel and the babe too… She could only cross her fingers and hope that put an end to this interrogation.

      The judge started speaking, making her jump as he jolted her from her thoughts. His intoned, “Bring the child in,” had Lara closing her eyes as regret washed through her. Ducking her head, she whispered under her breath, “Fuck.”

      How had they gotten their hands on Max, dammit? She’d told him and his parents to hide out for the next six months. Not because she’d envisaged this particular fall out, but because Max’s uncle was still on the lookout for him.

      Where Wolves were concerned, Alphas were born not bred. Only one was born per generation within a Pack, and Max was his generation’s.

      Problem was, his uncle sensed Max was stronger than him, and that one day, Max would challenge him. He’d decided to do away with the threat while Max was still vulnerable.

      Had she done wrong? Giving blood to a wounded child? He’d been on the brink of death. Only a nightwalker’s blood could have saved him.

      Was that really so fucking wrong?

      She heard feet being dragged against the stone cobbles of the court’s floor. She also heard grunts and bellows of pain as well as the rustling of clothes as Max, obviously pissed at being dragged toward Lara’s doom, did his best to escape their hold.

      She appreciated the gesture, but it was too late for that.

      The court was laid out like something from Henry the Eighth’s. A long, wide room. Tall ceilings with beams decorated with ghoulish faces carved into them. At the back and sides, courtiers stood and watched the proceedings.

      At the front, there were the thrones.

      She stood between the mass of people and the judge, an area no sane person wanted to ever stand, and unfortunately for Max, he was dragged to a halt beside her. Lara cast him a look and, then, saw the state of the guards who’d brought him to the hearing, and her nostrils flared wide in an attempt to stem the laughter that longed to fall from her—the guards were bruised and battered!

      Max had managed to bloody them several times.

      Oh, they’d heal within the hour, but that a child of nine had managed such damage spoke highly of the Alpha beast within Max’s body. The uncle was right to fear his nephew. Especially now. He’d pissed off the beast by attempting to kill Max. It was like rattling a hornet’s nest and not exterminating them immediately after.

      A very bad idea.

      Max growled at the guards as they backed away, wiping their bloody noses, and glowering at him all the while. After they disappeared, he looked up at her and shot her an apologetic glance.

      She tried to tell him that she understood, but it was hard to convey silently.

      Instead, she cleared her throat and turned back to the judge. He was an old bastard. Nearly six hundred years old and grumpy with it.

      All judges were old, but the older they were, the bigger hardasses they became.

      Sadly for her.

      “Boy, you are here to testify to this woman’s guilt.”

      “Or innocence,” Lara slotted in quickly, making the judge glare at her.

      “Or innocence,” he amended with a sneer.

      “My name’s Max,” Max retorted, putting his hands on his hips with a shamelessness that surprised even Lara, and she knew the boy. Knew how precocious he was.

      The kid wasn’t afraid. Not one bit at being surrounded by three thousand Vampires.

      Jesus, the kid had more cojones than some of the grown men in this chamber!

      “Answer the questions I present to you, Max.”

      “My mom says you should always say ‘please’ and ‘thank you’ after making a request of someone.”

      Judge Matterson’s jaw clenched, but otherwise, he ignored Max. “Do you know this woman?”

      “Yes. She’s the Sanguenna of the local coven in my town.”

      Matterson narrowed his eyes. “How do you know of her?”

      “Everyone knows Lara. She makes the best coffee in the state.” Which, for a kid born and raised in Seattle, was high praise indeed.

      Matterson frowned. “How do you know this?”

      “She has a coffee shop, and sometimes, she works as a barista.”

      Lara winced at the easy reply, and the ensuing roar that buzzed through the crowd. Hell, she thought it was a louder noise than the racket they’d made for the judge’s demand she admit to treason!

      Sanguennas managed. They directed. They led. They didn’t tend bar. They didn’t serve coffee. Certainly not to other supernaturals.

      Vampires believed they were the supreme paranormal creature.

      Her race’s arrogance knew no bounds.

      The judge turned his nose up at her, apparently dismissing her now he’d learned she served other supes and not the other way around.

      “How many coffee shops does your coven own?” he asked, surprising her with the personal question.

      The court never interfered in the night-to-night running of a coven, unless the taxes they demanded weren’t being paid. As that had never happened in her coven’s history, they’d had little reason to investigate.

      “Twelve,” she told him, her tone strident and proud. She saw no reason to act guilty. Sure, she was, but one man’s freedom fighter was another man’s terrorist, right?

      God, what had she come to if that was her go-to motto?

      “So many?” the judge asked, a scowl on his brow.

      She blew out a breath. “Yes. Twelve. As well as other businesses, like we have a specialty tea shop, and then we own the distribution company that provides both businesses with tea and coffee.”

      He blinked at her, and she just knew he was wondering if a woman could handle all that.

      There was the trouble with six hundred year old judges. They were sexist motherfuckers.

      “Is it true, Max, that you were recently attacked?”

      The kid narrowed his eyes and, at that moment, managed to look a lot older than nine. It was a bizarre scene. The nine year old batting for the three hundred year old before the man who’d seen six hundred years.

      She’d never imagined a pre-teen would be all that lay between her and execution.

      If she hadn’t stopped being Catholic a long time ago, she’d have been mumbling Psalms under her breath from the beginning of this court case.

      “Yes. I was injured. I am an Alpha. As is my uncle. He attacked me to lessen the threat to his leadership.”

      “And did you almost die?” the judge asked, his tone belonging to that of a coffee morning and not one that spoke of a child’s needless targeting by a man who should have been his protector.

      “I did.”

      “Why didn’t you?” Matterson pounced on the admission with an incredible lack of sympathy.

      “Good fortune was on my side.” Jeez, the kid’s maturity stunned her. He didn’t just sound believable, he was believable.

      Lady Gaga’s poker face had nothing on Max’s.

      “And that was all?” the judge peppered.

      Max nodded. “Of course. What else? My uncle thought he’d bitten my carotid.” He had. “But he didn’t. He nicked my throat, and I had a nasty bleed out, but nothing that a few shifts didn’t heal.”

      Shifters could revert from one form to another, if they were injured. The process sped up healing. The problem was, if they were too injured, they couldn’t muster up the energy to start the shift.

      Max had been so far beyond that point she hadn’t even been sure if her blood would help.

      Matterson pursed his thin lips. “Rumors from your pack spread to the Vampire court, Max. That’s how we know of this treasonous act.”

      “Supposed act,” Lara butted in, prompting a sneer out of Matterson.

      “Supposed,” he corrected again, bitterly this time.

      “My pack is run by a bully. Its council is nothing more than a bunch of nodding dogs, and the people within aren’t much better. If you listened to them, you might as well listen to the chatter of small children,” Max retorted, folding his arms across his chest.

      Lara had to give it to the kid; he was convincing. Even if he was negating his own words... What was he if not a small child?

      “You are certain this nightwalker has not come to your aid?”

      Max frowned. “Well, yeah, she has. I mean, there was the time my mom and I got separated at one of her coffee fairs, and I couldn’t find my mother. She helped me. Do you mean that?”

      Matterson sighed. “No. I did not mean that. I meant, has she ever given you blood?”

      Max pulled a face. “That’s gross. I wouldn’t take her stinking blood anyway. You guys are unnatural.” He huffed out his disgust, which was rather brave considering the umbrage of the crowd behind him. She wanted to help him, but God protect them both, there was no way she could defend him against these bastards.

      Eyes bulging in his outrage, Judge Matterson roared, “Take the child away.”

      “I want to see my mom,” Max called out when two guards appeared once more. They started to drag him away, before she could do more than turn to watch him leave.

      He grunted, “You’ll see her, boy. She’s outside. Waiting.”

      After watching Max being hauled out of the audience chamber, kicking and screaming with each step even though he was no longer in any danger, Matterson hissed, but the sound was more annoyed than aggressive. That alone let her relax. He had no proof, and she could see the evidence of that written into every crevice of the man’s face. Max was most definitely lying, but Matterson’s superiority would never let him think that a Wolf Shifter could outwit him, and Lara had to admit that Max had been beyond convincing.

      She watched as the judge began to tap his fingers rhythmically against the wide armrest of his throne. From pointer to little finger, the cadenced move caught her attention.

      “It seems we have called you here for an inconsequential matter, Sanguenna.”

      Lara tried not to let her relief show on her face. She stemmed it by putting on an annoyed look and scowling at him. “I should think so, Judge Matterson. Next time, if you have any queries, feel free to call me.”

      The old man glared at her but waved a dismissive hand. She swallowed down her nerves, turned on her heel, and began to walk toward the crowd.

      She was on the receiving end of a lot of hissing from the three-thousand strong crowd—Vampire court was a huge bitch—but they let her pass unscathed.

      With each step she took, she felt sick with anxiety. A Vampire had feline qualities. She knew, because she possessed them herself. When a cat had a mouse within its grasp, it toyed with the small, piteous creature. Letting it think it could escape before putting a paw down and stopping it in its tracks. She was well aware that that could happen at any moment and that she’d been released without all the pomp and ceremony the court was renowned for.

      Did that mean the judge would call her back the minute she thought she was near freedom?

      It was highly likely.

      The crowd parted for her to step forward, but the opening was swallowed up behind her like a tidal wave was urging her toward the door.

      When she made it to the exit, she nearly felt faint when the judge didn’t call her back, and the crowd didn’t join her outside. Sick to her stomach, she hid the tremor in her fingers as she strode down the stone corridor lined with rich rugs and tapestries, which reminded her all the more of Hampton Court, and she headed for the great hall.

      She ignored the grandeur. Avoided the guards. And with no small relief made it to the entrance.

      Rushing down the stone steps, she ran toward her car in the parking lot. She still felt certain the judge could change his mind, and if that were so, her best chance at freedom was now.

      The wheels screamed as she drove out of the lot, leaving the castle behind her. It looked like it had been plunked down in the middle of the metropolis, because it had been. The Emperor had purchased an old castle in Scotland and had it brought over to the States.

      The turrets, slitted windows, and fucking moat, added to the hauteur of the court, and when she was over the drawbridge and driving on the highway, she took the first exit to a service station.

      Having parked, she pressed her forehead to the steering wheel and did what she hadn’t done in three centuries.

      Bawled like a baby.
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      One of the reasons he hated this realm was the fact men always seemed to wear either suits or jeans.

      He’d never been a fan of either. Jeans were restrictive. A man needed air to get to his balls, dammit. And suits felt like the equivalent of a prison for the chest. So damn constricting.

      The head of his House, Remy Dreconis, had recommended a tailor in London. Savile Row were the best, he’d said. Well, Georgios saw the appeal, but still, he felt like he was wearing a straitjacket.

      And yes, he knew how restricting they were.

      Not that he wanted to think back to those days when he’d been locked up in one.

      Damn humans.

      Just because a man revealed he could turn into a Dragon didn’t mean he needed to be locked up for being mad!

      Remy had to bail him out on that particular occasion. In fact, Remy had to bail Georgios out on many occasions.

      He pursed his lips at the thought, and sat back in the armchair he’d claimed as his in the coffee shop that belonged to his leman.

      He’d been coming here for the past month. Ever since he’d awoken from a potion-induced sleep that Remy had put him under, because his mate had finally started to stir.

      Coming to this realm, seeing her behind a counter, and serving coffee of all things, had come as a bit of a surprise. She was the leader of a coven, after all. Powerful for a Vampire. Serving people wasn’t exactly in her job description.

      His Dragon didn’t like it. The beast rumbled when a customer flirted with her. Yet what astonished him was how both males and females did it.

      Something called a sexual revolution had occurred since he was last here. He wasn’t sure what it meant, but it was very inconvenient.

      Now he had to growl at both men and women when they stared at his mate’s cleavage or eyed her butt when she bent over.

      No, this modern society was very irritating all around. Everywhere he went, things beeped and pinged. Cars lined the streets now, but at least there were no bombs.

      The second to last time he’d been in this realm, he’d been in London. The Blitz had prompted him to make a swift return to his world lest he was caught up in the blast too.

      It had reeked of cowardice, but with every bomb, his beast had wanted to break free. A Dragon roaming over German airspace wouldn’t have gone unnoticed. Even in those unenlightened times.

      It had been return home or be caught, again, in shifted form.

      He grimaced at yet another memory where Remy had to save his behind.

      Really, the man had made quite a habit of it.

      Hiding his irritation behind his coffee cup, because admitting that he was a nuisance bruised his ego—and what man appreciated that?—he drank deeply from the mug. The blend was smooth, rich, and creamy. Much like his mate’s skin, he thought.

      Not that he could see his mate’s skin at the moment.

      Which was another source of irritation.

      He’d come here with the explicit desire of seeing her, and she wasn’t bloody here.

      His beast had been grumbling since his arrival. And having a three-ton Dragon storming around his head wasn’t pleasant for anyone. Man, beast, or any poor bastard in the vicinity.

      “He’s so hot,” one of the baristas murmured to another. “He comes in every night. Have you noticed? I think he likes me.”

      His hearing was sensitive enough that he could hear the two servers discussing him over the din of a full coffee shop.

      The woman, though beautiful—when wasn’t a Vampire gorgeous?—did nothing for him.

      Before his mate’s stirring, he’d have taken up the offer in her eyes more times than she could count. But now, he was a one-female male.

      Well, he would be if he struck up the courage to actually meet the pesky creature.

      The truth was, Georgios was relieved to have found his mate, but he wasn’t happy about it. Not one bit.

      Which put him in rather an awkward position.

      The beast wanted to claim her every which way but Sunday. The man wanted to wait. To watch. To learn.

      The dual desires only ratcheted up his irritation.

      He reached for the paper he’d brought with him. These Kindles were too irritating for words. One couldn’t beat the feeling of paper against fingers, the rustle as he shook out the sheets, or the ink that stained the digits after a long, hard read.

      No, indeed, no electronic device could compare, he thought snootily. Then, as he began to read, he scented her, and all his inner grumblings faded to dust.

      She appeared on the horizon like an angel come down from heaven. Her chestnut brown hair gleamed with vitality, and it was the perfect contrast to her pearly porcelain skin. Bright as a button, chocolate eyes scanned the place, and her naturally rouged lips pursed as she took in the night’s large crowd. She had high cheekbones, which were a little gaunt, and a high forehead with a widow’s peak. She was slender, too slender really, but with her height, his leman strutted around like a model. As he took her in, the wondrous sight that was his woman, she nearly glowed she was so incandescent, but he discerned a strain about her features. Fatigue as well as concern.

      He frowned at the sight, and as she passed him, he reached for the hand that swung at her side. “Ma’am? Would you do me the honor of having a coffee with me?”

      Lara blinked at him. “Excuse me?” She smiled. “I’m sorry. I was miles away.”

      He could tell. That’s why he’d stopped her in her tracks. “I wondered if you’d have a coffee with me?”

      It was on the tip of her tongue to say no. He sensed it. But she surprised him, the both of them by the looks of it, by plunking herself in the armchair opposite.

      Once the cushions embraced her, she sank back with a tired sigh. Then, when one of the servers appeared, she stated, “I’ll have my usual, Stacey.”

      The server nodded and disappeared.

      “Your usual?” he asked, cocking his brow in curiosity.

      He’d only experimented with black coffee. Preferring to taste the different beans to the many variations humans asked for.

      He still wasn’t sure what a triple, venti, soy, and no foam latte was. Or, come to that, what a tall non-fat, venti, half sweet macchiato was either. When some humans placed orders at the speed of bullets being fired from a gun, he had to wonder how the baristas managed to translate what was being ordered into actual coffee.

      His mate, his leman, wrinkled her nose in a most appealing manner. “I shouldn’t admit this.”

      “No?” He tilted his head, more intrigued than ever. “Why not?”

      “It’s a terrible thing for a coffee shop owner to admit.”

      He grinned. “Now you have to tell me. I’ll die of curiosity.”

      “I hate coffee,” she whispered, leaning forward. He hated that he was like any other male, and took advantage of the moment to peer down her top, but those were his breasts.

      He had some right to them, didn’t he?

      She pulled a face at her admission, which had him wondering if he was supposed to be surprised. He’d been tolerating the brew, mostly because his leman owned so many stores that sold the damn drink, if she didn’t like it then that meant he could stop experimenting, surely?

      Because she seemed to expect a reply, he mumbled, “So what’s the usual if you don’t drink coffee?”

      “Tea. I usually have green tea.”

      He blinked. “I’m surprised.”

      “Why?” she asked, sounding amused.

      Deciding to grab the bull by the balls, he peered over his mug and stated, “Because I didn’t think Vampires usually drank anything.”

      His words had her freezing in her seat, and then, she cast her gaze about to see if anyone had overheard him. She didn’t know that he’d made sure his tone was modulated enough for only Lara to hear. The coffee shop was very busy, and her hearing wasn’t as sensitive as his, but ten times more so than a human’s.

      “How did you know?” she asked, softly. Still gawking around her to make sure no one was eavesdropping. He didn’t bother reassuring her. She was a Sanguenna, that meant she’d check regardless of anything he had to say. “Are you a nightwalker too?” Her brow puckered. “Although I’d have sensed you if you were.”

      He shook his head. “I’m a Shifter.” He had to be careful here. He hadn’t really intended on blurting all this out, but curiosity had gotten the better of him, and inquisitiveness was the failing of every Dragon. It was why they were all obsessed by books. Georgios more than most.

      “What kind?” She tipped her head to the side. “It’s not a regular Shifter. I’d have sensed that too…” Her eyes narrowed. “You’re definitely unusual.”

      His damn beast preened at that, and before he could stop the creature from a rashness he’d regret shortly, Georgios blurted out, “Dragon.”

      Her eyes widened, and she didn’t even acknowledge ‘Stacey’ when the woman brought her her green tea.

      “A Dragon?” she whispered quietly, her eyes rounding in shock.

      He nodded, pleased by her awe. His race was the mightiest of all the Shifters. They were the original predator, after all. So dangerous that they’d had to live in another realm, away from the humans, for millennia. Their might had stirred fables and legends. Their valor knew no bounds.

      “What are you doing here?” she queried wonderingly.

      He smiled. His Dragon, smug and pleased at her reaction to him, prompted him to tell her the truth. But, before he did, he wanted her answer. Soon, she’d undoubtedly run screaming from him. It was nice to have her close.

      “You first. If we’re revealing hard truths, that is.”

      “Me first?” she asked, then shook her head. “We can drink some liquids. It depends. Daywalkers, of course, can ingest anything. Nightwalkers… some grow more tolerant with age, others less tolerant. There’s really no rhyme or reason. I can’t drink coffee, which is fortunate as I really don’t like it. But tea, I’m okay with.”

      “I shall have to try this green tea. I’ve never had it before.”

      “When it cools down, feel free to sample some of mine.”

      “That’s very kind of you.”

      She smiled. “Not really. It’s my café. I can do whatever I want.”

      He grinned. “It’s great being the boss, isn’t it?”

      “Yep,” she said brightly and slowly retreated into the armchair. “I can’t believe you’re a Dragon.” Then, as an aside, she said, “My name is Lara, by the way.”

      There was still awe in her voice, and his damn beast was purring like a pussy cat on a little girl’s knee. Mother, it was almost embarrassing.

      “Believe it,” he said a little gruffly. “I’m Georgios.”

      “What are you doing in this realm, Georgios?” she queried again, then bit her lip. “I shouldn’t ask that I suppose.”

      “No? Why not?”

      “I’ll admit, my surprise comes from having met another Dragon recently.”

      Georgios nodded. “I know. The head of my House, Remy.”

      “That’s him,” she said with a smile. “I’d never met a Dragon before him, and now I’ve met two in the space of two months.” At her words, she seemed to realize something. Her eyes narrowed as she mumbled, “Oh.”

      He frowned at the sound. “Oh?”

      “You’re here to see if I’m your mate, aren’t you?” She clicked her fingers. “Your leman. That’s what Remy called it, right?”

      Dragons had only one pool in which to find their mates. Males found them in the form of Sanguennas—the female leaders of covens. Female Dragons found them in Sanguens—male leaders of covens.

      This very limited pool of prospects meant that Dragons mated very rarely. And until recently, the Mother had been punishing their race. 

      That had been because of his father. The bastard had almost single-handedly brought down Dragonkind.

      Oh, what a man to be proud of.

      He blew out a breath for calm. It would do no good to think of Leon. It would do no good at all save to remind him of why he shouldn’t be here. Why he should leave his leman alone and not pester her with his presence.

      His blood wasn’t worthy of her.

      And that singular truth was a knife to the gut.

      Before he could say anything, before he could even get to his feet, she asked, “I’m right, aren’t I? You call mates lemans?” She sounded perplexed as to why he hadn’t answered.

      Clearing his throat, as nerves flushed through him, he murmured, “Yes. Indeed. We call them lemans.”

      “I’ve always wanted to be named after a citrus fruit.”

      He snorted. “You know the two words sound nothing alike. Well, they don’t if you have a European accent. Your American accent butchers everything.”

      Her eyes widened, and he feared he’d insulted her, and then, she started to snicker. “You know how to hit beneath the belt.”

      Tugging his collar away from his throat, he started to get to his feet. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said that.”

      She waved him down. “Don’t go,” she urged him. “Please, I’m not offended. I’m originally German, believe it or not, but I’ve been here a long time. Enough for the accent to become second nature.”

      It was his turn for his eyes to flare wide. “You’re German?”

      Her lips twitched. “Ja. Ich bin Deutsche.”

      “Any children you have will have a German name then.”

      She blinked at his logic. “They will?”

      He licked his lips, wishing he’d kept his foolish tongue still. Clearing his throat, he murmured, “Sanguenna are too rare for you not to be mated to one of my kind.”

      Lara stilled. “And you, like Remy, have managed to whittle down the list?”

      He ignored that. He had. But he wasn’t willing to admit that verbally, even if his actions had done a whole lot of admitting for him. “Well, it’s custom for a child to be named after the mother’s culture in my society.”

      “So, you’re called Georgios. Your mama was Greek?”

      Pain welled in his heart as it always did when he thought of his darling mother. She should have been alive now, alive to see him mate and to have a Dragonling of his own.

      Instead, she was dead. Murdered by his sire.

      He said none of that, simply nodded. “Indeed. My mother was Greek, and therefore, my name is Greek. The surname doesn’t change though. It holds true for our bloodline.”

      “That’s like human custom.”

      He wrinkled his nose. “Of a sort. We use the surname first and then comes the given name.”

      She leaned forward, her interest evident, but that her interest centered around the topic in question certainly came as a surprise. “How come?”

      “From the surname, we recognize the House.”

      “So, when you say your name…” she let her words linger, prompting him to recount his, “Dregoris Georgios,” he inserted, she finished, “...and they hear Dregoris first, they know you belong to Remy’s House?”

      He nodded. “Exactly.”

      “And that’s important.”

      “Indeed, it is. There are six Houses. We all belong to one of them and must do what we can to uphold the good name of our House.”

      “So, it’s a bit like a clan, am I right?”

      “It’s like your coven. The entirety of its brotherhood do what they can for the coven to shape it, to protect it for the future, do they not?”

      She nodded.

      “The House is just that.”

      “Is Remy important?”

      “Yes. He’s the one who meets with the Queen. The rest of us lowly folk don’t have to be bothered with her petty tantrums at court.”

      “Sounds kind of cool to have a queen.” She disregarded his grumbling with ease. “I’ve only ever had Emperors.”

      He shrugged. “There’s a first time for everything.”

      “Does that mean you truly believe I’m your leman, Georgios? You’ve been very cautious not to admit to anything, but you’re here. And I knew your name anyway from all the coffee orders I’ve written for you. You’ve been visiting the shop for a while… Remy just came in, told me what he was, what I could be, and then, we toddled off to the other realm.”

      His actions did look suspect. What had he been thinking?

      Irritated with himself, with his need to be around her even if he couldn’t claim her, he decided to tell her the truth. Of a sort. “Do you wish to be mated?”

      She was surprised at his question and sank back in the seat to answer. Putting distance between them? He wasn’t sure. What he did know was that he didn’t like it.

      “What creature doesn’t want to be mated?” Her tone softened, so the cattle around them couldn’t hear her next words, “Even humans crave the connection, and their lifespans are hardly any time at all. Nobody wants to be alone.”

      Didn’t he know it.

      Six centuries as an adult. The pain was more than he could bear sometimes.

      Other Dragons were like him, alone, but they had their parents. Remy had seen over a thousand of this realm’s years, but his parents still lived. They slept to dispel the ravages of time, but Remy would wake them upon the arrival of their grandchild, whenever that auspicious event may be. They only slept, though. They were alive. He could call on them whenever he wished, disturb their slumber whenever he needed them.

      Georgios had no one.

      For certain, Remy was his best friend, but that was not the same. Kin provided a succor no other could compare to. Though Remy was like a brother, after all their years together, it wasn’t the same bond.

      Dragons were linked via bonds to many factions. Each one different and unique, dependent on the recipient. The House required one’s full embrace. Like kin did. Friendship came next. Dragons owed their loyalty to the Queen, and technically, that superseded the link to the House, but everyone knew it didn’t.

      “How many years do you have, Lara?” he asked softly.

      “Just over three centuries. I’ve stopped counting now, though,” she said teasingly. “I round up. I’m either three centuries, three and a half centuries, or four centuries.”

      A laugh escaped him. “You’re a singular female. Most ladies wish to appear younger!”

      She snorted. “I can’t look any younger than this. All nightwalkers are stuck at that age when they reach the epitome of beauty.” She pursed her lips. “In human lore, that particular fact makes sense. After all, we’re hunters. We need to be attractive to our prey. But the reality is, we don’t feed from humans. We have no prey…that’s why we have daywalkers. They nourish us. So, why we need to be beautiful, I don’t know.”

      “Better than being ugly, I suppose.”

      She chuckled at his blasé retort. “I like your sense of humor, Georgios.”

      His brows rose at that. He hadn’t been trying to be funny.

      Maybe she sensed that because her chuckle deepened.

      “God, I needed that.”

      “What? The tea?”

      “No, dummy. The laughter.” She blew out a long breath and began to rub the back of her neck. Tension had gathered there; he could tell from the discomfort in her eyes, and he longed to get up, to massage away the ache. As was his right as her mate.

      “You have had a bad evening?”

      “Understatement of the year.” She winced. “Maybe the decade.”

      “I understand if you don’t wish to share with me,” he started, but she waved a dismissive hand.

      “You believe I’m your mate, don’t you?” she asked softly, cutting through his bullshit and prevarication like a knife through butter.

      He did like her directness. But he couldn’t answer. Not without potentially putting her at risk.

      She sighed at his silence, then stunned him by reading into his body language with a precision that was close to expert. “I’m going to take that as a yes. But from your words as well as your actions, especially in the face of Remy’s behavior in contrast to yours, I’ll hazard a guess that you can’t claim me. For whatever reason that may be.”

      He cleared his throat while he wondered how she saw so much when he said so little. “Tell me what happened tonight.”

      “I shouldn’t be so eager to go traveling to the other realm,” she informed him, seemingly ignoring his question until she continued, “The last time I did, it got me into a whole heap of trouble.”

      That had him scowling. Leaning forward and resting his elbows on his knees, he demanded, “Of what do you speak? Something from the other realm put you at risk?”

      Dragons, Goblins, and Elven folk lived in the other realm. It was connected to this one through portals, but very few knew of its existence. Only mates of the Dragons ever traveled consistently from one side to the other.

      “No, not from the realm but meeting Remy changed me.” She pursed her lips. “I don’t know if he told you this, but I was the first Sanguenna he came to.”

      “No. He didn’t tell me that.”

      She wrinkled her nose. “I should probably keep my mouth shut, then, but when he came, I didn’t believe him. I wouldn’t cross to the other realm without a boon.”

      “What kind of boon?” Before she answered, he sighed. Remy had been unable to fly the last time Georgios had paid him a visit, and he’d received a lecture from Mia, Remy’s leman... The lecture pricked his memory. “You asked for a Dragon scale.”

      She nodded, a guilty cast marring the porcelain perfection of her face. “I have a pregnant nightwalker in my coven,” she reasoned. “It’s an old wives’ tale to be sure, but they say a Dragon scale in the coven secures births. I don’t know whether that’s true or not, but Isabel almost lost the child days before Remy came to me. I had to do what I could to save Isabel and the baby. You know how difficult it is for nightwalkers, not only to conceive, but to carry babes to full term.”

      He did know that, and she was right. Dragon scales acted like wards. She was his leman, and though he couldn’t claim her yet, if ever, her guilt deserved to be appeased. She’d pissed off a Dragon Shifter, not with an avaricious intent, but all to protect one of her coven. That was an act of bravery worthy of a morsel of the truth.

      “You’re right. They are shields. Dragon scales act as wards for all negativity. It’s the stress that causes miscarriages in nightwalkers,” he intoned.

      “How do you know that?”

      “Our House specializes in guarding books that deal with healing. For all races.”

      Her eyes widened. “Are you being serious?”

      “Of course.” When hadn’t he been serious? “Why would I lie?”

      “You do realize I’ve got, like, ten different degrees, right? All of them to do with healing. Anything from botany to homeopathy… then the bog standard medical degree. I can practice as a human doctor,” she informed him.

      The Mother worked in fortuitous ways.

      Well, sometimes.

      She hadn’t managed to stop his sire from murdering his mama, so she wasn’t that great.

      “That’s too cool. Oh God, I want to see your library now. I bet it’s fascinating.”

      At that, he preened, and not for the first time since they’d begun speaking. His chest puffed out with pride, and had he been in his Dragon skin, undoubtedly, he’d have trumpeted out his satisfaction for all the realm to hear. “Our library is vast.” Realizing what he’d said, that he’d spoken of the library as though it was his and hers, he quickly carried on, “My kin has the largest collection of books in the other realm.”

      She smiled. “That’s definitely something to be proud of.”

      He smiled back, touched at her understanding when few could comprehend just how vital books were to the Dragon race.

      As their gazes clashed and held, when he licked his lips and she swallowed as a haze of feeling overtook them both, he wasn’t altogether surprised when she cleared her throat and blustered, “Like I was saying, ever since that scale was given to me, I’ve been doing weird stuff.”

      “What kind of weird stuff?”

      She gnawed at her cheek. “It sounds crazy, but caring more?”

      “That doesn’t sound crazy. Like I said, a scale cuts out negativity. Even the kind of negativity that has been bred into someone through three centuries of living.”

      “You mean like prejudice?”

      He nodded. “I assumed that was what you were referring to.”

      “You’ve hit it on the nose.”

      What on earth did that mean?

      He was accurate?

      Before he could question, she continued with a long sigh, “I wasn’t cold before. Not exactly. Just very straightforward. Then, the scale came and changed that.

      “After I made it back to this realm, I told Remy I could get to the coven without his help, and he took off for the next Sanguenna on his list. As I was walking back to my coven’s shelter, I heard fighting.

      “We live near the woods. I wasn’t frightened, would even have ignored the fighting, but then I heard a small boy cry out. It was a death cry.” She gulped. “He was born Alpha.”

      “And his current Alpha decided to ward off any future challenges?” he asked, managing to surmise that much. Such a situation was too common within the other Shifter races.

      They were too emotional, too volatile, unlike the wise Dragon race.

      She winced. “I just couldn’t leave him there. He was bleeding out, which did call out to me anyway, but I felt compelled to save him.”

      His eyes widened in astonishment, and his voice was below a whisper, so quiet no one, not even her staff who were Vampires, would hear him, “You let him drink from you?”

      She gulped. Nodded.

      To say he was stunned was like saying these new American people had a taste for coffee. The last time he’d been here, tea had been so all fired important they’d started a war over it!

      He was so astonished, he choked on his words.

      Nightwalkers never gave blood.

      Ever.

      They horded their own like he horded his treasure, his library.

      “Word spread?” he asked softly.

      “I just escaped a hearing with a judge. They were going to put me to death, but…” Lara let her hands part before dipping her chin in a mock-curtsey, “…as you can see, they didn’t.”

      His beast rumbled inside him. “You will never come to harm from your people,” he told her. “I will not have it.”

      He’d claim her before he let them endanger her.

      She blinked at him, softening a little at his reaction. “Thank you,” she whispered, raising shaky hands to cover her face. As she dragged her fingers down over her cheeks, she mumbled, “They brought Max in, and he lied for me. His testimony saved me.”

      “The boy managed to convince a judge?”

      At his surprise, she huffed out a small laugh. “That boy was born to rule.”

      Georgios rubbed his jaw, pondering the matter, and deliberating its urgency. “You’re safe now?”

      “For the moment.” She shivered. “I just can’t help but feel this isn’t the last I’ll hear of it.”
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      “He’s here. Again.”

      Katie grumbled, “Shut up, Megan. You’re just jealous he comes for Lara.”

      Amused at her staff’s bickering, Lara murmured, “Enough, children.” Both women flushed. They were daywalkers and were working the last hour of their shift; otherwise, they wouldn’t have been able to blush.

      Daywalkers had more human traits than nightwalkers. A fact she was grateful for every time Georgios appeared in her coffee shop. If she were a daywalker, she’d have lit up like a candle at the sight of him.

      As it was, she could always approach him with calm.

      Not that she felt calm. It was simply that she could project it, and he seemed to believe her.

      Well, she thought he did.

      He was a strange one.

      The other Dragon who had visited her weeks ago had an urgency about him. A desperation, almost. He’d been willing to gift the coven a scale to get her to come over to the other realm, and though he’d not been happy about the trade off, he’d done it to scratch her off his potential leman list.

      Georgios didn’t have the same kind of vibe. Unlike Remy, he was relaxed, at ease. He ordered a different coffee bean every night. Once his order was in, he’d sit there, reading a paper, watching the crowd, and he’d wait for her to come to him.

      He never said hello to her first.

      When he walked through the door, their eyes would meet; he’d nod, and then, he’d ignore her until she could come sit with him.

      This had happened for the last ten nights, and she was terrified to admit that she was as eager to get to him as he seemed uneager for her to come to him.

      Well, that was how it appeared, anyway.

      He was keen enough to come here every night. That had to mean something, right?

      It was bewildering to Lara that, for the first time in centuries, she actually gave a damn about what a male thought. What he did.

      How human females dealt with the dating scene, she had no idea.

      She was dealing with a male she felt certain believed she was his leman, and his level of playing hard to get surpassed even the biggest jerk she’d served in her coffee shop.

      Another server, Jenna, appeared and, to Lara who was wiping down the stainless steel counter and restacking dishes from the dishwasher, informed her, “He wants the Arabica bean. Venti. Non-fat soy milk. With caramel drizzle.”

      Lara frowned at the order. She got the feeling he didn’t even like coffee, yet his experimenting continued. Even after she’d surmised exactly what she was to him. His combinations were getting weirder, however. To the point where she wasn’t sure if he even knew what the actual ingredients he was ordering even were. “He wants all that?”

      Jenna shrugged. “Yeah.”

      A little surprised, she gestured to Megan to make the concoction for him, and she carried over her green tea and his drink, not saying a word as she placed the disgusting concoction down on the table and took a seat opposite him.

      “You do know that the caramel drizzle is supposed to go with regular milk, right?” As a greeting, it wasn’t exactly flirtatious, but Georgios didn’t flirt.

      It was like talking to a mad professor. Without the professor bit.

      Oh, and throw sexy in there too. Because he was. Sexy as hell. So hot, sometimes she didn’t know what to do with herself. With his tawny hair that curled about his suit-clad shoulders, shoulders so broad she had to gulp because his strength was such a turn on. Beneath the tailoring, she knew he was ripped. Just. Knew. It.

      He had a craggy face, but it was still handsome. A nose with a kink, proof that it had been broken before, and a jawline so stone-like he radiated his obstinacy from the get go. But with his glittering green eyes, hair so many shades of blond and brown she didn’t even know what color to describe it save for leonine, and his six-feet five height, the man was her idea of a walking, talking sex God.

      Said sex God looked up from his paper. “I didn’t expect you so soon.”

      Even his voice sent rumbles through her. What was it with him? Talk about Mr. Perfect for her. “Why not?”

      “It’s busy.”

      Her smile was wry. “How many times? I’m the boss.”

      He grinned. “So I’m worthy of playing hooky, am I?”

      “Definitely,” she told him, feeling no shame in making the admission.

      He’d livened up her nights and no mistake.

      His reticence about her being his mate was a little disturbing, but she had things to do in this realm for the moment. Things that involved keeping the coven out of the court’s interest.

      She could afford to let him wait.

      For the moment.

      The dreams had started after Remy had appeared in her life. She’d thought he was the trigger, either that or his Dragon scale.

      Now, she realized what had happened.

      Georgios had told her that Dragons slept a lot to pass the time. He’d been asleep, and she’d awoken him with the dreams.

      They had to share them, didn’t they?

      Nobody could experience such acute pleasure in a dream and not have them be reciprocated, surely?

      She shuddered a little at last night’s foray.

      She’d had sex. A lot of it. After three hundred years, like anything, it got boring.

      There was only so much thrusting a man could do to keep things interesting. But this guy here, what she wouldn’t do to get some action from him.

      His nostrils flared, and once again, she was glad she couldn’t blush.

      He’d scented her arousal.

      Oh, fuck.

      Wanting to cover her face, instead, she did the opposite. “Your fault,” she told him easily, and then, hid behind her cup of green tea.

      “How is it my fault?” he ground out, his pupils turning to pinpricks at her scent.

      She blew out a breath. “The dreams aren’t exactly good for your blood pressure.”

      “Dreams?”

      He didn’t know about them? How fucking disappointing.

      “Yes,” she admitted, her voice croaky now. “Of me and you.”

      “You have dreams of the two of us?” he asked, sounding astonished.

      “Yes. I do.” Jesus, didn’t the man know the score?

      “Are they good or bad dreams?”

      “It depends on your viewpoint. I always come, so that’s something.” She smirked a little, then smirked harder when he eyed her with confusion.

      Of course, his confusion centered on something that perplexed her.

      “Come where?” he inquired.

      Her eyes bugged, and then, she remembered the last time he’d been in the States, the War of Independence had been on the verge of breaking out.

      She had no idea when come and climax had become recognized as one and the same, but it was beyond his time apparently.

      She cleared her throat. “You know, orgasm?” She followed that up by nodding her head a little, eyes flaring, and her hands waving around. She probably looked insane, but she had to waft him toward an explanation.

      “You mean a woman’s joy?” he asked, still sounding confused.

      The term had her choking on her poorly timed sip of green tea. “Yes,” she spluttered. “That’s what I mean.”

      “Why are you laughing?”

      “Because it sounds like something from a romance novel in the sixties. Well, if they’d gone as graphic as that, I guess. After sex, the guy would have a cigarette, and would ask, ‘Did your woman’s joy please you?’” She snorted out a laugh. “I can just see it on an episode of ‘Mad Men’ or something.”

      That set her off again, and only Georgios’s bewilderment stopped her from giggling. Still, she could sense he didn’t understand what she was talking about, but he was amused too.

      He did that a lot.

      Mirrored her sentiments.

      Was that a leman thing?

      It was like whatever she was feeling, he felt too. Like it made him happy when she was happy. And sad if she was sad.

      It was kind of nice, she had to admit.

      “Are the men mad, then?” he queried.

      She cleared her throat—better that than start laughing at him again. “Not in that sense. It’s a TV show.” She pointed to the screen on the wall, something that always showed the news. “That’s a TV. Remember?” When he nodded, she sighed. “Anyway, yes, I always have a woman’s joy.” The woman’s joy? Or a? She settled on a. “But it’s never all that fulfilling.”

      “What else have you noticed?” he asked, sounding curious now. His eyes had narrowed with intent.

      She watched him reach for his coffee cup and decided to answer after he’d taken a sip.

      His reaction to the concoction was worth the wait. She burst out laughing, yet again, as he pulled the best. Face. Ever.

      His nose wrinkled. His mouth turned down at the corners, and his eyes screwed up. It was like he’d just plopped a dog turd in his mouth.

      She knew it was only good manners that had him swallowing.

      “Want to spit it out?” she teased, eyeing him with eyes bright with laughter.

      He gulped. “That’s vile.”

      “Why did you order it?”

      “The woman before me did.” He shrugged. “I’ve decided that I like trying new things. This realm has plenty to offer.”

      She snorted—who knew Dragons had a sweet tooth?—then caught Jenna’s eye. When the server appeared, she asked, “Jenna, can I have the same order but with full fat milk, please?”

      “Sure. Do you want me to take that away?” She pointed to the soy milk disaster.

      “Please.” She smiled at the server then, as the daywalker took off, told Georgios, “You’ll like this one. I know you like coffee bitter, but you have a sweet tooth.”

      “How do you know?”

      “I can smell croissants on you sometimes,” she admitted sheepishly. “As well as Danish pastries.”

      He blinked at her then grinned. “Smell me a lot, do you?”

      She huffed. “Well, a girl’s got to get some kind of action from time to time.”

      The sparkle in his eyes dimmed a little, but he nodded gratefully at Jenna when she reappeared. When the server went away again, he asked, “Tell me. You were talking of the stirring.”

      “The what?” Lara asked, brow puckering.

      “The stirring.” He grimaced. “It’s what you’re going through. It’s why I awoke. I think the Dragon scale Remy gave you helped move things along somehow, but I sensed your stirring in my sleep.”

      “What is it though?” she asked then took another sip of tea. The bitterness was tart on her tongue, but it grounded her too. She figured she’d need grounding after this conversation.

      Her life had been one whole heap of weird since Remy had come into her world. If it was all leading to this one moment, then she figured she’d best keep her feet planted on the floor lest she flutter away in shock.

      His voice was gruff. “It’s what lets a Dragon know his mate is ready for him. You probably have mood changes and need more blood, too. Are you hungry?”

      She nodded, slowly. “Yes.”

      His eyes flared. “Who feeds you? Is it a male?”

      The possessiveness should have pissed her off, but it didn’t. If anything, it made her fucking melt. Jesus, could she get any hotter for this man?

      She just knew tonight’s dream was going to be epic.

      “No. I have two daywalker females who feed me.”

      “Two? That’s unusual, no?”

      “My hunger has always been higher than most.”

      “Why?”

      She shrugged. “I don’t know.” That was no word of a lie.

      “From now on, you will feed from me.”

      Her eyes widened. “I can’t do that.”

      “Why can’t you?”

      The regal arrogance in his tone spoke of a man well accustomed to being obeyed. Well, not with this chick. It didn’t matter she’d been around back in the day when women were chattel, they weren’t any more.

      Hallelujah.

      “I have duties to my daywalkers. I have to uphold that.”

      He bit back a word, and irritation had him lowering his head, hiding his face from her. Through gritted teeth, he admitted, “I did not know about the dreams. I only knew of the loss in self-control and the issues with feeding.” The exasperation bled away and was replaced with an interesting hoarseness. “The dreams are new to me.”

      “You’re kidding, right? Like they’re old school for me. The first time it happened, I came so hard, I disturbed my guards.” She let out a remembered hiss of annoyance. “The entire coven probably knows I get off in my sleep now.”

      His eyes flared, and not for the first time, she saw the nictitating membrane that spoke loudly and clearly of his otherness.

      All Shifters blended with ease into human society. Dragons were no different. Save for that thin layer of flesh that covered his eyes from time to time.

      It was kind of gross, but she noticed it only appeared in moments of high stress. Or emotion.

      It actually reassured her when it ‘waved hello.’ Its presence helped her monitor his reactions, which considering his poker face, was very helpful. It was a discomforting sensation to feel like she was the only one experiencing this bond with him. He was so cool and fucking calm that she didn’t know whether she was coming or going.

      Of course, that changed through the day.

      She definitely came when sleep hit.

      “I think it’s time we spoke about why you won’t claim me.” There was no hurt in her voice, mostly because she didn’t feel it.

      He wasn’t rejecting her. How could he be? He wouldn’t be here if that were the case.

      She knew he felt compelled to come here. To be with her and to visit her.

      For whatever reason, that stopped him from taking things to the next level.

      She wouldn’t have brought it up, but the conversation had taken a decidedly unusual turn.

      “It’s difficult for me to speak of.”

      “Well, I have all night,” she said bluntly, and she meant it. She wasn’t budging until he told her what was going on. The dreams were getting too intense to ignore now. She needed to know that resolution was in sight.

      He grimaced but fell silent. As he reached for his cup, she watched him take a sip.

      “Better?” she asked, amused at the pleasure on his face as he took a deeper sip.

      “It’s like tiramisu.”

      “Kinda.” She wiggled her head. “I can get why you’d think that.”

      He smiled at her. She smiled back.

      Then, letting him know she meant business, she stayed silent and began to scan the coffee shop for signs she missed behind the counter.

      It was a busy café, and truth was once she was in the zone, all that mattered were the orders. Not getting them wrong, keeping the customers happy.

      Until Georgios, she’d never taken a seat in her coffee shop.

      How crazy was that?

      This one was her favorite. And not just because Meeting (Coffee) Grounds was where Georgios came.

      It always had been the one she favored most. It reminded her of the old and original coffee shops back in Holland, when she’d lived there in the seventeen-eighties.

      Coffee shops, back then, had been a meeting ground for intellectuals who discussed the craziest and brightest notions and philosophies around.

      This store was so close to the university, students were always here. They brought with them a youthful vibe, as well as that air of knowledge.

      They knew their shit.

      Or they sold it well, at any rate.

      Armchairs like her grandmother would sit in were dotted around the store beside low tables. They sat in clusters of two or three. A few leather couches held more customers. The mismatch hodge podge was bizarrely stylish, and with the creamy walls with block brown stripes here and there, with the picture frames holding pictures of, unbeknownst to the public, coven members, it was like someone’s living room.

      She liked that vibe. And it was holding up well.

      A couple of the armchairs would need reupholstering soon, and a few tables needed their legs looked at—she hated when a table wobbled…

      “My father killed my mother.”

      And like that, all thoughts of interior decoration and maintenance flew out the damn window.
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      The look on his leman’s face was one he’d have preferred to have never seen.

      But how could he avoid it?

      His very reason for not claiming her was behind this harsh truth, and she would suffer for that reasoning.

      A fact that pained him.

      Greatly.

      “I wasn’t always so serious,” he told his leman, watching as she frowned at him but settled back into the armchair, like she was preparing herself for a long story. “I used to laugh and joke, be the life and soul of any party. I was a source of great pride to my father and to the House. Our family has always been close to that of the Dreconis line. We have been friends for more millennia than you could imagine.” He sucked in a sharp breath. “Remy would be the first to tell you I was a nuisance, but I used to be his advisor. His right hand man.”

      When his words drifted to a halt, the memories having the power to grind him into dust, she gently prompted, “Then your father killed your mother?”

      He nodded. “I resigned, of course. Took myself away. The shame was more than I could stand, and I saw no reason to impose my presence on a friend as loyal as Remy, who stood by me.”

      “What happened?”

      That she hadn’t run away screaming buoyed him a little, he wouldn’t lie. He’d expected her to.

      Such an admission wasn’t exactly like confessing to being unable to manage an overdraft or an inability to put dirty clothes in the hamper—he’d seen human shows on the marvel that was the miracle she’d mentioned earlier, TV. He’d watched the petty arguments that occurred between lovers in this plane, and had learned that such trivialities could make or break a relationship here. A fact that beggared belief.

      With a sigh, he propped his head against the wing of his armchair. He closed his eyes, preferring not to look at her scorn and shame at being his mate. At being a part of his line.

      “A Dragon and his leman are this plane’s equivalent of a Prince Charming and his Cinderella.”

      “Without the ingrained sexism, I’d hope?”

      He blinked his eyes open at that. “Ingrained sexism?”

      She wafted a hand. “You know, the notion that a woman can only save herself if a man comes riding to her rescue.”

      His mouth worked at that. How to respond?

      She laughed. “I see that there’s plenty of ingrained sexism at play.” For a strange reason, she sounded more amused than irritated.

      Mother, she was a bizarre female.

      “I suppose so. Lemans are always strong. We only mate with Sanguennas or Sanguen. We must breed with only the strongest of nightwalkers. Only they are capable of sustaining the bond, of carrying offspring.”

      “Really? How come I haven’t heard more about it?”

      “Because the last leman to be discovered before Remy found his, was over half a millennium ago.”

      Her eyes flared wide and her shoulders dropped in surprise. “Why?”

      “Because that’s when my father killed my mother.”

      “Why, Georgios? What made him do that?”

      “A leman and their Dragon mate are bound in so many intrinsic ways it’s impossible to describe. A soulmate is a small comparison to the essence behind the bond. There is no need for jealousy, no room for it.

      “A leman wants only her mate. The mate wants only his leman.”

      She tilted her head to the side. “But your father felt jealousy?”

      Surprised that she’d picked up on that, he murmured, “Yea.”

      “How come?”

      “I don’t know. In every generation, there’s an aberration.”

      “But, your mother was a Sanguenna, right?”

      He nodded. “Of course. As I said, we can mate with no other. The Mother made it so millennia afore, and it has not changed since.”

      She pursed her lips. “What did he do? Take her out into the sun?”

      He closed his eyes. Nodded.

      Silence fell, and he waited, expecting to hear footsteps as she walked away from him. Instead, he heard the leather of the armchair creak as she moved, and then, placed her hand on his knee. “I’m so sorry, Georgios. I can’t imagine how hard and painful that is for you.”

      He gulped, prepared himself for the worst, then opened his eyes. “You do not hate me?”

      She scowled at him. “Why should I?”

      “My blood is tainted,” he told her earnestly, not willing to lie to her. “I have no right to claim you. No right to bring you into the twisted lineage that saw fit to destroy the most purest forms of love.” He swallowed heavily. “I can’t do it. Can’t expose you to that. It would be cruel of me to make you mate with a man in whose bloodline insanity flows.”

      For endless seconds, she was quiet. She was studying him, he knew. She wasn’t just looking at his face blindly, absorbed in thought. Her eyes were scanning his features, reading them, searching for answers to questions he didn’t know she’d asked.

      After what felt like a lifetime, she murmured, “How much do you know of my bloodline?”

      “Nothing. Like with mine, it’s difficult to discern more unless you ask the people closest to me.”

      “And you haven’t done that? Haven’t asked around?”

      He shook his head. “No. Rumor or gossip is of no interest to me. If I want to know something, I will ask you.”

      “There’s only one way to kill a Vampire. To expose them to the sun. But there’s a way to punish them for an eternity.”

      “To freeze them,” Georgios answered, already knowing this and wondering where she was going with the rather gruesome topic.

      It always horrified him to think that a Vampire could be frozen and subsist in an endless stasis. Fully aware that they were being frozen, aware that they were being punished. Unable to do anything but endure.

      He wondered how long it took to go mad. To be driven to the brink of insanity before toppling over the edge and falling into the chaotic chasm below.

      “My mother was frozen. For close to twenty years.”

      Her statement had him jerking upright. “I beg your pardon?”

      “You heard me correctly,” she assured him.

      “She was being punished? By whom?”

      “Her stepfather.”

      His eyes widened. “She had one?”

      “Yes. It’s an unusual tale. My grandfather perished during one of the many ridiculous Crusades. My grandparents weren’t mates but were a political match—arranged from birth. You know how it was back then.”

      He nodded. He knew those times far better than he did these bizarre ones. Where a woman’s chastity meant nothing. Where men wasted time behind screens, watching ball games, instead of claiming and protecting their territory.

      It was, to him at any rate, beyond peculiar.

      “Well, my grandfather died, and my grandmother, who was crazy beautiful, was pushed into another political match. This time with a human. He was a cruel man. Quick to temper. Even quicker to punish. My mother told me once that she had never been frightened of anything in all her life until she met the Butcher of Belaise.”

      His eyes widened. “The Butcher of Belaise?”

      “You know of him?”

      “Aye,” he whispered hoarsely, and would never wish any female on the bastard. “He was a monster. There were never any enemies left to take as prisoner after a battle with him. He enjoyed the destruction. Loved the glory of war.”

      “There is no glory in war,” she retorted, her lip curling into a sneer. “It was a strange match. I’m sure you know as well as I do that Vampires never marry humans, but at the time, my grandmother’s family held territory that Belaise wanted, and the Butcher of Belaise knew their secret.

      “To keep the coven safe, my grandmother was sacrificed.”

      “What happened to your mother?”

      “He tried to rape her several times, and she always managed to fight him off. My grandmother tried to protect her by attempting to poison him. He killed her, then punished my mother by having her shipped off to what is now Siberia. He had land up there, and allies who saw to her punishment on his behalf. They felt no compunction because she was the ‘evil undead.’ She remained there until the bastard died, and our family could come and rescue her.”

      “They couldn’t rescue her before?”

      “No.” She swallowed heavily, the story evidently as difficult for her to recount as his had been for him. And who could blame her? Her mother had been tortured. His had suffered a quick but brutal death. In this, they both knew what it felt like to suffer on their parent’s behalf. “He would have butchered the whole coven. They had to protect the many rather than the few.” She closed her eyes, and it was obvious the thought made her feel sick to her stomach. “It has taken me a long time to forgive my mother’s coven, but I did. My mother did many years before I was born.”

      “Did she…” How to word it? “Was your mother crazed by the punishment?”

      “Sometimes. It came like a wave. It would draw her in, and she was unable to fight the tide. It would drown her, and then, she’d be free of it. She might be free for three decades and, out of nowhere, be recaptured for a handful of weeks.”

      “Lady Mother, what a torment for you.”

      “The reason I’m telling you this, Georgios, is because we all have nasty, dirty little secrets in our pasts.” She eyed him, not letting him drop eye contact. “Our histories are loaded with worse, I’m sure.”

      He shook his head. “That’s different. You’re speaking of an atrocious act that took place against your mother, one that wasn’t perpetrated by your father. It was a taint outside of your bloodline. I can find no such comfort in my heritage.”

      Lara pinched the bridge of her nose. “My mother, during those moments when she wasn’t lucid, would do horrible things, Georgios. To me. To my father. To the coven. She was wicked. Evil at those times. So much so the Sanguen would often discuss ending her life.”

      “What did she do?” he asked quietly.

      “I make this admission for you to see that we are not to blame for the sins of our parents.”

      “I know, Lara. I know.”

      “Remember that I nearly perished because I helped Max?” He frowned, sure that she was trying to bolster her image in his mind before she divulged a harsh truth. Preparing himself for the worst, he nodded and she whispered, “She killed one of the children in the coven.”

      “Mother’s tears,” he breathed, knowing how precious children were to the Vampire race.

      They were to all societies, but to the Vampires, who found them hard to conceive, harder still to hold in the womb, such a crime was…

      Well, it was unthinkable.

      “How did they punish her?”

      “They sent her to the sun for that.” She pursed her lips, but he knew the move was to stem the tears that were clogging her throat. “It came as a relief then. She was freed from the burden of what that bastard had done to her. It wasn’t her fault, but we couldn’t risk her. Couldn’t risk her doing something like that again. Even my father, who was her mate, saw that.”

      Carefully, somehow knowing the answer without having to ask the question, he queried, “Did he perish with her?”

      “Yes,” she choked out.

      He’d asked the question hoping she’d say no. Mates chose to die together. Living without another was unbearably painful. But when it came to children, they were supposed to cling on to life for their benefit.

      “How old were you?”

      “A century old.”

      That was why her father would have felt no guilt in leaving her to lead her life without him.

      Still, that kind of grief was more than anyone should have to bear.

      The chaotic thoughts tumbling through his mind had him reaching forward. Before she knew what hit her, he grabbed a hold of her, plunked her on his lap, and wrapped his arms about her.

      She stiffened at first. Surprised by his attack, but when she realized he was doing it out of comfort, she relaxed into his hold. It told him how ashamed she was of her own past. How she’d been persecuted by her mother’s actions in the years since, and that she’d shared this desperate truth with him? That she’d attempted to create a level playing field between them by divulging this secret touched him like nothing else could.

      Perhaps only the son of a madman could ever understand just how hard it was to be the daughter of a madwoman.

      She pressed her face to his throat, hiding her features from the coffee shop, and he was grateful then, that his usual spot in the café had been taken. They were buried away in the corner where few would see them, where no one would witness her break in composure.

      He could feel her tears brushing his throat, and the wetness made him want to weep with her too.

      They were broken. Both of them destroyed by what their parents had done.

      But now that he knew both their bloodlines were tainted with death, with the blood of the fallen, was it wise to mix them?

      Was it not better to keep the two separate, to save the world from whatever their two combined heritages would produce?

      And then, she stunned him.

      Her teeth raked against his throat, dragging his thoughts away from anything but her. From anything but what she was doing.

      He felt the nick of a fang and knew she could bite him. No one would see. No one would know.

      The staff would scent blood, but they’d be able to control their reaction.

      The question was, would he?
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      It was unforgivable.

      She knew that. But it didn’t stop her from doing it.

      She let her fangs pierce the thick skin where neck met shoulder, and she fed.

      His blood fizzled through her veins like nothing else she’d ever tasted.

      In her years, she’d supped from many daywalkers. Some female, some male. There was no sensuality to the feeding. It was a basic act of survival.

      But this? This was completely different.

      Beneath her lap, she felt his cock harden and prod her thigh. Between her legs, she felt heat pool and smolder, spreading throughout her body with rippling waves that sent a dizzying array of sensation through her nervous system.

      But the taste of him… That astonished her.

      He tasted like home. He tasted like everything she’d never known she’d missed. She’d needed.

      When Remy had appeared, he’d told her that the only way for a leman and a Dragon mate to know they were bound, was to cross over to the other realm. She had to see the beast, and then, the connection would flourish.

      But at that moment, with his blood in her mouth, seeping into tissues that were dry from hunger, she knew.

      How could she not?

      He groaned, stirring her, jerking her to attention. She pulled back immediately, sealing the puncture wounds with a quick lash of her tongue.

      She waited for him to shout. Or to at least storm off in fury.

      But he didn’t.

      He sat there and did the damnedest thing. He nuzzled into her.

      He sank deeper into the seat. Relaxed, calm, just holding her tightly.

      The feeding in itself was unusual. But this? After? It was like feeling the sun on her face—alien.

      Nightwalkers fed from daywalkers. They were a symbiotic partnership. Daywalkers needed to be blooded, and nightwalkers needed blood. Simple.

      Nightwalkers were rare, daywalkers weren’t. The numbers ensured there was always enough sustenance.

      She’d never needed to feed from another who wasn’t a daywalker, and her first foray into another kind was more mind-blowing than she could have imagined.

      She shuddered against him, feeling his essence nourishing her. The sensuality of the moment hitting her square between the legs.

      There was no way to fancy this up.

      She wanted him. Jesus, did she want him.

      But the way she felt? It was like she’d been revitalized. Like all her fatigue, any and all of her stresses and woes had dissipated with the surge of his blood in her system.

      Was this what a human felt like when they smoked pot? Injected crack or heroin?

      Still, what she’d done was wrong. So wrong, and on so many levels. He wasn’t her fucking dinner, and after what she’d shared with him, it was even more wrong for her to have taken without invitation. “I’m sorry,” she whispered, expecting his rebuke and tensing up in preparation for his rejection.

      “Why?”

      “Because I shouldn’t have fed from you.”

      “Will the court be angry?”

      “No. It’s only the other way around where there’s an issue.” She sucked down a sharp breath. “Kind of hypocritical, I guess.”

      “More like definitely hypocritical,” he teased, and it was then she realized he sounded lighter.

      Calmer.

      He was so serious whenever he came in here. There was something about him that remained dour even if she managed to tease him into a smile or a laugh.

      His seriousness should probably have been a turn off, but instead, it was like he was wired into her.

      She’d always been one of those women who found a sense of humor attractive. It felt like Georgios had one, but it was buried beneath a thousand tons of grief.

      Now that she knew the source, and knew he’d entrusted her with his family history, she felt certain he would relax more around her. Lower his barriers.

      It astonished her how much she wanted this.

      Remy had told her how this kind of connection only began to appear once she’d met his beast, and yet, Lara knew she was starting to feel it now.

      Why else would she keep putting up with his grumpy face? Not moving from her seat and getting back to work only when she’d cheered him up?

      She wasn’t a court fucking jester. Making people smile wasn’t a part of her day job, and yet, every smile she earned, every laugh she teased out of him, felt like the biggest achievement of her life.

      It could have been frightening. Instead, it felt liberating.

      This man was supposed to be hers.

      “I want you to take me to the other realm.”

      He stiffened beneath her. And not in a good way, either. “I can’t, Lara. Not yet.”

      “Why not?” she asked on a soft sigh. “I want to cross realms. I want to become your leman for real.”

      He sighed too, and turned his head to the side, only stopping when their foreheads were resting against one another’s. “Give me time.”

      The door to the back office opened and a few of the girls chuckled as they stepped into the cafe with large boxes in their hands.

      It was the latter half of the nightshift, and the crowd had died down. Only Vampires would come in now, and they came more for the meeting place rather than the beverages.

      She didn’t mind. Her coven was large, too large for them to share a dwelling. So this place, her most favorite of cafes, was usually where they all came to hang out and, if needs be, to talk to her.

      “What are they doing?” he asked, having pulled away from her to study the boxes in the servers’ hands.

      “They’re going to put up Christmas decorations.”

      He wrinkled his nose. “The last time I was here, Christmas meant something. It wasn’t just about the gifts.”

      She snorted. “So speaks someone who’s never experienced a proper Christmas with dozens of gifts to open.”

      He rolled his eyes. “See what I mean? All consumerism.”

      “I didn’t realize you were anti-capitalist,” she retorted, tongue-in-cheek, and when a bark of laughter escaped him, she gave herself an inner high five.

      It didn’t seem fair that she’d have to earn the right to become his mate. That she’d have to convince him to get him to take her along. But she’d do it if she had to.

      This feeling of union was only in the nascent stages. What it would feel like when it was fully formed, she didn’t know. But she couldn’t wait to find out.
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      A moan fell from her lips before it was snatched away by his kiss.

      She felt him, all around her. His chest pressed tightly against hers. The hair covering his hard pecs rasped against her nipples. It should have chafed, but instead, her nerves prickled into awakening, making the nubs bud.

      He swallowed her cry as he delved between them, cupping one of her breasts. He gently squeezed the mound, and then pinched one of the tips between forefinger and thumb.

      She yelped at the rough action. It was in stark contrast to the way he was tasting her. Exploring her mouth. His tongue was languid, free from rush. The rush was all on her side.

      They were naked, on a bed made of clouds. At least, that’s how it felt to Lara.

      The freedom of movement enabled her to raise her legs and grasp a hold of his hips between them. She used the strength to drag him against her, to hold him close. Her own rocked, seeking more. Endlessly seeking.

      She whimpered every time his cock brushed her pussy, but he seemed unaffected.

      Unreached.

      His strength, his ability to hold back, should have been impressive. Instead, it frustrated her.

      No matter how hard and fast she tried to rock her hips, he carried on supping from her mouth. Tracing his tongue against hers, tangling the two together until they were almost playing chase. She groaned as he began to kiss from one corner of her mouth to the other and dropped down, shifting away from her tight grip so he could focus on her breasts.

      Her pussy was so wet she felt her juices touch his stomach. Embarrassment made her moan. How was he so unaffected? Why didn’t he feel on fire too?

      Her back arched as he lashed her nipple with the tip of his tongue, not stopping until she was panting and trying to grind into him. When he moved onto her other tit, she wanted to die.

      She ran her hands through his hair, gripped a tight hold of his scalp, and blurted out, “Georgios, more. Please. I need more.”

      He mumbled something against her nipple but, otherwise, ignored her.

      The torment of his languor was more than she could stand.

      It was like being teased.

      He was hard. She knew it.

      Why was he making her suffer like this?

      And then, she learned what suffering was when he, once again, ignored the way she clamped her legs about him and carried on further down. Kissing her stomach, anointing her hip bones with kisses before tracing them with his tongue.

      Her bare pussy called to him next, thank fuck, and he pressed his nose to the line where hip met thigh. He sucked in a breath, moaned with pleasure at what he scented, and swiped across, nudging her clit with his nose.

      Her eyes flared wide at that. Before she could complain, he grabbed her legs and with brute strength, pushed them wide apart, enough for the sinews in her inner thighs to ache. But the ache was good.

      Jesus, was it good.

      It opened her up to him. Opened her up in a way that had her clit peeking out, ready for his touch.

      And he touched it.

      God, did he.

      He made her scream by openly sucking down on the sensitive nubbin. Not stopping until her thighs were fighting the fierce hold he had on them. Then, he stopped, leaving her panting, breathless, so close to orgasm she thought she’d go insane.

      He trailed his tongue down her core, seeming to know every hotspot, every wicked place she possessed that would drive her mad with need for him.

      She moaned as he thrust his tongue inside her, and then, she moaned again as he stopped, rolled over onto his back, and in a gruff voice, demanded, “Come here, Lara.”

      She eyed him with dazed delight. He wanted to fuck her? It was all she could think of. His cock was like a stand. It pointed upright for a second before falling heavily against his stomach. Her mouth watered with the need to taste him, but as she maneuvered on the cloud, straddling his hips, he dragged her up, up, not stopping until she was sitting there.

      Right on his face.

      Mortification tried to swell inside her, but it died a swift death when he impaled her on his tongue.

      She let out a moan, because his tongue wasn’t like any other tongue she’d known.

      It wasn’t thick and short. Stubby. It was long. Thin.

      It flickered inside, seeming to travel so deeply into her core her eyes were wide with how far he could taste her.

      The tip fluttered back and forth, touching places she’d never known could be touched. A cock couldn’t reach those places. Fuck, a tongue couldn’t either.

      Confusion dragged questions into her head, but she was too far gone to think of the answers. Not when that tongue was dragging her toward an orgasm that would kill her.

      She felt sure her heart would stop with the power of it.

      He raked against soft tender tissues, treating them as delicately as he’d supped from her mouth. But the reaction was magnified ten times.

      She couldn’t help it. She came. There was no stopping it, no holding it in. She burst. Like that. Falling forward so that her hands used the cloud to keep her upright, his own fingers came up to her thighs to clamp her against him.

      He made mumbling noises, satisfied rumbles that drove her insane as they caused vibrations deep inside her.

      She felt liquid burst from within her core and heard more rumblings. Mumbles a man made when he was given a treat and was enjoying the taste.

      She was too far gone to be embarrassed. He wasn’t stopping, that much was evident. He was intent on killing her.

      He tasted her, everything she had to offer, not stopping until she was riding his face, squeezing his head with the ferocity of what he was forcing her to experience.

      She remained bent over, too weak to stay upright as he gorged on her.

      There was no other way to describe it.

      That wicked, wicked tongue tormented her. Dragging forth more pleasure than she’d ever known in her life.

      Three, four, five times, she climaxed. Maybe more.

      She begged him to stop. Pleaded with him to fuck her. The tongue was a torment. It gave her pleasure but didn’t fill her. She needed that thick, hard shaft to impale her. To conquer her, to fulfill her desires.

      The tongue gave with one hand but took away with the other.

      “Fuck me, fuck me,” she whispered the litany, her words slurred, her tone loaded with a desperation that had she heard herself, she wouldn’t have recognized it as belonging to Lara Devinsky.

      He’d brought her to this.

      He’d dragged her to the depths of desperation, but she couldn’t stop him. She couldn’t even tell him no. Could only beg him for more, beg him for his cock.

      His satisfied rumblings were the only answer she received, until this time, his fingers moved from clamping her thighs to his throat—how she hadn’t suffocated him, she didn’t know—and they delved between the folds of her sex.

      Before she knew what was happening, he pinched her clit.

      Hard.

      It was in such stark contrast to the lashings of his tongue, that the pain brought with it a kind of relief.

      So much pleasure was excruciating in its own way, but this exquisite agony, this pinch of discomfort did more than the other six orgasms could.

      She roared her release. All her muscles clamping down in reaction to the inferno that roared through her veins.

      Her yell ricocheted inside her skull, and with it, she started sobbing.

      In her bedroom, on her bed, and very much alone, she felt the mortifying liquid that had gathered between her thighs.

      She was drenched.

      He’d made her come so many times, had tortured her with the delicious bliss only he could give her, but he hadn’t fulfilled her the one way she needed.

      Desperation had her reaching down and sliding three fingers inside her pussy.

      She couldn’t come again. At least, she didn’t think she could, but she was so sick of feeling empty. So exhausted by it the sobs came harder.

      The relief that surged to the fore when her fingers were inside her cunt had pleasure fluttering to life deep within her core once more.

      She was exhausted, too tired for this, but she couldn’t stop it. Couldn’t hold back.

      Lara fucked herself, hard and fast, spreading her fingers, scissoring them to mimic his thickness.

      Only when she felt the burn, the ache of unused tissues pinging her nerve endings with a silent warning, did she come.

      And this time, when she did, she passed out.

      Fingers still deep inside her pussy.
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        * * *

      

      It was stupid of her to come here.

      Night had barely broken, and she’d awoken moments before dusk had fallen. Readying herself, she’d decided tonight was the night.

      Georgios had been coming to the café for over three weeks now. It had been another ten days since they’d had the conversation about his and her parents, and though she knew the stirring was affecting both of them, it was starting to drive her mad.

      If she woke up one more time with her fingers between her legs, a veritable geyser of… hell, she didn’t know what to call it. Female cum?

      Ewww.

      But it was the truth.

      Think a whole tube of KY jelly squirted on a body’s private parts. That was how wet she was.

      And regardless of how many times she came in her dreams, it was never enough. She woke up hungry. Empty.

      She needed him. Both physically and emotionally. She needed his blood on her tongue, and she feared she’d made it worse by having supped from him.

      She’d only done it the once, though she knew if she asked he’d extend the invitation with ease. But the dreams, they were driving her batshit. And Lara was already two parts batshit. She couldn’t afford to get even crazier.

      Insanity by over stimulation of the sexual organs...

      It was like a diagnosis from the eighteen hundreds, when she’d known poor human females who’d been jacked off by their doctors to reduce hysteria. Or had been sent to the asylum for having Pre-Menstrual Tension.

      She refused to go fully mad just because her mate wouldn’t claim her. This was all easily resolved, and if she had to take matters into her own hands, then that was her decision.

      She had to do something.

      He would be content to let the pair of them suffer with this half-life. Feeding off their meetings together, but without the satisfaction of the whole claiming out of fear over what might happen. But they weren’t their parents, and she refused to believe they were.

      Lara was also one hundred percent certain that he didn’t suffer through the dreams like she did. If he woke up as many times as a teenage boy with wet sheets and an explanation for his mother come morning, then she figured he’d make no bones about letting the link between them take hold of them both.

      And so, she was at the portal.

      Remy had brought her to this place many moons ago, back before she’d known that Dragons mated with Sanguens and Sanguennas, and in the times of innocence past where Lara didn’t dream of the Dragon’s tongue deep inside her cunt, on the hunt for ‘female cum’ like a prospector sought out gold.

      Well, he’d hit upon a streak of gold. That was for damn certain.

      She was ready to make sure he put a claim on that streak.

      The portal was strange. She’d walked past it a thousand times and could pass it another thousand without it really shouting out at her.

      Only because she knew it was there could she see it. The waves of energy were only visible because it was dark, and the moon radiated a different kind of light to the sun.

      In the courtyard behind the Space Needle, the grassy banks of Seattle Center, where the lawn was loaded with leaves thanks to the recent passing of Fall, and the tufted lawn was slick from a recent shower of rain, she approached the portal.

      Her enemy’s coffee shop was on one side and a cinema on the other, but with the tower soaring overhead, the famed patchwork mural was raised on a low platform, which had ramp access on either side and a step up in front.

      The myriad colors of the glass mosaic were famous in the city. Paul Horiuchi had created the signature piece back in the sixties, and she could remember the revealing like it was yesterday.

      The backdrop to the amphitheater was far more than just a stunning work of art, one that made her long for the return of the chilled vibe back in that particular era, it was also home to the portal.

      There had to be a reason why regular folk weren’t dragged inside, but Remy hadn’t spoken an incantation. Had made no uttering as they’d passed through.

      All she’d seen was the sudden whirring of waves, which had never been there in all the years she’d admired this piece of work.

      She’d seen something similar in movies. Where heat rose above an asphalted surface, in the desert for example, the quivery lines of energy were visible to the human eye.

      Maybe these waves were visible to her because she had inhuman eyes, but they were remarkably similar. Except, there was no sun. There was no heat, and if anything, it was cold, slick, and uncomfortably damp.

      Not for the first time, she was grateful she didn’t suffer the pitfalls of human body temperatures. If she did, she’d undoubtedly have been shivering.

      Daylight savings meant her nights were longer now, and it meant more people were scurrying home before darkness fell and the cold took over. She figured she was well in time to study this place. To even listen in as the portal opened, revealing its entryway to another world, another time. This was especially important, because if Georgios refused, which she knew he would, she could try to cross over by herself tomorrow.

      One more night of empty orgasms, one more night of wet sheets and delirious pleasure was more than she could stand.

      Just the prospect of enduring tonight, anticipating his refusal, made her feel like she could pull her hair out.

      It had her blood surging through her veins, throbbing with a heavy beat at her pulse points until she felt a little dizzy in response.

      She couldn’t be breathless, because she didn’t breathe, but at that moment, she knew how humans felt when they hyperventilated.

      Insanity was approaching.

      She knew it.

      She felt it.

      The notion should have been impossible. Vampires didn’t turn insane. Not even the ancients. Not without being frozen, at any rate. The passage of time didn’t take them down the road to madness; they just got grumpier, dammit.

      Yet, she, a relative adolescent, was close to turning feral thanks to her arrogant and bull-headed mate.

      Remy had told her the connection only stirred when the Sanguenna met the Dragon.

      She called bullshit.

      The connection between her and Georgios was there. It wasn’t imagined. It was fully formed, without a heartbeat at the moment, and it was ready to leap wholly into action. Ready to start pumping the lifeblood their bond required.

      She refused to let him back away from this. Refused to let him keep her at arms’ length, because her sanity was on the line, yes, but more than that. She needed him in ways she’d never needed anyone.

      Remy’s appearance in her world had shaken things up, in more ways than one. She’d not only come to learn that it was highly likely she’d never bind herself to another Vampire because female Sanguen usually found links with Dragons, but then, she’d saved Max and had brought a whole shit storm down around her ears. Then, Georgios had appeared, and it had all spiraled until she reached this point.

      The point of utter desperation.

      She quivered as a dull breeze whipped around her legs, stirring her coat to flapping about her calves. She didn’t need the coat, but the humans would question why she wasn’t wearing one, and as always, blending in was the highest priority.

      Around her, there were few people to take note of her, but still, the image had to be portrayed that she felt the cold.

      Maybe she didn’t hear them because her thoughts were turned inward. Her senses, so overwhelmed by the last few weeks of bombardment, were on overload. She wasn’t being a wimp when she truly couldn’t calculate how much more she could take. Sensory overload was imminent, but her weakness only hit home when arms grabbed her. When hands mauled and teeth struck.

      She never saw her attackers, but she knew they were Vampires.

      “Shifter slut,” they whispered as their fangs ripped into her, tearing flesh. Cutting her to shreds.

      There were a dozen of them. At least. They pinned her there, frozen in time, unable to move. Her strength was immense, her power impossible to quantify. Had the attackers been human, she’d have left them for dead in the dusk. But these were daywalkers, for they could be nothing else as a nightwalker’s bite was loaded with healing serum that would revive them in an emergency. The group was also too strong in their too few number.

      She could feel her lifeblood seeping away. Already in short supply thanks to not feeding today, weakness sapped at her will as the pain of their bites ricocheted through her body.

      She was held, pinned in place, like Jesus on the cross. They grappled hold of her legs, trapped her arms akimbo. Lara had no choice but to take the attack until the female at her left leg relaxed her hold a fraction. She took her chance, knowing it was futile, knowing it was too late. She aimed for the man in front of her. His face was covered with a balaclava, but she targeted his cock and struck, enjoying his howl of agony.

      It stirred attention in the clearing. She felt the prickles of human awareness as they looked at the attack.

      She heard shouts. Cries that demanded the assailants stop what they were doing. That they left her alone.

      Humans, she thought on a soft, dazed smile, always so brave.

      The troop of daywalkers froze in place. Three were sucking the last sluggish drops of blood that were coursing through her veins, and they tore their teeth from her shoulders, making her cry out in distress at the agony the move caused.

      They left, running wildly in all directions. Their loss of support had her crumbling to the ground. Staggering to her knees, she used her shaky arms to stop herself from faceplanting on the lawn.

      The sun’s rays killed a nightwalker. Like the legends and the many human movies described, they got that part right. Even Shifters, witches, goblins, hell, all paranormals knew that a nightwalker’s weakness was daylight. What they didn’t know was that a daywalker’s bite held venom.

      It was a well-guarded secret.

      For the daywalker’s protection, she thought on a weak huff as she fell onto her back, tumbling down into the wet fronds of grass, the dewy spears prickling into her hair. The daywalker’s venom ensured that they could defend themselves against the nightwalkers they nourished, but she knew no one had ever contemplated them using it against a nightwalker.

      Arrogant, maybe, but that was her kind… bullheaded to the max.

      Overhead, the moon’s rays bathed her in its powerful, unique chill, but the calm didn’t ease the venom’s crawl through her system.

      Her muscles seized. Agony had her twitching with cramps as every part of her was suddenly under siege. Cries were heard as she felt the humans approach, and then, she scented him.

      Georgios.

      Her weakened senses knew it was her mate but also knew it was a Shifter. She could hear his heart, as she could hear the humans’, but it was pumping with terror. Adrenaline. Fury.

      Around her, she heard the mutterings. “Attacked.”

      “Twelve of them.”

      “It was crazy.”

      None of it mattered now that Georgios was here.

      He gathered her in his arms, not stopping in his tracks when the humans tried to get him to leave her alone. Insisting on calling an ambulance, on putting her in the recovery position.

      She scented him again, knew his touch as her head flopped against his chest. He nearly dropped her, when her limbs flailed as the venom began to overwhelm her, but he wrapped her tighter in his embrace.

      Before she could register the astonished gasps of the crowd that had gathered around her, who had watched the stranger stride off with her in his hold, suddenly there was silence.

      A vortex swirled around her. One she remembered dimly. She’d experienced it before.

      The portal.

      It hurt, but that hurt was nothing like the venom.

      She laughed, amused by the notion that dying had been the singular way to get him to bring her over to the other realm. Oh, the irony that her death was the trigger to what should have been their new life together.

      The stillness stirred her. Her eyes fluttered open and refused to shut as rigor came next. She stared blankly at him, saw the terror in his eyes as he realized her muscles were freezing in place.

      Before she could register anything, he shifted. Her eyes saw it, watched it happen, but then, a different kind of agony hit her, and she truly questioned if she could take much more.

      This would have had pleasurable connotations, but with the venom, it just amplified her sensitivity until she couldn’t take anymore.

      She felt the bond snap in place, but it wasn’t something she could even begin to process. The silent scream in her skull was ceaseless as she tried and failed to register what the fuck was happening to her.

      In the moon’s rays, a sudden glint caught her attention. She didn’t know why. Why a sharp glitter would draw her awareness when nothing else would, not even the shifting of her mate, but she saw the tear form in the beast’s eye, saw it fall, fall… Into human hands?

      She registered nothing again. Only knew she was dangling. She felt her limbs flailing in the air. The seizures having returned. Agony rushed through her again as her shredded shoulders were held in a pincher grip. Talons dug into the wounds, drawing her to the brink of unconsciousness, only to let her fall once again into the abyss of distress that had become her world.

      She saw everything. This whole crazy new realm, but she saw nothing.

      The endless mountain range, the bright green ocean, none of it took hold in her memory banks. She looked at it but couldn’t register it.

      The huge castle, perched on a mountaintop, came into her line of sight. It could have been a dream. Endless turrets, endless stone walls.

      A scream escaped her as the wind changed. It had buffeted her, making the crazy shaking of her limbs seem normal, but as the gusts altered, the directional pull took control of her arms and legs away from her.

      But that was the least of her worries. The ground rushed up at her. At least, it felt like it did. Then, she was being gathered up again, and a different kind of wind battered her.

      Was she running? Lara asked herself, confusion adding to the overwhelming gamut of terrifying emotions and sensations swirling around her brain.

      No, she couldn’t be. How could she? Her legs weren’t working.

      They couldn’t move.

      More terror came, and the wind changed. For the first time in her life, she realized she felt the cold. Knew it was warmer where they’d gone now, but still, they were running…running. Georgios was, she realized dumbly.

      He was taking her somewhere.

      He placed her on the ground, and she heard words once more.

      “Let me in,” came his demand.

      Refusals. Rejections of his command.

      He let out a scream that was pure beast. It shattered her nerve endings, made her cry out in agony as her ear drums were pierced by that shriek. She heard dull thuds of flesh against flesh, then heard more odd sounds as heavy weights thudded against the ground.

      A door scraped. Chatter came next, and then, she heard her mate’s roar, “Remy, my Sanguenna. She’s dying!”
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      Terror. He’d thought he’d known it before, but that was nothing like now.

      He’d lost his mother to his father’s wrath. Had lost his father to his jealousy. He knew grief. Knew pain.

      It was nothing compared to this.

      The court froze in its tracks as they stared at him.

      His expensive suit was covered in blood, his mate’s blood.

      Whether he wanted it or not, he’d claimed her now. She was his by the Mother’s right. He couldn’t protect her from him, but he could protect her from death.

      He didn’t understand. Couldn’t comprehend.

      Only the sun’s rays should have made her this weak, should have brought her to the brink of death. And she was dying, of that he had no doubt. Her heart, always a slow, dull thud, was weak.

      Like a whisper.

      As audible to him as the endless whispers of court gossip, as noisy as Remy’s thudding feet, as evident as the shushing sounds from Mia’s slippers against the solid stone flags.

      He saw the Queen. Saw her confused irritation. It was an expression he was used to seeing. She was patient with him, surprisingly so, considering what his father had done. Arista didn’t blame him, unlike most of her people. The court wasn’t rushing to help him after all. Just his House Head and his leman.

      And the Queen.

      Her pace was slower, but she was approaching. Even slapped one of her guards who appeared out of nowhere and tried to block her.

      He focused on Remy’s confusion as he fell to his knees. About to gather Lara’s terrifyingly limp form in his arms, he froze when Remy grabbed his shoulder and turned to look at Mia. His mate was close. She was stumbling and weak, but she’d made it.

      Through sheer willpower.

      That was Mia.

      He’d only met her once, but the little spitfire had felt at ease in controlling two bickering Dragons. The mate bond had robbed her of her feet until it had settled into being, and he could tell she was still shaky on her legs.

      She quivered, half stumbled, half fell beside Lara’s bloody form.

      “Daywalker venom,” she gasped, not looking at Georgios, turning to Remy. “I need you to carry me to a private chamber,” she demanded. “Bring her, Georgios. We need to act fast.”

      He’d known she’d help. Had known his best friend, Remy, would too. That was why he’d brought her here.

      He’d spent days avoiding Remy, as well as the nanny he’d placed on Georgios’s tail, but even though he’d avoided his best friend, he knew Remy’s plan for tonight’s court. Had known the House Head would be here, and that was why he’d brought Lara to him and his leman.

      It had been the only thought on his mind.

      A single-minded directive that appeared out of nowhere.

      Remy gathered his leman in his arms as Georgios did the same. Before they could even question where to take Lara, Arista appeared. The Queen strode ahead, taking charge of the situation even though she had to be as bloody confused as all the Shifters here. She led them to a room twenty feet away, and Mia called out, “Put her on the bed, Georgios.”

      Well, he wasn’t going to put her on the fucking floor again, was he?

      His beast snarled at the woman, but the man contained it.

      Mia was his only hope.

      His sole source of aid.

      He shuddered, as he relinquished his hold on Lara once more. Her hair, so silky and the color of roasted chestnuts, spread among the furs topping the bed. She looked so pale against the sable skin, so small and weak when she’d always been a powerhouse of energy. A welter of strength.

      He wanted to cry at the sight of her but knew he had to remain strong.

      She needed her mate. Not a sniveling whelp.

      Remy curved a hand about his shoulder, pulling him close. The brotherly hug dragged him from the stasis he’d fallen in as Mia recruited the Queen, and the two began stripping his leman of clothes.

      “The venom, it gets on the clothes,” Mia bit off as she worked.

      “Venom? What venom?” the Queen and Remy demanded simultaneously.

      “Daywalker venom,” Mia explained. “It’s the only thing that weakens us. But it’s so rare for them to attack a nightwalker. It hasn’t happened in my lifetime.”

      Arista shook her head as she peeled off the leather-like leggings Lara wore. He should have been angered at so many people seeing his mate naked, but his beast was traumatized. Too tormented at his mate’s state to care.

      She was dying.

      That was all the beast knew.

      Dying, like everyone he’d ever loved.

      Leaving him alone. Endlessly alone.

      A chasm of horror broke open at his feet. It would take so little to topple into it. To fall, to cease to be.

      Neither man nor beast would survive her passing.

      He faced death.

      And it wasn’t with fear but with welcome.

      There was no life without Lara.

      He’d avoided it, avoided her and the bond, when he should have embraced all she offered.

      His stubbornness had caused this.

      She’d have been safe in the other realm if it wasn’t for his obstinacy.

      He’d done this to her.

      “Daywalkers have one sole protection from nightwalkers—it’s to keep them safe from nightwalkers taking advantage of them. When they bite, they have venom. Nightwalkers have a kind of serum that heals the puncture wounds they make as they bite. Daywalkers caused this. And she’s been bitten so many fucking times too,” Mia whispered now that Lara was nude, and they saw the extent of the attack.

      Her arms and shoulders looked like they’d been gnawed on by an angry pack of dogs.

      He shuddered at the sight of her. His leman… she was dying.

      Leaving him.

      “It drips onto the clothes, leaving patches behind.” She pointed to red marks on Lara’s chest and thighs. “It’s corrosive.”

      “What do we do? How do we save her?”

      Mia ran a hand over her forehead. “I’ve only heard of two things that do it. But it’s so rare that I don’t know if it actually works or if it’s just legend.”

      “You have to try,” Remy urged. “Leman, she looks like she’s dying.”

      Mia’s glance was loaded with sadness and pity. Pity for him.

      “She is, Remy. She is.”

      “Then do it. Even if it’s a legend, you have to try,” Arista demanded, her words a decree.

      Mia shuddered. “For every bite, I’ll need a nightwalker.”

      Georgios stirred from the numbing agony befalling him. “The humans said twelve assailants attacked her.”

      “There were witnesses?” Remy and Arista said at the same time, but Mia and Georgios ignored them.

      “Twelve? Jesus Christ. I need twelve nightwalkers willing to donate blood.” She turned to Arista. “We need your help.”

      Arista nodded, stared at Georgios with a stoic kind of sadness—the Queen knew this kind of agony like no other—then strode off to do as Mia had bid.

      It would be hard getting volunteers. He’d made many enemies in the kingdom. Uncaring of his rebellious and difficult behavior, which led to unpleasant interactions with the other House Heads for Remy, he’d never given a damn.

      Had never thought it would matter.

      Regret overwhelmed him again.

      This was his fault.

      If no one would come to Lara’s aid, it was because he’d been a bastard all his life.

      There was no point vowing to the Mother he’d change. Mischief was in his nature. Once upon a time, it had caused laughter in the kingdom. Now, it caused concern, rolled eyes, and discomfort.

      But then, just as the chasm at his feet grew wider, as Lara began to fit once more, her weak limbs flailing and her body jittering like an electric current flowed through her veins, noise came from the door.

      Women fluttered in, men too.

      More than a dozen.

      Two dozen.

      Three.

      And they weren’t there for gossip, because their Dragon mates would be there too.

      Instead, it was just the Vampire lemans.

      At the sight of them, Mia called out, “You’re older than I am. Is it true the only way to save her from daywalker venom is to take her blood and replace it with a nightwalker’s?”

      A woman stepped forward. Regal, graceful. Her beauty was renowned around the kingdom, Magda, mate of Linden Seamus.

      “Yes. It’s true. Is that what this is? A daywalker attack?”

      Mutterings stirred at her question.

      Mia nodded. “I can think of nothing else. No other reason for her state or the signs of attack.”

      Magda approached the bed, and then neared Mia. She placed a hand on Mia’s belly. “You are with child, you cannot take the venom into your blood.”

      Mia winced. “I have to help.”

      Georgios stirred, because even in his desperation, news that Mia was with child brought hope for their people like nothing else could. After generations of nothing... A ‘ling, once more, was a gift from the Mother. “No. Mia, no. I won’t allow it. That ‘ling is our hope.”

      Arista’s voice was grim as she confirmed, “He’s right, Mia.”

      At his side, Remy tensed then shuddered with relief. Georgios couldn’t blame him. Didn’t.

      Remy wanted to help Georgios, but he didn’t want his mate or ‘ling to suffer in the process.

      Magda murmured, “It isn’t necessary. We can all draw some of the venom from her veins to reduce injury to ourselves, and the ones who aren’t tainted, can donate blood.”

      Relief cast over Mia’s features, but it was nothing to what Georgios felt. “You’d do that? For me?” he asked, his voice a hoarse rasp as he sent a desperate glance Magda’s way. Her smile was beatific as she approached him. A magnificent redheaded beauty with skin like white marble, and eyes like green fire. She stroked his cheek. “You’re a naughty boy, Georgios, but I, for one, am always happy to help an imp.”

      Agreement fluttered from the doorway where the women had gathered. They were older than his mother, some of them, and had seen him from birth to the bastard who stood here tonight. They surrounded him in their motherly affection, their attention, and then, they turned it on his mate.

      Eleven women strode forward from the crowd. He knew them all, absorbed the pity and hope cast equally on their faces as they knelt beside the bed.

      It was the most bizarre sight he’d ever seen in his admittedly bizarre life.

      His mate was naked on a bed of furs. Women surrounded her, beautiful in their court garb, their refinery adding to the insanity of the moment. The Queen watched over proceedings with a calm bemusement, and then, the women struck.

      They latched onto Lara’s arms, her thighs. Two even bit the fleshy mounds of Lara’s breasts.

      He’d heard of porn. Had been curious on his many forays into the other realm this month past, and had seen sights that had him stunned.

      This beat it.

      It was like a bad lesbian porn flick. Except, there was no sex involved only the resurrection of his leman.

      At first, Lara didn’t react.

      Silence. Endless, drugging, deadly silence.

      Then, she howled.

      Georgios reacted instinctively. He leapt forward, desperate to get to her, but Remy held him back. No matter how hard he struggled, no matter how hard he lashed out, he was restrained.

      The howl was endless. It was loaded with agony and terror and distress.

      It killed him.

      Like a knife to the heart, it robbed him of his life as she stared, blankly, at the stone ceiling, that piercing, ceaseless wail pouring from her lips like blood from her wounds.

      Then, she stopped. Just like that. From the cry of someone being tortured to an endless silence that was somehow worse. The Sanguennas kneeling beside the bed fell backward. They were knocked flat against the stone slabs. Their coloring all turned pasty as their bodies processed the venom, as they helped save his mate.

      The Queen stared at all the fallen lemans with horror, frozen as she witnessed something Georgios didn’t doubt had never been seen before. Especially in this court. The Dragons in the room were all inactive, unable to do anything but watch as Mia stepped over the slumped women, tore at her wrist, and placed it over Lara’s mouth.

      Blood seeped past his leman’s lips. Twice more, Mia had to tear at her skin as the healing serum in her bite mended the wounds. Then, as enough blood brought Lara back from the brink, his leman grabbed a hold of Mia’s arm and bit down with a ferocity that spoke of a ravenous hunger, one that couldn’t be quenched by a single feeding.

      Mia flinched, closed her eyes and shakily leaned against the wall.

      “Another!” Remy cried out as Mia began to shake, and he rushed over to her, grabbing her and taking her out of Lara’s reach.

      Georgios’s leman snarled with her hunger, and the sight had him dying inside because he’d never felt more useless in his useless life. “Can’t I feed her?” Georgios shouted fearfully. Mother, there had to be something he could do to help, surely?

      “No. Only a nightwalker can feed her when she’s like this,” Mia whispered faintly, her eyes fluttering as though she were on the brink of passing out. “She needs the healing serum.”

      “Hush, leman,” Remy whispered, rocking her in his arms as he hauled her into his chest. “Rest. All is well.”

      A woman stepped forward, Handeni Loria, and Georgios studied her, watching with a grimace as Lara struck the minute she was beside the bed—scenting fresh prey, stronger, with more lifeblood. More of what she needed. Craved.

      Ten more times this happened. Each time, Lara was frenzied. Each time, the lemans staggered back, some stumbling to their knees, others using the wall for support as Mia did.

      As the twelve fell back, the frenzied feral state his mate had fallen into was shaken off. Much like a wet dog cast off water, she reared upright, the only bright-eyed Sanguenna in the room. Still, she wasn’t his Lara.

      He could see it in her face.

      She was no longer frenzied, true, but the deep calm he’d come to associate with her wasn’t there either.

      He didn’t understand why until she stared at him.

      Arista cleared her throat. “She needs you, Georgios.”

      He stared at his mate then at his Queen. “It breaks protocol.”

      Arista winced. “Yes. I know. But this is different. We can relax the rules for once.”

      Though Georgios usually grated at the court’s many rules and regulations, Arista always had been fair with him.

      A fact that had caused a lot of consternation among her people, considering what his father had done to their race.

      Her willingness to be flexible stunned even him at that moment.

      This was more than just breaking protocol. It was completely turning the mating ceremony on its head.

      Still, what choice did they have?

      None of this had gone according to plan, had it?

      Mother, if it was, then Lara wouldn’t be his mate. She’d still be in Seattle, and he’d be about to have a Danish pastry with her.

      Rubbing a hand across his jaw, he nodded at Arista. Spying the concern on his Queen’s face, he acted with unusual politesse and bowed deeply and lowly, trying to impart his gratitude. When he figured he’d stared long and hard enough at the floor, to please even the sticklers in court, he retreated upright.

      She was smiling at him. Amusement and warmth coiling around one another as she let him bask in her regal acceptance.

      Amusement because that was probably the first and last time he’d ever been so gracious, and warmth because, for whatever reason, she had a soft spot for him.

      To the two dozen women who had saved his mate, he said gruffly, “I can never repay you for your service. What you have done leaves me in your debt.”

      “It leaves our House in your debt,” Remy backed up, his voice louder than Georgios’s and with deeper intent. “Your spouses may seek a tithe from me as thanks for your willingness to aid one of my own.”

      The offer of a tithe caused a bustle of chatter among the ladies, and Arista cocked a brow at Georgios’s House Head.

      Georgios just clapped Remy on the back in gratitude and took a step toward the bed.

      At the move, Lara tensed. Her eyes flashed silver. The way they’d done when she’d supped from him. Those were her nightwalker’s eyes. His own flashed amber when his beast was at the front of his nature. That didn’t happen too often in public, but it happened with surprising frequency when he was with Lara. He knew because he could feel the break in his control, and though most of the people in this room would deny that he had any self-control at all, he was actually a very rigid man.

      Unfortunately for Lara, that was mostly what she’d seen of him these past weeks. His lighter side, his more jovial sense of humor, had been stripped back.

      Why?

      Because he’d been torturing himself by sitting with her.

      He’d suffered with the knowledge that she was his for the taking, and yet, she could never be his either.

      That had all changed now.

      Now, she was his whether he wanted her or not. And of course he did, but it wouldn’t stop him from feeling fear for her.

      He had to keep her safe.

      He had to prove to the rest of his kin, as well as the other Houses within the kingdom, that he was not like his father.

      He would worship the ground his mate walked on.

      If she’d let him.

      Their eyes caught and held for a long time, until she looked away, a glance tracking the last person to leave the chamber, to leave them alone. She flashed her gaze back to him, and he saw her hunger sweep over her. It turned her usually pale flesh a light dusky pink. Arousal had her nipples turning hard, the peaks standing upright, and he could scent her need. Mother, his beast reveled in that particular scent that was unique to her. He’d known it before, had tasted her essence in the air at the coffee shop, but that was nothing to having her close and naked.

      Shuddering a little as his beast responded to her scent, he felt everything in him react to everything in her. “Mother, you pack a punch,” he whispered, bowing his head to maintain control. The last thing he wanted to do was hurt her after everything she’d been through.

      He’d almost lost her.

      Mother help him.

      The agonizing thought was like a kick to the balls. But that was almost all that counted. He’d spend every fucking day showing the universe his gratitude for saving her. For bringing her back to him.

      “Need. You.”

      The guttural words sounded like they were torn from her, and he studied her, saw the ravages of need eating at her and threw himself into the madness.

      She was suffering, something he’d never wanted for her.

      He would ease her pain.

      How self-sacrificing, he thought with a swift, relieved grin as he immediately toed out of the loafers he’d worn to the human world, shrugged off the blood-soaked sport’s jacket and tugged his sweater overhead. Next came the shirt and then the tailored pants and belt.

      She licked her lips when he unfastened the fly, and his cock popped out from between the mouth of the zipper.

      He could tell she wanted him with a hunger that was bestial.

      He shuddered at the thought, wanting her to take everything she needed from him. That was imperative.

      When he stood there naked, she rolled onto her knees and presented her ass.

      A little stunned by the maneuver, his brows rose in reaction. Then, he saw the flushed petals of her sex, the dewy juices that made her slick with hunger, and could do no less than moan at the sight of her.

      Lady Mother have mercy, he thought to himself as his beast began to claw at his insides, demanding he top his mate, make her his.

      Now.

      He shivered, trying to claw back the reins of his control, but it was no use when she turned her head back to look at him and caught him with that silver gaze.

      He leaped onto the furs, ignoring the scrape of wood against the stone floor and the heavy thud as the bed frame collided with the wall. He pounced on her, covering her, not stopping until his chest covered her back, and his hips were nudging against her core.

      His cock found a happy spot—right between her nether lips—but he didn’t sink in deeply. Not yet. He lifted his hands, cupped her dangling breasts from above. They were a heavy weight in his palms, just the right size—overspilling his hands. Her hard nipples rubbed against his rough calluses, and she moaned, head falling forward at the relatively innocent caress. He squeezed one, palpating it. The other, he pinched and rubbed. Tugged and shaped with his fingers. Not stopping until she was rocking her hips back into his.

      He growled out a warning, his mouth dropping down to her nape where she was injury free. He held her there with his teeth in place, and she let out a mewl, which was hardwired into his fucking system. Every part of his body responded to that sound, just as every part of hers reacted to the dominant move.

      He moved on to teasing her other nipple, but with his other hand, he slipped along the gentle curve of her belly and maneuvered between her thighs.

      With his own knees, he pushed hers further apart until she was falling forward onto her elbows, rather than propped up on her hands. He slid the tips of his fingers through her moist core and growled, the sound rumbling through her as his teeth remained fixed on her shoulder.

      In the morning, she’d have bruises.

      As was his right.

      He grunted at the thought as he slipped a finger inside her.

      Lady, she was tight. She clung to his digit like wet silk, and he slipped another one in, making her whimper. He wasn’t a small man, so her size was an issue.

      He wanted nothing more than to fuck his shaft into her, to claim her as she was desperate to be claimed. The whimpers and mewls she made were pleas to him. Noises that came from her soul, with the desperation she felt, the need to become his at last.

      But he couldn’t hurt her.

      Instead, though it killed him, he stretched her around two fingers, then three. Scissoring them, he focused on easing her there rather than her clit.

      She wriggled and writhed beneath him, and he knew the beast of her own was gnawing at the bit. Needing more, demanding it from them both.

      When he decided she could take him, he pressed the tip of his shaft to her cunt. Her pussy flexed around him, just that barely there inch. He groaned at the sensation of tight heat and sighed when she moaned, “So big.”

      It didn’t sound like a complaint, though he knew he was going to hurt her regardless of all he’d done to try to make it easier for her.

      Still, she didn’t sound too scared by the prospect. A fact he thought was down to her nightwalker rather than the woman.

      He persevered, going slowly when he wanted nothing more than to thrust into her, to impale her with everything he had to give.

      But that was for another time.

      For later, when she was his, had been his for a lifetime, and could take all of him without pain.

      He’d considered himself a controlled man, but he’d never realized the depths of that control until now.

      This was torture. Absolute agony.

      Every inch was hard won, and the inches inside were tormented by silky muscles, which clung and fluttered. That dragged him to the precipice of pleasure, that urged him to cum.

      He didn’t know how he stopped himself, but it was imperative that she climax first.

      Not for his pride, but because he wanted their claiming night to be memorable. Not because he was shit in the sack, and not because she’d almost died. He wanted these moments to take over the hideousness of those memories.

      With a shudder, he thrust another inch inside, and this time, she let out a sound that sounded anything other than pained.

      He recognized that for what it was and immediately thrust wholly inside her.

      She let out a yelp, but it was swiftly followed by a purr. His fingers went to work on her clit, and he rubbed and caressed that little nub, showing it more fucking love than he’d given to his own cock when he’d jacked off to thoughts of her.

      The need to make her cum was all he could think about. He wanted it. He demanded she orgasm, that she gift him with that present.

      “Fuck me,” she cried out when he just stayed lodged inside her. When he didn’t move, just teased and taunted her clit. “I need you, Ios,” she whispered.

      His eyes flared wide at the nickname, something only his mother had called him. It wasn’t an appropriate time to think of her, but a flood of warmth flowed into his being. Love, acceptance, caring.

      The mate bond.

      Lady Mother.

      He shuddered in response. His beast was no longer alone. Would never be alone ever again.

      With a moan, he began to thrust inside her. Her plea, the gift of that nickname, deserved everything he had to give.

      He fucked her. Not hard, but with enough force to make her fall flat into the bed and not give a damn. She turned her head and let him have his way. Let him take her, claim every inch, and all the while, his fingers were on her clit.

      Her orgasm stunned the shit out of both of them.

      All of a sudden, he was lost in a tight wormhole of wonder as she climaxed around him, those silky muscles getting to work around his cock, milking him for all he was worth.

      He roared out his own pleasure seconds later. Feeling his cum blast into her womb, the beast settled down, his Dragon satisfied that she was his now.

      Even the Dragon knew that things hadn’t been done in the right order, that the mating mark wasn’t in place as it should have been when he fucked her, but it was too satisfied to care.

      His mate scented of him from the inside out, and that would only be accentuated over time.

      He slumped over her, but his hands fell beside hers, and he propped himself upright. He unlatched his teeth from her shoulder where he’d kept her in place, even after she’d tumbled against the sheets, and eyed the marks with satisfaction.

      The only kind of pain she’d ever know again was that kind.

      He shuddered at the thought and shuddered harder when he realized he too would be covered in her bite marks.

      Almost like that thought was a trigger, she suddenly reared up, knocking him off her. Her strength, at that moment, astonished him. He lay flat on his back and eyed her. She crouched over him, her gaze like quicksilver. But, though she was totally unlike his Lara, utterly savage and wild at that moment, he wasn’t scared. He couldn’t be. She was his, and he was hers. Even her nightwalker beast, so primitive and reacting so ferally after tonight’s attack, registered that because she’d submitted to him—there was no hiding from that fact. So, when she pounced, her teeth settling on his throat this time, he just let himself lie there and take her claiming.

      It was only fair, after all.

      With a moan, he felt her fangs drop, felt the sharp tips as they scraped over the contours of his throat. They moved over his Adam’s apple, explored the sinews that led to his collarbone and shoulders. She sniffed him. Delicately. But still, she sniffed. He felt the faint gasps of air against his flesh, and his cock hardened in response to what she was doing.

      Mother, should he find this as arousing as it was?

      When she struck, her teeth piercing the thick flesh between neck and shoulder, he winced a little. It hurt, but it was a kind of pain he could get used to. The last time she’d fed, it had stung a lot, but this time? Naked? This was no chore, which was probably a good thing considering he was about to become her sole source of dinner.

      In this realm, Sanguennas drank less than in the other, but she’d still sup from him at least three to four times a week.

      He looked forward to that becoming a part of their fucking.

      Mother, that was something to get excited about.

      He let her drink her fill, and even when he started to feel woozy, he didn’t try to pull away.

      She was feral again, and he could understand. The beast had been sated by her orgasm and his cum, but now, she needed his blood.

      She seemed to realize he was weakening and with a grumble, pulled away. Her mouth was messy, covered in his blood. She looked every bit a monster then. With her silver eyes, hair all over the damn place, and blood over her lips and teeth as well as the rest of her body which was scored with bite marks and scratches.

      But, even in this state, she was his monster.

      And that was when Georgios knew he loved his mate. Because if she could make something from a bad horror movie—a recent joy he’d discovered on his forays into the other realm—look sexy, then he had to be head over heels.
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      Hunger. Fear.

      Thirst. Need.

      The four emotions flashed through her mind, on and off, on and off.

      Inside, Lara was screaming. She could taste Georgios’s blood in her mouth, and it grounded her, but the beast was taking too much.

      His heart was quiet. A dull thump rather than a heavy beating thud. It frightened her, enough to make her roar at the other side of her nature.

      The nightwalker half pulled back, and she stared down at her mate. He looked sated. His eyes heavy and slumberous, his cock, as always, hard.

      She wiped her mouth. “I’m sorry.”

      Her whisper was so quiet she was surprised he heard her. But then, his hearing was better than even hers. A Shifter had better senses, when it came to scent, sight, and sound. But her sensitivity and taste was a thousand times better than his.

      “What are you sorry for, pet?” he asked a little drowsily, but he was strong enough to wrap an arm around her shoulder and tug her down to the bed.

      For the past three days, they’d been in this chamber.

      They’d done little more than fuck, feed, and sleep before doing it all over again.

      She was sore in places she’d never been sore before. And though the bizarre creature that was her nightwalker kept on appearing, making her want to rip out his throat with the need for his blood, she was as happy as she could ever be.

      On the second day, Lara had reappeared again.

      She’d awoken from sleep with a gasp. Her gasp disturbed him, but he’d smiled at her, sleepily, and murmured, “You’re back.” Then, pulling her down toward the mattress once more, he’d tugged her against him and hugged her tight to his chest.

      When they’d awoken next, he’d gorged on a feast of food while she watched on in confusion, the need for him inside her—both her veins and her body—overwhelming her, so that when he’d finished eating, she was on him like white on rice.

      The next day was the same. And today, it seemed, would be no different.

      “I keep taking too much blood.”

      He shrugged. “It’s yours to have.”

      “That doesn’t make it right.” It was hard to feel ashamed when the victim of her crimes was so intent on taking that shame away. With a grimace, she pressed her fingers to the bite she’d just left. She’d been taking from him so frequently that the bites weren’t healing properly, and his throat looked like a mass of sores.

      “That has to be enough,” she said firmly, more to herself than to him. The beast inside her, which had awoken immediately at being attacked, started rumbling with fury, but she refused to hurt Georgios anymore.

      The poor man couldn’t spare any more blood!

      Thankfully, the kitchens here seemed to have an endless supply of tripe—that disgusting wonder food that helped a body create more blood. He’d been eating so much of it he was going to turn into a damn cow.

      Just the sight of the gooey, textured flesh made her stomach churn, but he hadn’t minded. Had doused it in something that had come with the dish and had hummed with delight all the way through the meal as though it were a delicacy. And maybe in this weird world it was. After all, with half of the Dragon’s court being taken up by bloodsuckers, they’d need something like tripe, wouldn’t they?

      The nightwalker’s constant demand for more blood was concerning because when the bitch demanded, there was no stopping her, and this was Georgios. Her mate. She was hurting him. The beast in her was hurting the one male who could complete them.

      It made no sense, and yet, her nightwalker was utterly savage. Might well continue in this vein as she continued to heal in the aftermath of the daywalkers’ attack, and while it wasn’t something she could bear, it wasn’t like she had much say in the matter. That side of her, for the first time in her life, was totally in charge.

      God, she was starting to understand how her mother had felt, and that was never a good sign.

      With a huff, Georgios sat up. He pressed a hand to her knee and stroked her there, making her pussy quiver with need.

      “And no more of that either,” she said on a groan. Though hunger rammed into her nether regions, she was so sore she wasn’t sure she could fucking walk.

      His lips twitched. “I think your nightwalker would disagree.”

      She rolled her eyes. “That’s a given.” It was bizarre hearing him call that side of her by a name—like it was an entity all on its own. But though it was bizarre, it was the truth, she supposed.

      Never before had that half of her nature played so prominent a role.

      Whatever the daywalkers had done to her, and however she’d been healed—Georgios still hadn’t told her—it had changed her.

      She just didn’t know for how long or if it was, horrendous though the prospect may be, permanent.

      For the first time since this whole thing had started—and she couldn’t call it all a nightmare, because the bits she could remember had been so fucking wonderful she felt tingles shooting through her at the memory—she knew she could talk to him. Hold a conversation without needing to pounce on him once more.

      Taking that as a good sign, one that led to a positive direction, she asked, “Is this where you live?”

      He shook his head. “No, sweetling. Of course not. This is the palace.”

      She ran a hand through her hair, feeling unease course through her. “A palace?”

      “Aye. We have a Queen. Remember? She lives here. Arista has been queen for nearly two thousand years and, for all that time, this has been her seat. Drafty and bloody miserable though it may be, she seems to like it.”

      As he muttered about the damn décor, her mouth dropped open at the sheer number of years Arista had been Queen. “Two millennia?” she squeaked.

      He nodded. “Aye. She’s a good Queen too. Leads fairly. Is even kind to your reprobate of a mate.”

      “Why are you a reprobate?”

      “I have a reputation, in this realm, for mischief.”

      She blinked at him, more astonished by that than the fact there was a two thousand year old-plus Queen ruling this land. “You do? But you’re so…” She blinked once more, trying to conjure up the right word. Finding it, she clicked her fingers with satisfaction and declared, “Staid.”

      It was his turn to gawk at her. “Staid?” he mumbled and, then, roared, “Staid? I’m about as staid as a Scotsman’s kilt!”

      “Huh?”

      He sniffed, folded his arms across his chest, and… No, that was definitely a pout.

      An honest to God pout.

      More stunned than ever, she asked, “A Scottish man’s kilt?”

      “Yea,” he grumbled. “A kilt looks innocent from the front, but underneath, they pack quite a punch.”

      She couldn’t help but grin at that. “I’m sure not all Scotsmen go in the raw under their kilt.”

      He pshawed at that. “The good ones do.” His pout deepened for a second. “Anyway, I have never been staid.”

      She shrugged. “I can’t help that, that’s the impression you gave me.”

      “You saw a different side of me, granted.”

      “Why?” Her question was soft and tinged with hurt. Why had he kept his true nature from her?

      He let out a sigh. “Because I never intended on claiming you, dearling. It was both pleasure and pain to see you every evening the way I was.

      “I could see you, talk to you, touch you, and smell you…but I knew that was all I could have. It was sweet torture. I entered your coffee shop wanting more and left knowing I’d had all I was willing to take.”

      “Because of your father?”

      He nodded slowly.

      She sighed. “But you’re not him.”

      “You’d better hope I’m not,” he said gruffly.

      Lara reached for him. Splaying her hand on his belly, right beneath the arms he’d folded over his chest, and on a washboard abdomen that her tongue had thoroughly explored many times over these past few days, she murmured, “You would never hurt me. If you were going to, it would have been now. When I’m actively hurting you.”

      “You’re not hurting me,” he immediately dismissed, but his scowl was enraged. At her. “Don’t you dare make out that you’re hurting me.”

      “Why?” she asked simply. “It’s the truth.” She eyed his throat, proof positive of how she was abusing him. God, he looked like he’d been attacked by a wild beast.

      He sat up with a sigh, not stopping until their foreheads were pressed together. “You’re not hurting me. We’re getting through this together.”

      She understood, then, that he didn’t want her to think badly of herself, which was so beyond fucking cute it was ridiculous.

      She pressed her lips to his, sighing at his taste. “You’re mine.”

      “I’m yours,” he confirmed, then, with a grin she could taste too, murmured, “You’re mine.”

      “I’m yours.”

      The affirmations weren’t necessary, but they both sighed like it was imperative.

      “What are we going to do tonight?”

      “Aside from the usual?” he asked with another pout, but she could see a glimmer of seriousness in his eyes.

      “Yes. If you fuck me anymore, I won’t be able to walk until next week.”

      “I’ll gladly carry you around,” he offered with a grin. Then, he wrinkled his nose. “Does any part of you feel numb?”

      “Aside from my pussy, you mean?” she teased, making him growl.

      “Yes. Apart from there. Although I know a way to make it feel better.”

      “No. Leave my poor pussy alone,” she wailed, slapping her hands between her legs and crossing her thighs over them. Sheesh, even that hurt like hell.

      He chuckled, winked at her once, and then asked, “I do mean it though, Lara. Is anywhere numb?”

      She blinked at him. “Why would it be?”

      “Because we did none of the mate bond the right way. I’m just wondering where we’re at with the process.”

      “What the heck are you talking about?” she asked, forgetting to guard her pussy from him as her hands slid over to settle on her knees.

      “You need to rest,” he started. “We can talk about it another time.”

      “No.” She reached for his hand and squeezed his fingers. “Explain, please. I want to know.”

      He grimaced. “Usually, what happens is like what Remy did. He took you over to the other side. If I’d done that, you’d have reacted to the mate bond. Most females pass out…”

      She snorted. “Seriously?”

      He cocked a brow at her jest. “Yes. Seriously. When they wake up, something happens to them. It’s like a metabolic change.”

      “What kind of metabolic change?” she demanded, a little concerned despite herself.

      “Well, a mating mark forms on you soon after the bond takes root. Where that mark forms, you usually go numb.”

      “But that isn’t happening with me. Nowhere’s numb.”

      “Exactly. That’s why I’m curious as to where we’re at.”

      “Is something wrong with us…with me?” she asked, more concerned than ever now. Her hold on his fingers tightened until she knew she had to be hurting him, but he didn’t even flinch.

      “No, sweetling, nothing’s wrong. It’s just that we’re both working to a different routine, that’s all. Nothing wrong with that, it just means we’re in for a few surprises.”

      He hid his worry well, she’d give him that. It was there, but only visible thanks to something he couldn’t control and probably didn’t even realize was happening—that nictitating membrane of his had made an appearance right at that exact moment when he’d spoken.

      Still, she had to give him credit. He was trying to protect her, and considering how strange things had been these last few days, how could she blame him?

      Ordinarily, she would have railed at him. She was a Sanguenna. She ruled her particular roost and had done so for far too long to easily acquiesce to anyone else lording it over her.

      But he wasn’t lording. He was genuine in his desire to keep her safe, to stop her fears from gathering and taking hold.

      And in this, she decided to let him have his way.

      There was no point in worrying over something neither of them understood.

      “Things started a little unorthodoxly, that’s all,” he continued. “Your body is just catching up with the changes.”

      “That reminds me. We need to go back to the other realm, Georgios. I need to take this to the court.”

      He blinked at her, grimaced. “I guess you’re right but first, you must rest, okay?”

      She couldn’t help it; she laughed. She knew his grimace was more because she was willing to walk into a dangerous situation, but she had to laugh because he was registering his own discontent but hadn’t said a peep to try to stop her.

      Jesus, had she struck it lucky or what in this man?

      He was all Alpha. So damn bossy he oozed dominance. And yet, when it came to her, he thought of her protection, her pleasure. Her safety. But that didn’t stop him from letting her have free will.

      He knew this had to be dealt with, and he wasn’t going to treat her like an idiot. She was a Sanguenna. His respect for that, for her position, had never been clearer than it was at that particular moment.

      How this man thought he was in anyway like his father, Lara didn’t know. But she’d willingly spend the rest of her life proving to him that he was the man his father could only ever have wished to be.
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      The following night, Lara blurted out, “What is that?”

      Georgios held out the strange stone to her. He’d been passing it back and forth between his hands like some kind of happy sack, but it looked both heavy and light, as well as glittery and dense.

      Two bizarre combinations.

      She sat up, lotus-style, on her bed, back in her own bedroom on Earth, and studied the stone a little closer now that it was in her hand.

      “What is it?” she asked, frowning at it as she turned it from side to side.

      “It’s a tear stone.”

      “Explain,” she asked shortly. He was king of that—giving the most abrupt and useless answers ever.

      “A Dragon sheds two tears in their lifetime. Once, when they meet their leman. The other when their Dragonling is born.”

      “Okay,” she murmured, dragging out the syllables. “What does that have to do with this?”

      He shrugged. “They’re pretty important so a whole tradition was born. That’s the tear I shed when I saw you in my other form.”

      Her eyes rounded. “But it’s huge, and it’s a stone. Not liquid.”

      “I know.” His lips twitched at her befuddlement. “It comes out as liquid, like any other tear, but it turns crystalline once it’s formed. Normally, it shatters against the ground, and I’m supposed to collect the pieces to decorate the outfit you wear to court.”

      That answer triggered a dozen more questions but the most prominent was, “Why is it in one piece?”

      “I didn’t have time to follow tradition. It would have taken too long to pick up the shards. I let it fall, quickly shifted back, and luck was on my side.”

      “You caught it.” Did she remember that?

      She thought she did, but it was like a hazy memory. Not concrete. One she could easily have made up… if her imagination was that florid that it could concoct a memory where a crying Dragon was standing before her.

      She could be fanciful at times but that fanciful?

      She highly doubted it.

      “What are we going to do with it?”

      “I’m supposed to shatter it, and, then, take it to the Goblins. They’ll make up your ceremonial dress for court.”

      “Whoa, whoa, whoa. Back right up there, Ios. What the hell? Goblins? They’re real?”

      He grinned. “I like this nickname.”

      She flushed—she didn’t know where it had come from. She just knew that it felt right on her tongue. It tasted right. “I should have asked first.”

      He shook his head. “Don’t be silly. I love it. My mother used to call me it.”

      She bit her lip. “Are you sure it doesn’t drag up bad memories?”

      “No. Good ones.”

      They shared a smile that had him clearing his throat and admitting, “We share this realm with Goblins and Elven folk.”

      “We do?” She felt her eyes rounding in bewilderment. “They’re real?”

      “Yea. I have a difficult relationship with most.” He pulled a face. “Especially the Goblins. Getting one to craft your garb might be easier said than done.” He wrinkled his nose. “I’m beginning to regret my past mischief.”

      She smirked. “I’m still finding that hard to believe.”

      “Yes. Staid. I haven’t forgotten the word.”

      “You going to hold that against me for the rest of our lives together?”

      He smirked. “Maybe.”

      “That looks good on you,” she teased, watching his lips flatten out as he tried to stop the natural Cupid’s bow of his lips from puckering up.

      Laughter escaped her at the sight.

      “You’re too pretty for your own good, Georgios.” Her words were no lie. He truly was.

      All dark and golden, so strong and sure. He looked like a Greek God from antiquity. So damn fine she couldn’t believe her eyes, because on this realm, he looked even hotter than he did back in hers.

      She wasn’t sure, but it was like this realm’s color spectrum was so much broader. Chestnut hair, back over there, was more than just red, brown, sable, mink here. It was a thousand different shades. Some she couldn’t name. Some she didn’t want to.

      And his eyelashes seemed to glitter. Goddamn glitter.

      It was like Twilight in reverse. She should be the one twinkling, but nope, he was.

      Vampires were a beautiful race. She’d never had to feel lacking in her entire life. Until now.

      Typical.

      Not that it was necessary to feel like that, of course. Georgios looked at her like she’d put the freakin’ moon in the sky and was holding it upright.

      It was kind of cool, actually.

      After a lifetime of her kind, those who knew of her past at any rate, eyeing her as though she were about to turn into her mother, his regard was enchanting. All her life, she’d had no choice but to show a strong front to the world, so much so that she’d found herself promoted to the position of Sanguenna, even though her past made her a less than ideal candidate. But that was how hard she’d worked to present a strong façade, to show how in control she was.

      To not have to do that?

      It was the biggest present in the world, and she knew Georgios wasn’t even aware of what he was gifting her every time he treated her like she was a normal person.

      “What kind of mischief?” she asked, eventually, when she felt warmth flush through her. It was way too easy to get hot under the collar with Ios. He didn’t even have to do anything. Just sitting there was enough to make her horny.

      “Usually stirring trouble among the factions.”

      She frowned. “Why?”

      “Boredom, mostly. It was something to do.”

      She rolled her eyes. “You need to run a coffee shop. That’ll keep you busy.”

      One thing she’d noticed since she’d come back to ‘normalcy,’ yesterday, was that he was grinning. A lot. He was wearing a constant smile, it seemed. And she loved it.

      She basked in it.

      After weeks of seeing him with nothing more than a serious, somber cast to his face, this was a luxury.

      His ever-present grin widened at her remark. “I’m certain that would keep everybody busy.”

      “It would. It certainly wouldn’t give you time to stir ‘trouble among the factions.’” She wrinkled her nose. “What are factions anyway?”

      “You remember yesterday when I carried you from the palace to the cave?”

      How could she forget being dangled tens of thousands of feet above sea level and transported back to her new home on this realm—a cave.

      “You saw all the little villages, didn’t you?”

      She had. Spindly-roofed homes, which looked like they belonged on a picture postcard, were clustered together on the tops of mountain peaks. The smallest village had around fifty roofs, the largest had maybe two hundred or more.

      “Each one is called a faction.”

      So a village here was a faction?

      She pondered him a second and asked, “You caused wars between the villages?”

      “War is too strong a word, leman. I just stirred trouble. Goblins are deliciously easy to irritate.”

      “Which is why following tradition will be very difficult, I suppose? If you’ve pissed everyone off, who’ll make my dress for the ball?” she teased, knowing he wouldn’t catch the Cinderella reference.

      She peered at the crystal in her hand. It was huge. Larger than a tennis ball and with striations deep inside that glinted in the light. It was a pure ice white that reminded her of top quality diamonds. In fact, it did horrendously seem to look like a diamond. As she stared at the cavern he’d brought her to, where his Dragon’s bed consisted of a heaped pile of rubies, sapphires, and emeralds as well as myriad other semi-precious stones, she had to wonder if it actually was one of Earth’s most expensive jewels.

      She’d come to notice that gems didn’t seem to hold much value here. His ‘bed’ was at least waist-height and had a diameter like a large above-ground pool. She’d stepped on a couple of rubies, and she could vow for the fact they were worse than standing on Legos barefoot. And she knew. Even Vampire children liked the damn building blocks.

      “This is so surreal,” she murmured in a soft voice, looking around the cavern with dazed eyes.

      Upon realizing she was as stable as she could be at the moment, Georgios had spoken to the Queen and brought them back here to his home. According to him, Arista expected to see her at court when the mating mark presented itself and not a moment sooner.

      Lara had been kind of relieved. She’d already made a bit of a splash upon her entry into Dragon society, so going to court and formally presenting herself to the Queen while looking like something from the Exorcist wasn’t exactly on her bucket list of things to do before she died.

      The Queen had seen countless Sanguenna in her years, and Lara refused to be the one who stood out in the woman’s mind for scarecrow hair and a temperament that made a pissed off bat look happy.

      “I know it’s overwhelming,” he said on a sigh, sitting up and making those delicious abs ripple, and all so he could push a few strands of hair behind her ear.

      “It is, but you’re helping,” she told him softly, leaning into his hold by tilting her cheek and letting him take the weight.

      “I’m glad.”

      They were in the part of his cavern he considered his bedroom. The bed was a grand affair, and she knew about grand beds—she’d been of noble birth back in the day. Nobles knew how to rock dynasty-making beds.

      It was at least twice Georgios’s height in width, which meant they had over twelve feet of mattress to play on. The sleigh shape was overlarge and made the dramatic structure even more imposing. The rich redwood gleamed in this realm’s color spectrum. Craggy walls surrounded the mattress, and natural light was cut off making it perfect for her day’s sleep. He had large braziers, which gave off no smoke, burning around the room—Elven magick, he’d informed her when she’d asked after it.

      An enormous Persian rug covered the floor, and opposite the bed, there was a whole gallery’s worth of art.

      She recognized Rembrandt, Titian, even a Michelangelo, for God’s sake.

      It was like sleeping in the Louvre or something.

      And that was just the bedroom. The rest of the cavern was just as huge. It had a hot spring that took up at least a quarter of the cave, and cozy nooks had been created from comfortable chaises and sofas. All of it was centered around the pile of gems in the middle. Even the entire back wall of books seemed to hold second place to the mountain of treasure, and she’d seen more books than a Kindle could store.

      That was how big this fucking place was.

      “Do you like it?” he asked softly, watching her look around the bedroom, taking it all in with a bewildered wonder that kept him amused.

      He’d especially found it funny when she’d made ‘snow angels’ in his treasure pile. Her wings, in point of fact, were still there on the living room floor.

      “I do,” she told him with a smile. “It’s insane, but I really do.”

      “I’m glad. We can change it. When we return to the other realm, we can bring back anything you want. I can certainly afford it.”

      She snorted. “I’d never have guessed considering you have a bed worth millions.” She’d seen an emerald the size of a damn duck egg! “Still, I can afford my own things too.”

      He smiled. “Your independence is worthy of holding onto, dearling, but you need not fear I’d forgotten. I simply wished you to know that what’s mine is yours.”

      Sap that she was, that had her melting on the spot. “Really?”

      “Of course.”

      It was so matter of fact she was stunned in the face of it.

      How had this man gone from rejecting his claim on her to protect Lara, to this benevolent creature laying here tonight?

      She wasn’t stupid enough to question her good fortune, just pressed her hand to his belly, and if she accidentally, on purpose, nudged the sheet covering him, then a leman had certain privileges, didn’t she?

      Exposing a lean, muscular hip and half of his groin, she felt like biting him there, in that thick pad of flesh.

      It would come, one day. But not yet.

      They needed to talk.

      “When will we go back?” she asked softly, trailing her hand along the length of his now bared thigh.

      “When I think you’re stronger.”

      She cocked a brow at that. “Would you believe me if I told you I felt stronger now?”

      “Of course. But I’m looking out for different signs than you. I have to do my duty by you, leman. Don’t let me fail in my responsibilities at the first hurdle.”

      Because she could understand how vigilant he felt he needed to be because of his father, she knew she’d have to be patient. It was imperative she didn’t make him feel bad for being over-protective.

      Even if it rankled more than she could stand.

      She cleared her throat. “What signs are you looking for?”

      “The start of the mating mark for one.” He pursed his lips. “Still no numbness?”

      She snorted. “No. I’d have told you in the ten minutes since you last asked.”

      He winced. “We might have to see a healer.”

      “Why?”

      “It should have manifested by now. It’s important.”

      “Why?”

      He shrugged. “Why does night follow day?”

      She huffed at that. “Why do guys always answer like that?”

      “Answer like what?”

      “With more questions. And stupid ones at that.”

      He bowed his head, but she knew it wasn’t from being offended, more like he didn’t want her to see how hard he was laughing at her.

      “Do you know,” she started conversationally, “that my grandmother, my father’s mother, used to say that if you keep on smiling for no reason, they’ll come to take you away?”

      That had him frowning. “Take me away where?”

      “To the asylum.”

      “Asylum?”

      “Where they locked up crazy people.”

      “For smiling?” he asked, sounding aghast. “I mean, I’ve been to one a few times in the past, but never for smiling!”

      “Yup, but then…” She blinked at him. “Huh? You’ve visited an asylum? Why?”

      He cringed. “Well, it was more of a forced visit. It certainly wasn’t fun.” Ios huffed.

      “What did you do?” From the way he cleared his throat, she could only assume it was nothing good. Rolling her eyes at him, she mumbled, “In fact, spare me the details. I’m sure I’ll find out at some point.”

      He snickered. “Undoubtedly.”

      “Anyhoo, moving swiftly on, my grandmother was really old even when I was born.”

      “She no longer lives?”

      “No. She chose to walk into the sun when she hit seven hundred.”

      “Mother, she was an ancient.”

      Sorrow welled in her voice. “I know. She couldn’t take it anymore. My grandfather died about twenty years before, and she said once she saw me make Sanguenna that was it. She had no other reason to live.”

      He blinked at her. “No offense to your grandmother, sweetling, but that’s a bizarre kind of logic. Not that I should be surprised from a female of your line.”

      “Hey!” she squealed, slapping his abs in punishment, but it didn’t stop the deep belly  laugh from rolling out of him. Jesus, her dour mate had been replaced with this cheerful as fuck guy. She wasn’t sure whether to be grateful or simply confused. “I’ll have you know all the females of my line, on both sides, have been powerful. And Vampires don’t want to live to be so old. They just get grumpy.”

      “And Dragons don’t?” he asked, cocking a brow. “We all get grumpy.”

      “You guys have something to wait for. Vampires don’t. Not really.”

      “There is no mate bond like this, is there?”

      She shook her head. “No. We mate like humans. By our own choice. But sometimes it’s real in a way that pushes boundaries. It was that way for my parents, and theirs too. ”

      He sniffed at that. “I prefer that the Mother chooses. She knows us both inside out.”

      Her lips quirked up at that. “You wouldn’t have picked someone who was a little taller or with bigger boobs, if you’d had a choice?”

      He stared at her like she was batshit nuts—maybe she was to bring up topics of conversation like this one. “Why would I? Your breasts are like pale mountains that need me to climb them.”

      She snickered. “You want to climb my breasts?”

      “Well, my face does.” He reached for her, and before she could do more than shriek, shoved his head between her tits and shook it back and forth amid her jiggling flesh.

      She broke down in laughter but gripped a hold of his head when he diverted course and aimed for her nipples.

      “No fair. No more. I’m sore!” she argued.

      He grumbled but bestowed a gentle kiss to one tip. “Meanie.”

      “You’re the meanie. Your cock’s too big,” she complained matter-of-factly.

      “You’ll be grateful once you’re used to it,” he said, preening.

      She shook her head at him. “You’re incorrigible.”

      “Only sometimes,” he teased.

      Rolling her eyes at him, she started, “So, what’s the game plan then? I refuse to stay in bed for another night. It will give you ideas that my pussy will wholeheartedly reject.”

      “I think we shall wait for signs of the mating mark to come before we go to the Goblins.” He snickered, but his last words triggered a grimace. “It will give time for word to spread that I have met my leman.”

      “Will that make a difference?”

      “Aye. They’ll know I’m desperate, and that I’ll have no choice but to be open to terms of negotiation.”

      “That means you’ll be at a disadvantage.”

      He shrugged. “I know. You win some, you lose some.”

      He was taking that so well that she had to stare at him a little in surprise. The Goblins and Elves, from what she could tell, did little to irritate him, but he did a lot to irritate them. And yet, nearly every marvel in the cavern—bearing in mind she came from twenty first century America where the dishwasher could be controlled via cell phone and tourists were going to be visiting space soon—all his marvels came from the other races.

      The smokeless, endlessly burning braziers were Elven. The plant life in the cavern, which should have died from no sunlight, was nourished by Goblin potions. There was no housekeeping to take care of—thank you, Elves.

      There were a hundred and one ways in which the other races’ magick made Georgios’s life easier, and yet, he got a kick out of being a damn nuisance.

      She truly needed to keep him busy.

      “If we’re not going to sort out the tear stone, then what are we doing?”

      “As you’re not incapacitated, I shall heed your desire and we’ll return to the other realm.”

      She frowned. “Incapacitated? Why would I be that?

      “The mating marks cause issues at first.

      “Issues?”

      “Nothing serious.”

      “Serious enough for the word ‘incapacitated’ to come into the conversation.” She huffed. “You’re like the master of understatement. You suck sometimes, mate.”

      He chuckled and then chucked her under the chin. “You like it when I suck, leman.”

      Though heat unfurled in her core, she gritted out, “Are we going to the other realm now, then?”

      His eyes sparkled, but he confirmed, “Aye. Might as well.”

      “Do you have clothes for me to wear?”

      She’d been wearing little more than bed sheets for the last few days. Even flying here, she’d been tucked up in one of the goliath bedsheets from the palace. The beast inside her, the newly aroused ‘feral’ nightwalker, had refused any clothes that had scented of others.

      “I have a chest with garments for you.”

      The way he said garments had her wondering what he was talking about. And twenty minutes later, when he showed her the chests he had stored in a craggy outcrop at the back of the cavern, she could do nothing more than groan.

      “I feel like something from Frozen,” she hissed when he guided her through the portal a few hours later. “Thank God, it’s late, and no one will see me.”

      “You look beautiful,” he retorted.

      She had to admit, his sincerity was so genuine she was a little astonished by it.

      It was either an Elsa or a Lizzy Bennett costume she was currently sporting. With its empire lines, high bodice with rippling tucks that flowed to the ground, she looked like a Regency Miss.

      And she’d been around in those days.

      Not in London or anywhere in England, granted. But she knew how shitty that time period had been.

      Vampires had always been light-years ahead of human societies in how they’d treated their females, but that hadn’t helped when, back in the day, she’d had to remain in her parents’ home until she’d found another coven that would accept her.

      She’d only been allowed to leave the protection of one place to enter another.

      Males, of course, had had the freedom to do whatever the fuck they wanted.

      Not so for Lara and her Vampire sisters, which totally sucked.

      Not that there was much use in pouting about it. Instead, she wrapped the silk pashmina around her shoulders to stop any humans still awake at this time of the morning from wondering why she wasn’t freezing to death.

      Seattle was considered mild by her kind but not so much for humans.

      With the Seattle Mural behind her, the famous glass mosaic in the amphitheater courtyard, she had to admit, for the first time in her life, to feeling uneasy in their current location, and to being relieved she had such a strong male at her side.

      For one who had always chomped at the bit, struggled against the need for males to protect her, now, she could understand the consequences of those choices.

      Had she had security with her, like most of her coven had pestered her to over the years, she might not have been attacked.

      It was hard to be regretful about that now she was mated. Though well aware that was a stupid mentality to have, she couldn’t help it. The mate bond wasn’t flourishing as it should have been without the mating mark’s appearance, her nightwalker half was suddenly a little ‘unnatural,’ and she had a rebellion to quash in her coven. Things weren’t exactly turning up roses, but none of that mattered because Georgios was at her side.

      He would never realize how important this mate bond was to her. Blossoming or not.

      She’d struggled against the strictures of male dominion all her life. Taking it to the extreme by starting her own coven, running it, and running it well for over a century now.

      To admit to wanting and needing any kind of male in her life was so much more than a big deal… It was everything.

      That was how much he meant to her.

      Sure, she cared about all the problems her situation had caused, but nothing compared to the relief she felt at his being in her life. Permanently. When it had seemed so unlikely for weeks now.

      “What are you thinking?” he asked, as he tightened his hand about hers. His gaze swept over her once, before he looked at the streets and found two taxis hovering, waiting for the stragglers from the movie theater in the amphitheater.

      He held up his hand, nodding with satisfaction when one started their engine and began to drive toward them.

      “I’m just thinking about how different things are now that I’m back here,” she admitted as he opened the door for her and let her climb into the taxi before rounding the vehicle and getting in too.

      “I should have brought you to another portal,” was the first thing he said to her after he told the driver that he wanted them to be taken to the Meeting (Coffee) Grounds. “Why?”

      “Because you were attacked there, Lara. I should have thought…”

      She wafted a hand and reached for him with the other. “I’m fine. I promise.”

      “How can you be? The memories…” He shook his head. “I need to take better care of you.”

      “If you do, you’ll smother me,” she warned. “If anything, I was thinking the opposite.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “It was worth being attacked to have you claim me as yours.”

      His eyes widened, and his stare looked so bemused she had to chuckle. “You can’t be serious,” he said hoarsely.

      “I am. Deadly so.”

      He blinked at her slowly, like he was dazed and needed to process her image carefully. “That’s crazy.”

      “Maybe.” She shrugged. “I can’t help how I feel.”

      “I’m bad for you, Lara.”

      “No. You’re not. You’re good for me. You’ll see, over time, things will settle down, and you’ll realize you’re nothing like your father.”

      He grimaced. “I pray for both our sakes that is the case.”

      “How can you even believe it?” She rolled her eyes at him.

      “He didn’t start off a bastard, Lara,” Georgios warned. “There was a reason my mother allowed herself to be claimed. And when I was a child, there was love between them. That love turned twisted, however.”

      “Do you know why?”

      He shook his head. “I don’t like to think about it.”

      “It must have happened for a reason,” she pointed out.

      “Perhaps.” He wriggled his shoulders and turned to look out onto the rain slick night. Sensing that was the end of that particular conversation, one that had been cut off for her, but she hoped enlightening for him, she let him be.

      The roads were dead at this time of the morning, but dead in Seattle was still busy. Lights still blared, cutting out the stars overhead. Something she only noticed because in Georgios’s realm, the stars were so bright, so clear and crystalline, that they looked like little sources of light themselves.

      She missed that, she realized. And as the artificial motion of the car swayed and jerked, as the vehicle braked and then set off at a traffic light, it was a reminder of how Georgios had carried her to their cavern.

      It had been great clinging on to a bedsheet and being flown over a mountain range the size of Everest. Sure, she’d felt a tad exposed, and she was really looking forward to Georgios having a saddle built for her so she didn’t have to be dangled from his talons, but give her that to this any time.

      She bit her lip as she realized being in the other realm reminded her of her childhood. Something she’d never have imagined appreciating, not with the marvels of the modern era to ease so many discomforts from that time, but Georgios’s realm was different.

      Even Vampires, back then, had to suffer inconveniences. Traveling had been a nightmare. The cities had been revolting—roads loaded with horse shit from the carriages that traversed the land, smog from the fires the humans burned. Dirt, filth. Disease and poverty everywhere. Then, there had been the simple things like sending a letter. It had taken weeks, or longer, to get responses to mail.

      For daywalkers, there were more differences. They had more human bodily functions—they ate real food—and so, for them, inventions like the oven and a fridge and freezer were of immense note.

      Not that many daywalkers lived as long as she had. Not unless they were mated to a nightwalker—which was beyond rare—and lived long enough to see the differences.

      Georgios’s realm, however, had Elven and Goblin magick to ease those petty discomforts. And traveling involved flying—better than airplanes. Hell, she’d never have to worry about a TSA line ever again.

      The notion had her smirking smugly, and it came with a jolt of surprise that she realized they’d made it to her favorite café while she’d been lost in her thoughts.

      Georgios was eyeing her like she’d grown another head, and maybe in his mind, she had. He was so scared for her… She’d never been the center of someone’s world like this. Naturally, her parents had loved her, but Vampire parents were always a little standoffish. It was in their nature to uphold their bond as a unit over that of the familial one.

      She highly doubted Georgios would allow that, and she was glad for it, if she were being honest.

      “Come on,” she told him, when the driver repeated the fare and her mate was content just to study her in the light from the coffee shop windows.

      His perplexed glower melted her heart, but she waited for him to reach in his suit pocket, retrieve his wallet, and hand over payment.

      She noticed the driver had received two hundred dollar bills for a twenty dollar fare, but said nothing.

      It was nearly Christmas after all, and like her mate had said, he could afford to spoil her.

      The driver gawked at the tip, thanked them profusely, as they scampered out of the taxi, and was still thanking them as they shut the door and headed for the Meeting (Coffee) Grounds.

      When she walked into the warmth of her most favored establishment, she was careful to take note of the daywalkers on staff.

      Four of the five she hired were here. Nightwalkers tended to have more administrative positions on her staff, as daywalkers could work through the day, and younger ones didn’t mind the shifts or the pay, because they were still figuring out what to do with their lives before they settled on whether they were going to move covens or stay in their familial coven forevermore.

      Human kids mused over college, moaned over grades and GPAs. Vampire children worried about really leaving the nest, or staying in one that would be their home for the next hundred years or so.

      Megan was the only one who looked shocked, and her reaction was overlong enough for it to matter. Lara shot her mate a look, to which he nodded, silently informing her he’d seen the same thing.

      When she reached the counter, Linda was the first to ask, “Ma’am, are you all right? Where have you been? The coven’s been worried sick!”

      In the midst of her orgy, she’d kind of forgotten about her family waiting back home. And didn’t that just make her feel guilty—although, granted, it wasn’t her fault she’d been attacked by her own kind.

      “I’ve been busy,” she said, a teasing note to her tone. She cut her mate a glance, grinned at him then shared that grin with the girls who, not complete dunces, totally understood what that look meant.

      They gawked at her then at Georgios. Their eyes rounding as they took in what that meant.

      She’d never claimed a male before. Sanguennas led rather solitary lives, unlike their male counterparts. So, for her to make such a statement, even if it was inferred with looks, had all four girls looking bemused.

      As well as a little jealous as they eyed her mate like a woman who’d been dieting eyed an All-You-Can-Eat buffet.

      The thought stirred something in her, something she couldn’t understand, and what she couldn’t understand, she quite naturally ignored. Instead, she cut a curtsey before them, holding out her skirts with a grand gesture. The quartet of girls laughed, only Megan’s sounded forced.

      “Why, ma’am, such a pleasure. May we offer you refreshment for your repast?” Jenna teased, as she genuflected back.

      The human version was far tamer than the Vampire’s—she crossed her left arm over her chest and cupped her throat in offering.

      Lara accepted the respectful courtesy with a smile. “I’ll have a hot chocolate, please.”

      As a unit, the quartet gasped. “Hot chocolate?”

      Then, she realized what she’d said, and even she wondered at it. What on Earth had made her ask for something she couldn’t drink? Turning to Georgios, who was frowning with confusion, she simply cleared her throat. “I meant green tea, of course. Silly.”

      The quartet chuckled, but it was uneasy as they looked over Georgios and the possessive hold he had on their Sanguenna’s forearm.

      “I’ll have a double espresso. We’ll be over there,” he said, pointing to the corner table he preferred. Though the coffee shop was busy, that space was usually free, as at this time of night, they dealt more with clusters of people intent on some philosophical discussion or a small crowd working together to get a project or proposal done for a deadline.

      A two-seater seating area wasn’t adequate for those kinds of numbers.

      Together, they wended their way through the light crowd, and with a huff, Lara dropped into the armchair. When Georgios sat opposite her, she blurted out, “I really wanted a hot chocolate.”

      “I know,” he confessed, eyeing her a little warily as he rubbed his jaw. “That’s not altogether uncommon, Lara, but usually after a very long time as a leman. Plus, your mate mark hasn’t manifested. None of this makes sense,” he grumbled, then his eyes sharpened as his gaze drifted behind her, and she knew one of her staff was approaching.

      Megan.

      She scented her fear and anxiety from here.

      The mugs clattered on her tray as she bent over and set them down on the coffee table between Lara and Georgios. As she put the cup and saucer down in front of her Sanguenna, Lara’s hand snapped out and grabbed a tight hold of Megan’s wrist.

      “Megan,” she said softly, noticing the jolt of fear that rammed through the younger girl’s body.

      “Sanguenna?” she asked shakily.

      “Why are you scared?” Lara couldn’t help it when her fangs dropped—a sure sign of aggression from a nightwalker as old as she—and Megan, upon seeing them, looked like she could faint.

      “What do you mean?”

      “I can scent your fear.”

      “You’re frightening me, Sanguenna,” she whimpered.

      “No, as soon as I entered the café, you looked stunned. Why? Didn’t you expect me to come back?”

      “You’ve been missing, ma’am. It was wonderful to see you,” the girl cried.

      “I don’t believe you.” The words were said with a sibilance thanks to the presence of her fangs, which no matter how hard she tried, weren’t retracting.

      Megan gulped.

      “Did you know I was attacked? That only the fact that my mate is who he is saved me from certain death?”

      Another thick swallow that looked painful. Megan staggered down, like her knees had suddenly given way. The motion had the tray tumbling from her hands and clattering to the ground. The noise jerked the patrons’ attention their way, but it soon returned to their own conversations as they saw the waitress on her knees, obviously believing she was collecting what she’d dropped.

      Megan sank back on her heels, the move more because her muscles wouldn’t keep her upright. Her mouth was trembling as she whispered, “Ma’am…”

      “I’m listening.” She cut a glance at Jenna who bustled over, her intent to help, so she kept her tone gentle. “Everything’s fine, Jenna. Go back to the counter.”

      “But, I can help clear away—”

      Lara shook her head. “There’s nothing to help with.”

      Jenna bit her lip as she looked down at a quivering Megan and the hold Lara still had on Megan’s wrist. Though the Sanguenna’s fingers weren’t even tensed, the way Megan’s hand was turning a funny color spoke of the firmness of the grip Lara had on her.

      Jenna cleared her throat. “Can I get you anything, Sanguenna?”

      She was about to dismiss her when that earlier stirring appeared. It was strange. Centered in her stomach.

      Before she could ask, Georgios murmured, “You can bring me a panini. The pepperoni and jalapeño one.”

      Though the kitchens were closed now, Jenna wasn’t foolish enough to refuse the male her Sanguenna had claimed. She started to scurry off when Lara called out, “Jenna?”

      The girl turned back, eyed her nervously. “Yes, ma’am?”

      “Make that two.”

      Where the request came from, Lara didn’t know. But it stunned her as much as it stunned Erica, Megan, and Georgios.

      The weird stirring in the pit of her belly…that could only be hunger, couldn’t it?

      She felt empty.

      A gnawing ache deep inside that made her feel a little weak.

      Was that how humans and daywalkers felt after not having eaten in a while?

      She knew it couldn’t be for blood. She’d fed twice from Georgios tonight, and that was more than ample. Plus, his Shifter blood was a little more potent.

      The equivalent of drinking a prosecco over a white wine.

      The effervescence was still giving her a nice buzz.

      Georgios merely cast her a look but remained silent as Megan was still on her knees, watching her Sanguenna with terror written on her face while they ordered paninis.

      Jesus.

      Talk about timing.

      “Talk to me, Megan,” she crooned, watching the girl flinch and close her eyes.

      Older Vampires couldn’t beguile humans like the movies made out. But they could do that with young daywalkers. And barely forty, Megan was almost a baby in comparison to Lara.

      “My brother,” the girl gasped out. “He…” Another gulp.

      “He, what?” Lara demanded, refusing to relent.

      “He organized… He heard of how you saved the boy. He told the court. He thought they’d handle your punishment, but when they didn’t, he decided to punish you himself.”

      Lara’s eyes narrowed into slits, and then, she reached forward and stared straight into Megan’s. “Did you help him attack me?”

      The impulse Lara forced into Megan’s system had her shuddering in reaction, something that almost had Lara jerking back in surprise. Normally, the daywalkers she compelled didn’t react so violently, but the words that spilled from Megan’s lips were nothing but the truth as a result so she couldn’t exactly complain. Even if her ability was so much stronger than the last time she’d used it.

      “No! I heard him planning to hurt you, and I wanted to tell you, but he…” She whimpered as Lara increased the beguilement, letting her eyes turn silver with her nightwalker half’s presence so that the trance Megan fell into was even stronger than before. “He rapes me,” Megan confessed on a whisper. “Beats me. No one knows. I’m too scared to tell. When I learned… I wanted to help. To stop him. But I can’t protect myself from him, never mind my Sanguenna.”

      No longer worrying about how strong her compulsion was, a long hiss escaped Lara’s mouth at the prospect of Megan suffering and all under the coven’s nose. “How long?” she bit off, the words loaded with her rage.

      Megan’s nod was so slow it was almost dreamy. “Since I was a little girl.”

      Lara’s nostrils flared, and she stared at Georgios with horror-filled eyes. His sympathy had her growling, but she pushed that aside and turned to the girl. The trance had Megan almost vibrating in place, and Lara winced at the sight. Letting her eyes retract, she dimmed down the compulsion, and murmured, “You will forget this conversation happened. You are well. All is well. When the others ask what occurred, say I was telling you about my new mate.”

      Megan nodded again, and then the dreaminess faded when Lara ceased staring her square in the eye. She cleared her throat when she looked down at herself and saw she was on her knees. “What happened?” she asked a little dazedly.

      “You dropped the tray.”

      The girl’s cheeks flushed. “Damn, I’m so sorry, Sanguenna.”

      “We’ve all done it,” Lara told her gently, but the smile she shot her was conspiratorial. “At least you’d already put the cups down. I dropped a tray with six coffees on it once. Nightmare.”

      Megan chuckled and got to her feet. She was still shaky, and as she picked up the tray, she flinched. “Ouch. My wrist. No wonder I dropped the tray,” she mumbled, eying her forearm like it didn’t belong to her.

      “Wrap it up. There are Ace bandages in the First Aid box,” Lara instructed and watched as Megan nodded her thanks and scurried back to the counter.

      She watched as the girls circled her, and though she could hear their conversation, knew her compunction held as Megan said her wrist had given out.

      Not that that happened often with Vampires, but daywalkers were the weaker of the two races, after all. Hardly infallible.

      Jenna shot her a look, though, and Lara knew that was because she’d witnessed the hold Lara had on Megan’s arm. She merely cocked a brow at her until the girl flushed and went about her duties.

      Georgios dragged his attention back to her by leaning forward. “A panini?” he demanded.

      She blinked at him, surprised that was the center of his focus after that conversation. “I’m hungry.”

      He sat back again. “This makes no sense.” Ah. He was scared. For her.

      “Nothing does. I know her brother, Georgios. I thought he was a friend. Benjamin is popular in my coven. He works in the office at my distribution center. He’s never had a problem with me before. And the rape?” Her jaw worked. “If I didn’t want to kill him before, I do now.”

      Georgios looked torn. She could tell he wanted to discuss this new development—her hunger, but that he also sensed she wanted to explore news of the man behind her attack.

      Taking pity on him, she murmured, “The mate bond will manifest how it manifests, Georgios. We can’t alter what will happen. We didn’t start the claiming in the regular way, so things are bound to be different.”

      It didn’t really resonate how different until the panini arrived, however. Still churning from Megan’s revelations, her reaction stunned the hell out of her.

      Her fangs dropped, and saliva formed and pooled in her mouth. As that had never happened before, outside of those singular moments when she was about to bite and feed, the liquid gathered in her mouth with discomforting speed.

      “What do I do with it?” she garbled as it carried on being produced. The scent of the warm pepperoni teased her nostrils, made her mouth water harder, and her stomach ache more fiercely.

      “Do with what? The sandwich?” Georgios asked, a little confused.

      “My mouth. It’s wet.”

      He frowned then it cleared, and he snickered. “I’d heard of that, but thought it was a joke. You just swallow. Like you would blood.”

      “But there’s so much of it,” she whimpered, feeling it flood the base of her tongue.

      “Just swallow. It goes down to whatever you have inside you.” He pursed his lips. “Do you even have a stomach?”

      Her throat worked as she tried to pretend she was swallowing green tea, but the liquid had no taste at all. It was bizarre.

      “Of course we have stomachs,” she said a moment later. “Mine is aching with need for this.”

      She knew the daywalkers were watching her as she picked up the panini. Their attention was discomforting, but she knew they were confused.

      Nightwalkers simply didn’t eat.

      She was about to break that particular myth.

      The cheese melted on her tongue in a way that had her moaning. The pepperoni was spicy and fatty, and the jalapeño added an astonishing heat that had her mouth exploding with pleasure.

      “Mother have mercy,” Georgios groaned, his panini uneaten, still halfway to his mouth as he watched her eat. “The noises you make, make me want to rut on you.”

      She flushed, but she didn’t stop eating. She kept shoving the bread, cheese, and meat concoction into her mouth until her cheeks were full like a hamster storing food for the next hour.

      He chuckled at her bulging cheeks and said, “There we go. Erection dealt with.”

      She glowered at him but chewed through the mounds in her mouth.

      When she finished, her stomach ceased aching. She patted her belly. “That feels better,” she told him, not too ashamed at being so relieved that had worked.

      “You enjoyed it, I take it?” he asked, taking the first bite of his own sandwich. He then chuckled hard when she nodded her head so quickly, her ponytail whooshed from side to side, whipping the back of her head as she did. “I had no idea food tasted so good.”

      “Why would you?” he asked. “It’s not like you’ve ever needed it before, is it?”

      “True. I wonder why I need it now?”

      “We can add it to the hundreds of questions we have about our mate bond,” he said gruffly, and she could sense his concern once more. Though she was touched by it, she didn’t try to appease him.

      There was no point.

      He would worry until their mating followed a similar pattern as all the countless others who had passed before them.

      Somehow, however, she knew that would never happen.

      He’d explained to her what had happened with the lemans of Dragons attending court that night he’d taken her there for help. Whatever it was, that, as well as the delay in his claiming her, on top of the daywalker venom, had changed the way the mating claim was supposed to manifest.

      She knew it in her bones.

      Though she was no seer, it made sense to her, but her strong, determined, and fierce mate was frightened for her.

      She could understand that. Was touched by it.

      And though he wouldn’t appreciate knowing it, she decided it was easier to protect him than to add to his worries.
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      “Where the hell have you been, Sanguenna?” a stranger asked, striding toward the table at the head of the room where Lara was sitting.

      It was hard for Georgios not to tense up at the accusation in the male’s voice, but Lara didn’t react, so he decided that was the best option for him too.

      They were in the council chambers of her coven. A novel concept to him.

      Though covens answered to the Emperor and his court, individual covens didn’t usually allow their members to question their leaders.

      Lara’s diplomacy shouldn’t have come as a surprise, not after watching her interact with her staff at the coffee shop for all this time, but it did.

      The room was huge. Large enough for the eight-hundred strong coven to congregate in and with comfort. The coven’s chambers were, ironically enough, in an old Presbyterian church. Lara was currently seated at a table beside the pulpit, while the members of her coven were in the pews.

      He had to hide a smirk at what humans from Lara’s time would make of this. Vampires in a church.

      Considering they’d believed holy water and sacred grounds to be sacrosanct, weapons against Vampires even, this was proof positive that wasn’t the case. He wondered if that was why she’d chosen this place for their meeting grounds…  Thumbing her nose with the cosmic joke.

      Knowing her, probably. His lips twisted ruefully at the thought.

      The church was Methodist plain. As in, there was little comfort, barely any decoration. Color came from a rather plain stained glass window behind Lara, but in the dark of night, none of the hues came through obviously. The prayer cushions for people to lean on were embroidered with religious scenery, but the pews weren’t carved or embellished at all, and the pulpit wasn’t either.

      All in all, he decided that Catholics knew best when it came to the interior decoration of a holy temple.

      Not that it mattered, of course.

      Especially not for a Vampire’s purposes. They didn’t even believe in a deity, unlike his kind who believed in the Mother of All.

      Using this place as a meeting ground was definitely a thumb at the nose at humans.

      Though the man had accused his leman, Lara just flicked a glance at him, and he stuttered in his tracks, plunking down in the pew nearest him.

      From what had happened to Megan and Lara’s own surprise at how well she’d forced the compulsion on the girl, he could sense this was a new gift. For certain, she’d been able to compel daywalkers before, all supes knew about that talent, and throw in the daywalker’s venom that he’d only learned of recently, it was all starting to fit why they’d need such a thing to even the balance between the two walkers. But Lara’s ability to compel had been incredibly strong tonight. To the point where he, even with his many years, had never seen the like.

      Did this new gift come from all the blood of the ancient Sanguenna she’d supped?

      What with that and her immediate desire for hot chocolate and a panini, he thought Lara was far more powerful than she’d ever been.

      Maybe more than any other Sanguenna had ever been too.

      After all, nightwalkers drank from daywalkers. Never from their own kind.

      What had happened with her was unparalleled. Especially with Sanguennas as ancient as those from his world. Like Lara’s grandmother, who had decided it was time to walk into the sun, many Vampires did not live to ripe old ages. The women in his world were rare. They lived with and for their mates, their years extended thanks to the longevity of a Dragon’s lifespan. Their power was condensed, coming from another time. What Lara had ingested was something no other had ever been granted.

      So, no, Lara’s case was truly unprecedented, which only added to his concern, for unique was never a great thing to be when it came to such matters. It meant there was no one else to compare to, which put them both out in the cold.

      His leman remained silent as the hordes finally stopped trickling in. She cast a glance around the congregation, looking for something—he couldn’t say what—but she seemed to find it because she finally got to her feet.

      She’d called the meeting in the late hours of a nightwalker’s hours of wakefulness. After she’d spoken with Megan, they’d returned to her home, where she’d changed into clothes that, according to her, didn’t make her feel like a character in an Emily Brontë novel. Having no idea who Emily Brontë was, he wasn’t sure if that was a compliment or not, but spying her in tight jeans was very satisfying so he decided not to complain.

      Though she’d looked beautiful in the simple empire lines of her dress, her ass was too delicious to confine in swathes of fabric. At least, that was his opinion, and his was the only opinion that mattered when it came down to the question of her butt.

      His lips twitched because he knew she’d argue with that sweeping statement, but she could. He’d just kiss her to keep her quiet.

      She seemed to sense his amusement because her eyes caught his at that precise moment. Maybe she saw the banked fire in his gaze, because her eyelids swept low, and when they opened, revealed the quicksilver that said her nightwalker was very much in the building.

      The congregation saw her eyes, and immediate whispers and mutterings began to buzz around the church. The acoustics only increased the sound, making it seem like two thousand voices were chuntering away instead of less than a thousand.

      “Marcus asked where I’d been.” Her words, not shouted, her voice barely above normal volume, had the church plunging into silence. “It would surprise most of you to know that I was in the other realm. Those of you who were curious as to my whereabouts will be stunned further to know that there are some amongst you who would be surprised I was even standing here at all.”

      Marcus, the man who’d approached her before, jumped to his feet. “What are you talking about, Sanguenna?”

      She narrowed her eyes at him. “Sit down, Marcus. You might be my right hand man, but you’re getting on my nerves.”

      He glared at her, but begrudgingly took a seat again. When he folded his arms, she nodded at him. “Thank you.” Turning back to the rest of the coven, she murmured, “Five nights ago, I was attacked. A small horde of daywalkers set upon me. They bit me. I almost died.”

      If the whispers and mutterings of before had been loud, that was nothing to the chaos that fell now. She seemed content for the raucous noise to take precedence, however, allowing her people to discuss and dissect this gossip.

      All the while, her gaze flittered here and there among the crowd.

      Georgios watched her, uninterested in her coven. He was at the head of the church, but at the side. No one had really spotted him, because they didn’t think to look for him, but he’d make his presence known if the time came for it to be a necessity.

      Not that Lara looked like she was in need of his help.

      It was in a Dragon’s nature to dominate. To take over. To be needed by his leman. Georgios wasn’t the same as most Dragons; his past precluded him from some of those traits out of sheer terror he’d turn into his father. But still, it was almost disappointing to realize that his mate wouldn’t need him to fight in her corner.

      Then, equally, he felt nothing more than pride in her strength… A complex matter to be sure.

      “I have reason to believe that Benjamin Meer was behind my attack.”

      If the cacophony had been noisy before, that was nothing to now. Mother.

      Georgios’s Shifter-sensitive hearing was put to the test at the noise levels in the church. Then, when less than ten seconds had passed after her announcement, the crowd turned on Benjamin Meer. Literally.

      They sought him out, sourced him amid the crowd, until he was at the center of everyone’s attention.

      He got to his feet, eyes narrowed with annoyance. No shame lined his features. No fear. Just irritation. “What proof do you have of this?”

      “Your scent in my nostrils isn’t enough?” Lara demanded, tone cloyingly sweet as she lied—to save Megan from her brother’s wrath, he assumed.

      Benjamin froze. “That isn’t possible,” he said on a long hiss.

      “No?” Her eyes flashed silver again, but this time, they stayed that shade, and Benjamin, rather than sputter his outrage, strode toward the pulpit. He did so, disregarding the people in his way, who had to shuffle left and right to let him out of the pew. He kept his gaze eerily on the Sanguenna, telling Georgios that Lara was compelling him to come to her.

      The rest of the congregation gasped at his actions, but only the male, Marcus, called out, “Is he dangerous?”

      Lara shook her head but kept her attention focused on Benjamin. “No. He isn’t coming to attack. He’s coming because I willed it of him.”

      Marcus scowled at Lara. “What the hell are you talking about?”

      “What do you want me to say, Marcus? Do you want me to explain the impossible? I was set upon by a group of daywalkers. A dozen? Ten? I don’t know how many, but it was a lot. They attacked me. Their venom flooded my system. To save me, my mate took me to the other realm. I was drained of the venom, and then fed from Sanguennas who donated their blood to me. I’m not the Lara you once knew.” She shrugged. “That’s all I can say. I hunger now, for sustenance other than blood. The side of me that is nightwalker is more prominent in my nature, and she has talents. My ability to compel is stronger. I am still learning what else I have attained from the healing.”

      Marcus scowled. “How is that even possible?”

      Pissed off at the male’s constant questioning, Georgios stepped forward out of the shadows and demanded, “Your tone is disrespectful, male. You speak as though you’re not relieved your Sanguenna is healthy and whole.”

      Marcus growled. “Who the fuck are you?”

      “He’s my mate.”

      The male’s head whipped around so he could gawk at his Sanguenna. “You’re mated to a Shifter?”

      “Indeed.”

      A woman stood, a daywalker if Georgios’s nose was accurate—which it was. “You are well, Sanguenna? You don’t seem injured.”

      “Yes, Grace, I’m well,” Lara answered with a soft smile. “Thank you for asking.”

      It didn’t escape Georgios’s attention that Lara was easily conversing with several people, all while Benjamin hovered there, zombie-like.

      His mate’s abilities were surprising even him. He wouldn’t have been too astonished if Lara herself was bemused by this.

      Grace bit her lip. “Your mate, is it true he’s a Dragon?”

      “Aye, I’m a Dragon. What of it?” Georgios answered in Lara’s stead.

      “Is that why you took her to the other realm and didn’t bring her here for healing?” another male asked, getting to his feet.

      “Georgios did the right thing by me, Duncan. There was nothing any of you could have done. I am the eldest in the coven, and I wouldn’t have known how to heal me—I did not realize there was a way to stave off daywalker venom.

      “Georgios took me to the right place. Ancient Sanguenna healed me, and as their blood flows through my veins, now, I think it’s safe to say I’ve harnessed some of their talents.”

      That they hadn’t spoken of this together irked him no end, but he was glad for her intelligence. It would have been irritating to spend the rest of his life with a moron, and what she’d discerned fit with his beliefs too.

      Duncan frowned. “But you are well? You are not unstable?”

      Lara sighed. “Grace already asked, and I already answered. I’m very well.”

      Duncan waved a hand. “You have to forgive me for being repetitive when you have Benjamin hovering there like a puppet on a string.”

      Her eyes turned into slits. “You’re questioning my right to punish a male who set upon me in a cowardly attack? He didn’t call me out, challenge my right to rule. He attacked me in the dead of night, when I was alone. Were you one of the dozen, Duncan? Did he manage to convince you to act in this conspiracy?” Before the male could do little other than sputter, she turned to Benjamin, “Who else was involved in the assault on my person?”

      “Mary-Beth Watson, Duncan Peabody, Lisa Conrad, Lisa Jameson, George Wyatt, Harold Cooper…” And so went on the list of names until eleven had been spoken.

      At first, the congregation was frozen, and then, Georgios yelled, “Seize them,” when a male got to his feet and tried to run.

      People on either side, in front and behind, grabbed hold of Lara’s attackers. Some attacked—males grabbed males in holds that incapacitated them, some females did the same with other females.

      Where chaos should have reigned, a relatively calm proceeding took place. Within minutes, the twelve were detained, frozen in place by the congregation around them.

      Hisses were shot their way, disdainful looks shot at the attackers.

      “What do we do with them?” a voice called out.

      Lara shrugged. “First, we question them.”

      “But after?” the female, Grace, asked. “They can’t be trusted. We don’t want them in our coven.”

      Cries of agreement followed her words.

      Lara wafted her hands, playing down the noise. “You think I do? But they are kin to some of you…”

      “They are no kin of ours, if they have attacked our leader,” a male voice called out, triggering more hollers of agreement.

      This time, Lara held out her hands to stop the noise. “Since the Dragon scale has been in our possession, it can’t only be me who has noticed a difference in temperament.”

      A woman stood.

      “Jessica?” Lara prompted.

      Jessica ducked her head and shyly murmured, “Cats.”

      “Cats?” Marcus demanded. “What the hell are you talking about, woman?”

      Jessica gritted her teeth and shot the irritating male a glower. “They come to me in great waves. I have a dozen around my house now. More come to the door every day.”

      Lara blinked. “Well, that isn’t what I meant exactly, Jessica. But thank you for sharing.”

      “I hate cats,” Jessica retorted, and then, she shrugged sheepishly. “Well, I did. Now, they’re kind of cute.”

      Lara hid a smile. “Anyone else noticed something similar?”

      A male got to his feet. “My healing talents have improved.”

      Lara’s brows rose. “Seriously, Gray?”

      He nodded. “I can heal things faster.”

      Georgios shot his leman a confused look, to which she replied, “Gray works in a human hospital.”

      “A Vampire works in a human hospital?”

      Gray folded his arms across his chest. “You have a problem with that?”

      “No, but I wouldn’t have thought working around all that blood…?”

      Gray just glowered at him. “I’m a daywalker.”

      Which made a little more sense but not a whole lot. Georgios rubbed his jaw. “Okay, so the Dragon scale’s presence in the coven is obviously responsible for some interesting improvements.”

      “It’s why I had to help the Shifter boy,” Lara said softly. “Which is why this whole situation has come about.”

      Marcus’s head tilted to the side. “You did it then?”

      She nodded.

      “Benjamin said you did,” Marcus admitted. “I just thought he was being his usual dipshit self.”

      “What do you mean?”

      Marcus rubbed a hand across his jaw. “Benjamin’s always been a bit…” He sighed. “Anti you.”

      “He dislikes me?” Lara sounded stunned. “Why the hell didn’t he leave the coven then? He didn’t have to stay just because he was born into it. Jesus, people leave every year.”

      “He liked the coven, just not you.”

      Lara swore under her breath. “I am the coven, Marcus.” She cast a glance about the room. “Don’t let anyone mistake that. This coven exists today, with its successes and strength, because I am at the helm.”

      Georgios was pleased to note that all the crowd nodded in accord.

      Even Marcus, peculiarly enough, when he seemed to be the most obstreperous and outspoken amid the congregation.

      “I’m not disagreeing,” he said, confirming his stance. “I’m just telling you how Benjamin was.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “Tell you what? He didn’t like you? Jesus, Lara, I don’t always like you. But I’m not leaving the coven, and I have no desire to mutiny.

      “Like and respect are two different things, and neither are owed to a leader. Neither is dislike and disrespect a crime.

      “I had no idea he’d do anything as fucked up as attack you. I had no idea there were so many other morons who shared the feeling either.”

      Lara frowned, and Georgios sensed her hurt. She was confused, couldn’t understand why so many daywalkers had turned on her.

      To her people, she asked, “Does the coven discriminate against daywalkers? Do I?”

      Grace, still on her feet, shook her head. “No. You’re very fair.”

      Murmurs of agreement backed Grace’s opinion.

      “Then, why?” Lara waved a hand at the daywalkers.

      It was Megan who stood next. Georgios would admit to being surprised, because she’d been terrified earlier. Although, with her brother in a trance, which had him staring dopily into space, Georgios supposed she felt safe.

      “They wanted a daywalker to be Sanguen.”

      Hushed whispers soared among the crowd.

      “Nightwalkers are always leader,” Lara said dismissively.

      Megan pulled a face. “Normally, a daywalker has power in the coven. Your right hand man should be a daywalker, but you don’t have a relationship with a single daywalker. You currently feed from two, but that changes. Doesn’t it?”

      Lara nodded. Slowly. “I see no reason to maintain that kind of close friendship.”

      “Exactly. You can never be swayed to a cause that suits daywalker’s needs,” Megan replied, her voice small.

      “But that isn’t necessary. You just have to come to me and put in a request. Even if I had a daywalker right hand man, or woman, I’d never listen to what they had to say and immediately implement it. Surely you all know I’m too stubborn for that.

      “Anyway, what daywalker’s needs am I failing to satisfy?”

      Marcus sighed. “Benjamin is a crazy fucker. You can’t reason with crazy.”

      “No, maybe not, but there’s a small crowd here who agreed with him. Shit, he could form a coven with this kind of core group.”

      “You know the court would never allow that. Like you said, a nightwalker is always in charge,” Megan replied.

      Lara huffed out a breath and folded her arms across her chest. She’d been leaning over, hands gripping the sides of the pulpit. Her stance had been aggressive, now it was defensive. Then, she narrowed her eyes at one of the men. Duncan again.

      “Why?”

      The one-word question had him stiffening, but his face was still slack, his words slurred as he said, “You fed a Shifter blood. That’s an abomination.”

      “This whole thing has come about because of that? Because I stopped a small boy from being brutally murdered?”

      Duncan’s mouth firmed. “Last year, you forbade anyone from feeding Sandra when she passed over.”

      “Sandra wanted to die,” Lara barked. “What was I supposed to do? Ignore that? Ignore her free will?”

      “You were supposed to help her. She was depressed. You only didn’t because she was a daywalker,” Duncan sneered.

      Rage flashed across Lara’s face, and she slammed her fists down against the pulpit. “Sandra had lost Matteo. What would you have me do?”

      “Save her!” Spittle flew from Duncan’s mouth. “You didn’t because she wasn’t a nightwalker. The other way around, you’d have done anything to keep Matteo alive, but Sandra didn’t matter.”

      Seething, Lara spat, “Matteo and Sandra were together for ninety-eight years. When Matteo walked into the sun, Sandra lost the will to live. And after ninety-eight years with someone, I think I’d be fucking lost too.

      “She tried to commit suicide three times. We saved her. I got her to go to a psychologist. A counselor. Nothing worked. When I found her the fourth time, there was barely a spark left in her. I chose to give her peace, Duncan. That was my right as Sanguenna to give her that. To free her from her misery.

      “And less of the bullshit about it being different with a nightwalker. Did I or did I not allow Matteo to walk into the sun?”

      Duncan’s eyes narrowed with hatred, and Georgios saw there was no reasoning with the man. To his leman, he said, “The man believes what he wishes to believe. He chooses to think you discriminate against daywalkers, sweetling. There is no convincing him or the others of anything else.”

      She closed her eyes at his words. Blowing out a breath, she lifted her hands and rubbed them over her face. Her despondency and sadness were evocative, enough to have the faces of her coven all peering at her sorrowfully.

      “Matteo was old. An ancient. He loved Sandra, but she wasn’t enough to keep him here. Not anymore. He was tired. He told me this. He said he’d explained to Sandra, that she’d understood.

      “When she turned after his death, I tried to help. I did. But you can’t help someone if they don’t want to be helped. What more could I have done?”

      Grace’s voice was soft. “Nothing, Sanguenna. We all worked together as a coven to help Sandra, but she was lost to us the moment you had to reassign her to another nightwalker.”

      Lara’s bottom lip trembled. “Maybe I should have waited, but I had already let two weeks pass. After donating for so long to Matteo, any longer would have physically hurt her. I had to act.”

      It didn’t escape Georgios’s attention that she was pleading with her people to understand. Though he respected her for that, he wasn’t sure if a crowd of Vampires would. Though they weren’t as bad as Shifters, who had more of a jungle justice kind of rule, where only the strongest, the Alpha, reigned, this sort of display might still make her appear weak.

      The last thing she needed was to be challenged.

      However, he couldn’t go to her, not without weakening her position.

      Instead, he turned to look at her and said, “Mate, it is time you decide what to do with the traitors.”

      She gnawed at her lip. Her eyes were loaded with horror, but he nodded at her, trying to encourage her to do what she had to do.

      There was no way these people could live. Not after having betrayed her.

      “The court will tell you to deal with this,” Marcus pointed out softly, and though he’d admitted to Lara that he didn’t always like her, Georgios could sense he pitied her at that moment.

      Pitied the sentence she’d have to give.

      She opened her mouth to speak, and a male stood up. His feet tapped against the parquet floor as he strode down the aisle and headed for her.

      There was no threat to his stance, just a purpose. He came to a halt before the pulpit and said, “Sanguenna, I am armed. I gift you the knife so you may seek vengeance for what they did to you.”

      “Anthony, thank you for the knife.” She closed her eyes a second. “I have never killed one of my coven.”

      “You’ve never been betrayed before either,” Grace murmured softly, still on her feet, sympathy woven into her expression.

      Lara gulped, turned and stepped down from the pulpit. Only Georgios was far enough forward to see her expression when she faced the enclave. He longed to stride over to her, to grab her in his arms and show her how deeply his feelings ran. Longed to remind her that she was more than simply a Sanguenna now. She was a Dragon’s mate. A leman to the strongest, most noble of the Shifter races.

      A race so pure and formidable, they had to live in the other realm.

      That she was mated into that kind of heritage, spoke of her strength, her character.

      The Mother would not have chosen a weak woman. Be it in character or physical ability.

      But, without weakening her position, he could do none of that, give her no reassurances.

      With a heavy sigh, he watched her wipe off the horror of the moment and saw her replace it with a shaky resolve. As she rounded the pulpit, eleven Vampires surged from the congregation. No one seemed surprised, no one stopped them so he didn’t fret for his leman’s behalf. He watched as they came to a halt behind one of the guilty, grabbing them by the hair and jerking their heads back, baring their throats. When Lara saw the people gathered there, he noticed the faint shake of her fingers as she held out her hand for the knife Anthony passed her. Her fingers closed about the hilt, and her mouth firmed. It was quite clear she didn’t want this task, and yet, this was what it meant to be a leader.

      Georgios had always been relieved the mantel of power landed on Remy’s shoulders, and not his. Tonight was simply proof of that.

      It was interesting that she went to Duncan first. The man’s eyes blazed with his hatred even under her compulsion. Even as he danced to her tune, a puppet to her powers, if Duncan could have spat his venom at her, Georgios was under no illusion that the bastard would have done so.

      Georgios supposed that shored her up as her voice, quivering at first, grew stronger as she declared, “Duncan, son of James, sired by Matthew, I hereby declare you as traitor to the coven. Traitor and coward.

      “Your blood for my blood. Your life for my life.”

      Anthony appeared, grabbed hold of Duncan’s hair and dragged his head back.

      With two slashes of the knife, Lara slit from one side of his throat to the other and sliced from the soft underbelly of his chin down to his collarbone.

      Blood burst from the gaping wound, covering her and the guards in front.

      She didn’t blink at the arterial spray, just let it coat her in the mist. Let it carry on until his heart ceased beating.

      Then, she moved to the next traitor and did the same again. And again.

      And again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Nine

          

          
            
              [image: ]
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Painted in blood.

      It was the only way to describe it as she looked down at herself and saw how saturated her skin, clothes, and hair were. It was everywhere.

      In her nails. In her pores.

      So much blood.

      Wasted.

      So much life.

      Wasted.

      So much destruction.

      Needed.

      She gulped at the twelve corpses lying on the chapel ground.

      Had it really been so bad to save Max? Had she really deserved to die for not helping Sandra more? For allowing her the freedom that only Vampires could find in death?

      Had she deserved such a frenzied attack for those pitiful reasons?

      Now, twelve of her coven coated her in their lifeblood. She’d had to punish them, lest she appear weak and unable to lead.

      Strength was everything to Vampires.

      Marcus was the strongest nightwalker in the coven after her. Had she not fulfilled the punishment, had she sent them to the court for the Emperor and his judges to deal with, Marcus would have challenged her.

      More bloodshed. More life lost. She’d win, but at what cost? Georgios was already terrified for her. Stacking his misery further and at the start of their relationship, would cause them nothing but more misery in the long run.

      It would not surprise her if, one day, she was ready to see out the rest of her years in the other realm. But that was not now.

      Today, she still had her coven. And that coven had businesses, targets. Plans. Things she’d poured thousands of hours into. She couldn’t throw that away yet.

      It would be like handing her child over to another mother.

      There would come a time when Marcus could have the coven. But not yet.

      Not now.

      With a shuddery breath, she pulled off her shirt and used the back of it to wipe her face.

      Blood was caked on her as was the right of the betrayed to the betrayer. But it clogged up her senses, made her feel like she could choke on it even though she had no lungs to drown.

      She wanted a shower. Desperately. But the only right she had, was to clean her face before she faced her coven once more.

      With each dead daywalker, the ones holding them traipsed back to their seats in the congregation.

      The blood covering them was a link to her now.

      By blood, they became her Chosen.

      It was old fashioned, almost an ancient lore, but it was their right, and she had to follow protocol even if that protocol was ridiculous.

      She realized then she’d been treating her coven more like a corporation rather than a family of Vampires.

      That changed tonight.

      “I stand here before you, warm with the blood of my enemy. Let this be a warning all of you must heed.

      “I am Sanguenna. You challenge me as is your right. You come to me as is your right. You do not attack me in the dark, when I am alone, and you do not set upon me like cowards with a pack of twelve to tear me down.”

      As she looked into the crowd, she purposely sought out the loved ones of the daywalkers just killed.

      To them, for their grief, for the tears they wouldn’t dare shed in public for their traitorous kin, Lara murmured, “You have lost friends and family tonight, my coven. Blood has fallen because these fools tried to kill me. This is no fault of the other daywalkers. You need not fear further punishment or suspicion from me.

      “Be faithful to the coven. Be loyal to me, but not blindly so. I have never asked that of you. Kin of the daywalkers fallen here this night, you yourselves are not my foe. I state this now.” She firmed her jaw, lifted her chin. “You need fear no reprisals. You are safe.”

      The warning was for any nightwalker who had a grievance against a daywalker. Or for someone who thought to use the murder of kin against another Vampire.

      Situations like these always spawned revenge killings. She refused for that to happen this night.

      Refused to have more bloodshed.

      “Those of you who acted in my stead. Those of you who wear the blood of the coven’s enemy, I charge you with the protection of my people.

      “Be they daywalker or nightwalker, kin or foe of those laying here, you are my enforcers from this moment forward.”

      She let her gaze drift from the family and friends of the corpses before trailing it over the men and women covered in blood.

      Some of them would be suitable for the role, others would need to be watched with a vigilance she could only rest on Marcus’s strong shoulders when she was in the other realm.

      Undoubtedly, the night’s antics would cause more trouble. She felt that, sensed it, and was annoyed by it.

      She had enough shit on her plate without having to deal with the foolish misunderstandings of a select few.

      With a sigh, she stepped back from the congregation and chose to give her last few words. “I don’t understand their motives. Duncan explained them to me, but they make little sense. I saved a boy. He was a Shifter. I made a powerful ally that night. For when that boy becomes a man, he will remember that our coven saved him.”

      And so saying, she trudged toward her mate, hating that she was covered in blood, hating that she’d just murdered twelve of her people, and he’d seen her do so. Been there to watch her do it.

      But he didn’t look at her with disgust. Didn’t look horrified.

      This man was a Shifter. He was a Dragon male. He understood the importance of strength, she realized. Had known she had to act.

      Together, as a unit, his hand folded over hers, they walked down the aisle, and in the dead of morning, quickly rushed to her house which was only two doors down.

      There was no other way of making it home without looking even more suspicious. In the pitch black, the blood covering her couldn’t be seen. And this small neighborhood was hers. All the houses belonged to her coven, so there was no fear of human misunderstanding or reprisal, but it didn’t matter.

      She didn’t want to be seen like this by an outsider.

      Rushing up the four steps to her townhouse, she unlocked the door and headed inside. Relief sighed from her as he closed the door behind her and shut out the rest of the world.

      “I need to shower,” she said softly, keeping her back to him.

      Before he could do more than process her words, she scurried up the stairs and ran for the bathroom.

      The minute the water flowed, she stepped underneath it. Hot and cold didn’t affect her like it did humans or Shifters, but she found the water was more silken if it was warm, so she had a water heater, though it was technically unnecessary.

      As the water shifted from frigid to tepid, she watched the shower tray. Saw the water turn from transparent to rose, pink to red. Scarlet. That was how much blood was on her.

      Christ, if a human had seen her, they’d think she’d taken part in a satanic ritual.

      Shuddering, she waited until the water ran clear, and then, with it still flowing overhead, she shucked out of her trousers and slip ons and threw them, and her blouse, on the floor. More blood drained from the clothes, and she reached for some liquid gel and soaped herself up.

      If she got a little rough, it was only because she felt like she’d never get clean again.

      Shampoo came next, an act that had more blood tumbling down the drain.

      She didn’t stop until no part of her was dirty, and even then, she stayed under the spray until the water once more turned cold. With a shiver that was a reflex, she opened the door and saw Georgios was standing there.

      Waiting for her.

      He held out a towel, opening the folds wide so she could step out and into the covering.

      He tucked it around her, rolling her in the thick terry. Then, he reached for another smaller towel on the handrail and began to dab at her hair. Gently drying her.

      The shower was enclosed in frosted glass so opaque he hadn’t even been a shadow through it. Opposite the shower, a wide porcelain sink was set atop a marble counter with her toiletries on either side.

      There was no toilet, as Vampires didn’t need that particular facility, so the bathroom was nothing more than opulence rather than functionality. Although, now that she had a Shifter mate, she’d have to call her plumber in the morning and have one installed.

      The thought made her frown. Was there a bathroom back at the cavern? Did Dragons even pee?

      Icky questions, but necessary, she guessed. Just not now. Not tonight.

      A floor to ceiling mirror reflected Georgios as he tended to blank space—Vampires had no reflection in regular light. She had to put on her make up by black light.

      He was gentle with her, careful not to hurt or to be too rough, but still all male in his handling. Her boobs, for example, were very, very, very dry.

      He was all hers at that moment.

      She let him tend to her, because she knew he was concerned for her. She could feel that concern.

      How she felt it, she wasn’t altogether sure. His face was blank, free from expression. His grip wasn’t too tight, as though he was trying to repress his anger. Nor was his jaw gritted.

      He was patience itself.

      She frowned at him, at the normalcy of his expression. “Aren’t you disgusted?” she asked him softly, but it was more of a rasp than a whisper. “Aren’t you horrified that I just sliced the throats of twelve of my own?”

      He looked at her, square in the eye. “I am a Shifter, leman. Strength begets strength. More than a Shifter, I am a Dragon. Blood and death do not scare me.”

      “I never thought you would be scared. Just repulsed.”

      “For defending yourself? For defending your people?” He shook his head. “You were betrayed, leman. Twelve people tried to murder you. In cold blood and with more cowardice than anything else… You did what you had to do, Lara. If anything, I’m proud of you. You acted like a warrior. A leader.”

      She closed her eyes, guilt flooding her at his words. “I’ve been treating the coven more like a business,” she admitted to him as she’d admitted to herself earlier.

      “This is a more modern age, sweetling. Warriors aren’t as necessary as they once were. You’re a warrior in a business setting, of which there’s nothing to be ashamed. Yet, when it came down to it, you acted as you needed to act, and for that, you’ll be respected.

      “That was all that mattered to me tonight. That you come out of that meeting with the respect of your people, safety intact, because your reputation is set in stone now—they’d be a fool to challenge you. You make the hard decisions when they need to be made. You proved that tonight.”

      “All I proved is I can slit the throats of men and women who someone else holds down while they’re a puppet on my string.”

      Georgios sighed at her bitterness. “And isn’t that the way it’s done? There was too much of a ceremony to how you handled everything, for it not to be the way of it.”

      He wasn’t wrong.

      “Would a Sanguen sentence death that way? With others holding the guilty party in place?”

      She nodded.

      “Well, then. That says it all.”

      She bit her lip. “I’m sorry. You claimed a mate, and you’ve had nothing but shit ever since.”

      He hushed her by wrapping her in his arms and holding her tightly. She shivered in his grasp, loving how he embraced her, like this wasn’t enough. Like they could never be close enough unless he was buried inside her to the hilt.

      She shuddered at the thought, but she was too traumatized for sex. The very idea of it was enough to warm her through, but exhaustion overwhelmed arousal.

      She needed to be loved in a different way. Needed to be shown the tender and gentle side of the mate bond…as he was doing, she realized. Tending to her, holding her.

      “Let’s get some sleep,” he said to her softly when she remained silent, heavy in thought. “It’s been a too long night, and tomorrow will come soon enough.”

      She nodded against his chest, then let him lead her to the bedroom he’d watched her change in that same evening before she’d butchered members of her coven.

      In the dark, she saw her bedroom as though a light were on. Night vision was her preference, after all. But she shut off the peripheral vision that was as strong as her main line of sight. Instead, chose to focus on the bed.

      The big mattress.

      A space she’d soon share with her mate.

      She shrugged off the towel and quickly ruffled her hair with the one he’d lain about her shoulders to catch the damp strands. Then, naked, she climbed onto the bed and curled onto her side.

      She was down, heartsore, not blind. She watched him undress, unblinkingly. Loving each inch he revealed and loving that he would be plastered to her all day long as they slept.

      Silently, he padded toward her, climbed behind her and, then, scooped her up so her back was against his chest.

      Wrapping an arm about her stomach, he whispered, “Sleep, love. You are safe.”

      She knew that. Knew she was safe more than just physically speaking.

      She closed her eyes and wished for slumber. She didn’t have to wish for long. Before she knew it, it was there. Upon her.
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      “What is this Valentine’s?” Georgios asked his best friend and House Head, Remy.

      The other male wrinkled his nose and said, “A human tradition.”

      “Does this mean we don’t have to do it?”

      Remy shrugged. “Our lemans are Vampires.”

      “Sensitized to human tradition. Do you think they will be mad if we ignore it?”

      Remy snorted, shaking his head as he said, “You do realize we are those males now.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “We worry if our lemans will ‘get mad’ at us. Dear Mother, what has become of us?”

      Georgios thought about it a second and said, “I get more sex than the single me. Therefore, the single me loses every time.”

      Remy grinned. Slowly. “It is probably very bad that I concur.”

      He shrugged. “Nothing to dislike about it. I’d prefer to be pussy whipped and not use my fist every night.”

      Remy snorted. “Agreed.”

      It wasn’t that a male couldn’t call on another for sex to relieve his needs, it was that as time passed, and they grew older, the need to fuck random women, to slake one’s urges, dissipated.

      Lust went nowhere, of course. But a desire for that one female consumed everything.

      He rubbed his hand on his jaw as he eyed a huge display in a florist’s window. He’d met Remy at the portal to this realm in Seattle, and they were walking across the city toward the Meeting (Coffee) Grounds, where Remy could speak with Lara about how active she’d like to be in the House.

      Georgios had asked Remy to come here mostly because if he returned to the other realm, he’d be expected to present Lara at court.

      If he did that, he’d have to explain why there was still no mating mark. Nor a single manifestation of the mating mark, and yet, there were other ‘aspects’ of the bond that told him, loudly and clearly, that she was his female.

      There would be doubts. That was what pissed him off. Doubts where none were necessary.

      The Dragon shed two tears in its life. For the other Sanguennas he’d met, the beast hadn’t shed a tear, because that right belonged to his leman.

      He still had the intact crystal in a cushioned box in Lara’s safe at their townhouse. That was proof, but the mating mark was vital for formalizing the mate bond, and without one, questions would be asked that would make him want to spill blood.

      With that in mind, it was easier to have Remy come here to speak with his leman. A fact Remy agreed with, as he didn’t want Georgios spilling blood either.

      The florist before him had more hearts in it than Georgios had ever seen. They were everywhere. The florid things decorating every inch of the window. Roses too. Bright scarlet petals that were as dark as blood then others that were delicate explosions of frothy cream.

      He waved a hand at the ludicrous display and said, “I don’t think Lara even likes flowers. She never has any at home, and there are none around the coffee shop.”

      “I have seen Valentine’s Day in the movies. There are other gifts,” Remy imparted.

      “Such as?”

      “Meals out so that’s no use. We’re our lemans’ meals.” They shared a glance and snickered, two very satisfied beasts shooting the shit in the middle of downtown Seattle.

      “What else?”

      “Other foods. Like chocolate. Mia does like that.”

      “She can eat? Already?” Georgios asked with no small surprise.

      “Yes. Little things. I have heard Lara has the appetite of both a nightwalker and a daywalker?”

      “And how did you hear about that?” Georgios asked, slightly disgruntled to hear he was being watched without his knowing it.

      “Eirik pops over every now and then to monitor the situation.”

      Eirik was the bane of Georgios’s life. Remy’s enforcer, Eirik had been sent many times to nanny Georgios.

      Something he’d never appreciated.

      “And he saw her eat?”

      “Something called a cronut, he told me.”

      Georgios blinked then grinned. He remembered that evening. She’d enjoyed the sugary treat so much she’d given him a blowjob in the car on the way home.

      “That smile is, as Mia says, TMI.”

      His grin widened. “I haven’t said a word.”

      “You don’t have to,” Remy retorted wryly. “Anyway, answer. She takes both blood and food?”

      He nodded, shrugging his shoulders as Remy tugged at his ear, obviously as perplexed as he himself was.

      “There is a reason for this?”

      “Lara says she thinks it must be because she has taken the blood of so many Sanguenna nourishing her, that it has enhanced her.”

      “One would think it would make her more sensitive to things such as food, not remove her sensitivity entirely.” When Georgios nodded his agreement, Remy asked, “And she has more of these little quirks?”

      “Yes. Her powers of compulsion are incredibly strong.”

      “Vampires have always been able to bend people to their will,” he said dismissively.

      “True, but she says that her powers were strong enough to ensure people spoke the truth with her, but now, she can make them do anything she wants. She is a puppet master and they the puppet.”

      “Can she control you?”

      “No.” He bared his teeth. “And make no jokes about my not knowing because she could compel me to forget. She can’t. It gives her a headache.”

      “That is most fortunate, my friend.”

      He nodded with no small relief at how true that statement was. “I agree. There are other little things… She can sometimes sense my emotions.”

      “Most Sanguenna can do that after a while.”

      “Exactly. After a while. Not immediately. Not after less than three months together.”

      “So it truly is like the others’ blood mingled in her and gave her strength?”

      “Yes. Apart from the fact that she can eat. Although, most ancient Sanguenna can sample some foods. So, that would fit too. But she gorges.” And it made his cock hurt to watch her.

      “Aye.” Remy rubbed his forehead. “Most perplexing.”

      No shit. Georgios blew out a breath. “Still no mating mark.”

      Remy shot him a concerned look. “In truth?”

      “Aye. This is no lying matter.”

      “Why do you think she hasn’t manifested one yet?”

      “I don’t know. I wish she would. It’s why I have no desire to take her to the other realm.”

      “Arista would be angry if you didn’t bring her to court.”

      “Exactly. But until the mark appears, she isn’t officially a mate, so there is no leman to present.”

      “A muddle you’re in, that’s for certain, old friend.” Remy slapped him in commiseration on the back. Then, he tilted his head to the side. “I shall buy some of these roses. Mia might not like them, but she should be appreciative of the fact I have tried.”

      Georgios snorted. “Your mate’s so prickly. It’s a wonder you don’t have to give her more gifts.”

      “I do. With my tongue.”

      Georgios snorted at his friend’s smug look. “TMI, old friend.”

      They shared a grin and stepped into the explosion of flora that had them both immediately sneezing.

      The woman at the counter gawked at them, as they approached. The two of them eyeing each bucket of blooms with more fear than they’d approach armed enemies, for each bucket’s scent was so overpowering, pain clamored at their senses.

      By the time they approached the counter, they were sneezing so much it was like a song. Georgios pinched his nose and asked, “Is there a special rose for Valentine’s Day?”

      The woman frowned, and he saw her lips twitch as she tried to contain her amusement. Only the Mother knew what she was thinking, but though her reaction was disrespectful, he couldn’t blame her for being amused. He sounded like he’d snorted a trumpet.

      “All roses are special, sir.”

      “But is there one that is more special than another?”

      “The red rose.”

      “What makes it more special?”

      She frowned. “It’s red.”

      “That’s it?” He shot Remy a confused look. “Why is red special? Because it’s the color of blood?”

      She frowned again then flared her nostrils once more. This time, however, the flare didn’t lead to laughter. “Dragons?” she asked, head tilting to the side in shock.

      With their nostrils forever impaired thanks to the stench, he had no idea how she’d managed to scent them.

      “Aye,” Remy retorted, straightening up. “And you are?”

      She peered around them, ensuring they were alone. “Wolf.”

      Georgios murmured, “You’ll understand our confusion then?”

      “Indeed, if it’s true you live in the other realm.”

      “We do.”

      “Valentine’s Day is a human tradition. It’s to celebrate love and, more particular, the love we feel for our partners or, in our case, mates.”

      “But why?” he asked, still not entirely sure he understood.

      She shrugged. “Why does Christmas exist or Thanksgiving?”

      “Thanks. Giving.” Georgios tasted the words.

      Remy nodded. “I have seen this. In movies, but also, in my travels…”

      He was referring to the hunt for his leman. “I heard tell of it. They celebrate it every November.”

      “The world over?” Georgios asked, astonished by the notion, but Remy shook his head. As did the florist.

      “Just in America.”

      “What are they giving thanks for?”

      The florist sighed. “Sir, that’s a whole history class in itself. Valentine’s isn’t as serious, but at the same time, it’s very important to women.”

      Georgios huffed. “How many roses tell a woman you’re in love with her?” Because, truth was, he did love Lara.

      In eight weeks, he’d seen many sides of her nature. Some good, some bad, but her bravery had grabbed him by the balls, and he’d swiftly tumbled into love thereafter.

      It wasn’t a comfortable love, either. It hurt, he’d realized, which had, in turn, made him see that what he felt was love.

      She could hurt him where no other could touch him.

      That power was something he’d granted her when he’d given her his heart.

      Thus far, she’d done nothing to make him regret it. Although, he wasn’t comfortable with the idea he’d given his heart away, and she might not have given him hers.

      Naturally, he hadn’t told her that he loved her, so maybe, she hadn’t told him either.

      Maybe the flowers would help him show her his feelings.

      “A hundred usually does it,” the florist said with a smile.

      “So many?” Georgios asked with a grimace. He wafted a hand. “Do they smell as badly as your shop?”

      Her eyes narrowed. “My shop doesn’t smell.”

      “Mayhap not to you,” Remy wheezed. “But our senses are overloaded.”

      She softened a tad at that, but he could tell she was pissed at his comment. “Red roses have very little scent. As we’ve cultivated them, they’ve lost it.”

      Remy scowled. “What’s the point of them then?” His scowl turned into an exasperated huff—a sentiment Georgios could understand.

      “They’re beautiful, and they represent love. Can I put you both down for a hundred?” She shot them a bright smile.

      Remy sighed. “Yes.”

      Georgios reached into his back pocket for his wallet. “I have this, Remy. It’s a credit card. Lara says humans accept this as payment.”

      Remy nodded. “I have seen this. Mia has many.”

      The assistant held out her hand for the card. “Our stockist has just arrived, and I have the stems in stock. Would you like them today or for the day itself?”

      Georgios murmured, “The day itself. But my friend will require them today.”

      “Okay. That’s fine. But I will need to take payment now.”

      “That is acceptable,” Georgios agreed.

      “There are no refunds, though, I’m afraid.”

      “Why would I need a refund? I wish for my mate to see how much I love her?”

      The woman shot him a blithe smile. “Oh, she’ll know.”

      “Good.”

      “We’ll wait outside,” Remy mumbled, rubbing his temple as the stench of the flowers was obviously giving him a headache..

      He wasn’t the only one.

      After he wrote down the address of Lara’s home and she gave the credit slip back to him, Georgios eyed the price with disinterest, but as they stepped outside, he commented, “Love is expensive in this realm.”

      Remy shrugged. “Love is costly in all realms.”

      “Lara told me that my bed of jewels is worth a fortune here.”

      “Aye, Mia said the same.”

      “They say that, and yet, they sell books in shops for pennies and cents. Some of Lara’s coffees at the café are more expensive.” Georgios shook his head. “Back to front way of thinking, if you ask me.”

      “Since when have humans ever made sense?” Remy asked, a little philosophically as he leaned his bulk against the florist’s doorjamb. “We Dragons have always prized information above all else.”

      “As it should be.”

      “Aye.” Remy sniffed. “What type of female is Lara? Hungry for things like Aldrich’s wench?”

      Georgios snorted. “No one is as hungry as Aldrich’s wench for things. Do you remember that time she had him bring over that mosaic? He had to carry it back and forth to his cavern in great cloth sacks?”

      Remy rolled his eyes at the memory of a male who had once been close friends with their House. “I suppose we should feel fortunate our Sanguennas are modern females and not from the Roman era. If I retrieved a mosaic for Mia, she’d undoubtedly ask me what the fuck it was. Roses are far easier to carry than mosaics and cement.”

      “T’was pretty, though, I’ll give the wench that.” He rubbed his chin in thought. “Roses won’t last as long as the mosaic.”

      “Throwaway world,” Remy murmured softly.

      Georgios rubbed his nose. “Bizarre.” He folded his arms across his chest and peered through the florist’s window to watch the Wolf Shifter bustle around. As she gathered the stems together and placed them in a large box, he murmured, “You might reconsider the notion it’s easier to transport tiles than that beast.”

      Remy turned, looked where Georgios was staring, and grimaced. “I must bring a sack with me. I’ll never get that in the beast’s maw.”

      “I have towels at the house,” Georgios offered. “You should be able to fashion a knapsack with that.”

      “Thanks to you,” Remy said cordially.

      Seeing the woman was almost done, he nodded toward Remy, and they went inside. The woman beamed a bright smile at them.

      “Here you are, sir.”

      “Out of curiosity, do you know a boy called Max?” Georgios asked, absently wondering how many packs were in Seattle for he might well be asking her for the equivalent of searching for a needle in a haystack.

      Lara, in the depths of dawn, had expounded further on her meeting with the boy—in an attempt to absolve herself of guilt where she shouldn’t be feeling any at all.

      She’d done a good deed and had been punished for it. But she was still finding it hard to wash off the blood of her enemies. She was tender-hearted to be sure, and he couldn’t find it in himself to complain about that. He wanted her as she was, gentle and savvy. The last thing he needed was a General in bed.

      When the female froze in place at his question, however, he shot Remy a concerned glance.

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to cause you discomfort,” he returned. “I only ask for I know of him, you see.”

      “He’s my nephew,” she whispered, her tension only worsening at his interest.

      Georgios’s eyes flared. “You are the Alpha’s female?” he demanded, disgust in his voice for the male who had tried to murder a small boy to limit the danger to his future self.

      “No! I damn well am not!” she spat at him. “I’m his mother’s sister, not his father’s. How do you know him anyway? Why would a Dragon know my nephew?” Her suspicion would have been wounding if his own hadn’t flared at her admission she was related to the boy.

      “My Sanguenna saved his life,” he told her proudly, chest puffing out for his mate’s bravery. She’d helped the child even though she’d known it could mean certain death for her if her people were to find out.

      And look at the aftermath.

      Her actions had detrimental repercussions for them all.

      Twelve of her coven lay dead. And their mate bond was in flux, all for the sake of one small boy and his devious uncle.

      He could see his words stunned his House Head, but that was nothing to the female’s reaction. She grabbed his hands and brought them to her mouth. Before he could wrestle them away from her, she pressed them to her lips and kissed his knuckles.

      “Sir, a thousand thanks to your mate,” she whispered, raising tear-sodden eyes to his. “My sister, no, our family, would never have overcome Max’s passing had your Sanguenna not come to his aid.” She gulped back more tears. “I need your credit card, sir.”

      He frowned at that, but was grateful that she released his hands.

      “Why?” he asked, fidgeting a little at her intent regard.

      “I must give you a refund.”

      “But I want the roses.”

      “And I could never charge the mate of the Sanguenna who saved my kin.”

      She held out her head, her chin firm with resolve as she demanded, “Your card, sir.”

      “I didn’t ask after the boy for this.”

      “I’m well aware of that, sir. The card.”

      Her insistence had him, with reluctance, handing over his credit card. He didn’t need the currency, and she more than likely did considering the size of their order but it was a matter of honor. Even in this bizarre world, honor still counted for something… if anything, he was more relieved about that than a refund!

      “How is Max?” he asked softly.

      “Well. Very well. And stronger than before. The Sanguenna’s blood did something to him.”

      Aye, there was plenty of that about.

      “What do you mean?”

      “He is stronger now, physically, than months before. But his Wolf? The beast fair radiated its dominance over the surroundings before, now? Impossible to avoid.” She grimaced, but there was amusement buried within its depths before she returned her gaze to the computer on the countertop. “It can be very uncomfortable to be around him when his mother demands he do his homework.”

      “Home. Work,” Georgios repeated. “You mean, chores?”

      “No. I mean studies from school. No boy wants to do it, but Max is even worse and the beast worse still. They’re having a mental tug of war every day now, but we’re not complaining. Anything to have him safe and with us.” She beamed a bright smile at him then returned his card to him. “Thank you once more, sir. And please, pass on our gratitude to your mate. We wanted to…” She sighed. “We wanted to show our gratitude personally, but after the Emperor demanded Max come to court, and… Well. You know. We thought it better to cut ourselves from her entirely. For her sake. He said,” she hesitated, gulped. “Max said they would have killed her had he not lied to them. Is that true?”

      “The boy speaks no lies,” Georgios murmured, tone grave. “My thanks to him for his ability to deceive a Vampire judge.” His smile was cheeky. “My Sanguenna said he’ll make a fine Alpha one day.”

      “Sooner rather than later, we’re hoping,” the florist confessed. “That bastard needs challenging. The entire Pack is against him now, but no one is strong enough to challenge him until Max is of age. Time is not his friend,” she seethed.

      “Let us know when Max is Alpha,” Georgios instructed, and acting on his own instincts, even if what he was about to suggest was very unorthodox, he continued, “There is no reason why the coven and the Pack need have discord between them.”

      Her eyes widened. “I shall inform Max.”

      He bowed his head and formally said, “Greetings to you and to your family. Thank you for the roses.”

      “Greetings to you, sir. They’re a small token of our gratitude. I hope your lady loves them.”

      They shared a smile, Remy retrieved the box with a mutter of thanks, and as they headed toward the door, his House Head mumbled, “I think, old friend, you have plenty to tell me.”
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      “Grace,” Georgios called out later that night after Remy had returned home, a lot confused but more informed as to what had happened to the newest member of his House in this realm. “I need your help.”

      Grace, the kindly female who had spoken up at the meeting, was as friendly with him as she’d been that day.

      Some trusted him not. A fact he could understand. Shifters and Vampires weren’t natural friends—hence the florist’s surprise at his offer.

      Suddenly having a Shifter, and a Dragon one at that, as the Sanguenna’s mate discomforted some, angered others, while actually pleasing the majority.

      The females thought their bond was romantic, and the males, he sensed, were jealous. Mostly because Lara was a stunning beauty who was no longer something Grace called, ‘footloose and fancy free.’

      She’d also told him many males, like Marcus, had hoped for a union between them and the Sanguenna for political reasons.

      Yet another reason to dislike Marcus, although his respect for the man had increased slightly. From his outspokenness at the meeting, Georgios had half expected the bastard to challenge Lara. But he hadn’t.

      No one had.

      Lara had made her point that night and had made it well. Too well, in truth. A lot of the weaker members of her coven were scared of her now. But as he’d told her, “A healthy sense of fear keeps things in check.”

      Not that she’d appreciated his comment.

      “Georgios, what can I do for you?”

      Grace’s smile was ever bright, and she always flashed him a peep of her fangs in a greeting he didn’t understand but could appreciate for it was a display of genuine friendship. Or so said Lara.

      “I’m confused, Grace,” he said as he sank into an armchair in the café. Lara was behind the counter, busily serving a flurry of clients who’d just appeared to discuss something called the Super Bowl.

      When he’d asked what made the bowl so super, Lara had just pealed off in laughter. Every time he asked since, she did the same.

      Maybe Grace would tell him… But first things first: “Valentine’s Day. What is it?”

      “It’s a holiday, Georgios,” she replied, a frown on her brow.

      “I know. But what is it? Why is it a holiday? Shouldn’t we show our mates we love them every day?”

      Grace seemed to melt before him. Her ruffled brow relaxed, her lips softened into a gentle smile, and her eyes rounded as she murmured, “Oh Georgios, yes. You’re totally right. Love should be shown every single day not just once a year.”

      “Well, why isn’t it then?” he asked, a little uncomfortable with her reaction to what had been a basic question.

      Dragons, though selfish beasts after years of living alone, worshipped their lemans for the precious jewels they were.

      Georgios would rather lose his family’s entire collection of rare books than have a single hair on his mate’s head harmed.

      It was their way.

      “Unfortunately, we don’t always appreciate what we have, Georgios. Days like Valentine’s are so commercialized too. It’s sad, really,” she confessed. “But it’s also fun. It’s different for humans and daywalkers, although, I suppose because the Sanguenna can eat now, you can take her out for a meal too. Give her chocolates. Get her a card. Silly things, but little treats, you know? To show her you love her.”

      “I have bought her flowers,” he confided. “Red roses. The florist said this would show my love for her.”

      Grace’s eyes brightened. “A dozen roses is something any woman can appreciate.”

      He scoffed. “A paltry dozen? I bought a hundred.” Well, he’d tried to buy. They were free now.

      Grace choked a little. “A hundred?”

      “Aye, the florist said only a hundred would do.”

      The small female ducked her head, but he could see she was amused now. Her cheeks pinkened and she lifted a hand to cover her mouth.

      “This isn’t the truth?” he demanded.

      “Well, a single rose can be just as sweet as a dozen,” she admitted.

      The florist had played him, he realized. Though it was hard to be mad when her actions in refunding payment as thanks to his leman had obviously cost her a great deal.

      He pursed his lips. “A hundred is excessive?”

      “Perhaps. But it’s certainly a grand gesture.”

      “Remy mentioned dinner too. What is considered a fancy meal?”

      “You know Audrey’s on Deckson Avenue?”

      He rubbed his chin and nodded when he pictured the sleek restaurant.

      A huge front of glass with what seemed a thousand glass bubbles overhead, each one glittering brightly like a ceiling of stars that twinkled over the diners. “This is a nice restaurant?”

      “Yes, it is. But you might find they’re already booked, Georgios. Valentine’s is two days away after all.”

      He rubbed his chin again. “I shall ask.” He handed her his phone. “Could you find the number for me, Grace? I would appreciate it.”

      She grinned, then amazed him as Lara did, by finding the number with a few sweeps of her fingers on the glass screen of what Lara called his ‘cell.’

      These gadgets were very clever, that, he couldn’t deny. But they certainly didn’t replace a book. He’d dropped the damn thing more times than he used it—Lara had to replace the screen twice and, then, had bought him a protector case.

      It appeared a rather childish-looking thing. With a yellow sponge on it called Bob, and whenever she used his cell, or he asked Grace, they always snorted at the sight of it.

      Aware he was causing them more amusement, he said nothing. If they remained amused, it meant they weren’t irritated with his inability to adapt.

      He’d seen Remy using his cell phone this afternoon, and his House Head was over four hundred years his senior! The older male had been switching between apps, bemoaning their realm’s lack of something called AT&T and 4G data.

      It all flew over Georgios’s head.

      Grace found the number and offered it to him. As always, his hand felt far too large for the delicate piece of kit, and he pressed it to his ear when he heard the dialing tone.

      The technology certainly was a marvel, but then, he supposed Elven magick would be far more miraculous to the people here. Magick enabled him to communicate between caverns without having to leave his home…

      That was wireless, which in this day and age seemed to be the be all and end all.

      “I need a table on Valentine’s Day,” he yelled down the phone when a lady asked how she could help.

      Grace jolted in front of him, and so did the few tables around him.

      “You don’t have to shout, Georgios, remember?”

      He grimaced. Lara had called him a dolt the other night for yelling at her through the phone.

      “Sir, I can hear you fine. There’s no need to shout,” the lady at the restaurant said, her voice pained.

      His bellow was renowned in the kingdom, he thought proudly. Apparently, it was rather strong for this one too.

      “I apologize.”

      “No need, sir,” came the tight retort. “But I’m afraid we’re fully booked for Valentine’s Day.”

      “No, that can’t be. I need a table for my leman.”

      “You need a table for what?”

      He huffed a breath. “My lady,” he replied. Why did everyone always think he was talking about citrus fruits. Leh-mann sounded nothing like leh-mon.

      “Your lady. Oh! Well, we have no tables spare, I’m afraid.”

      “How much will it cost for a table to be freed?”

      “Sir, that isn’t how Audrey’s works!”

      The umbrage didn’t impress him. He’d seen how this realm worked. It was most disrespectful and most avaricious.

      Everyone, and everything, had a price.

      “How much is a meal at Valentine’s at Audrey’s?” he asked softly.

      “Anywhere from two hundred dollars a head.”

      “I’ll pay a thousand dollars a head.”

      The woman squeaked.

      “To you. Personally,” he chivvied. “Then, I shall pay the restaurant their dues too.”

      Silence fell on the end of the line. “I have your number, sir. I’ll be in touch within the hour.”

      Satisfaction filled him. “That is most kind.”

      When he passed the phone back to Grace to cut the call, she shot him a look of disapproval.

      “If your lips get any tighter, Grace, you’ll look like an arsehole.”

      Her eyes widened at that. “Georgios! You can’t say things like that, nor can you do what you just did. That’s bribery.”

      “It worked, didn’t it?” he dismissed with a shrug. “You said Audrey’s would be somewhere Lara would like to go. I made that happen.” He rubbed his hands together. “My woman will soon know how I feel about her.”

      Grace sighed. “You could just tell her, of course. Knowing Lara, she probably would find that more romantic than a box of roses, that must have cost a fortune, and a twenty-five hundred dollar meal!”

      He shrugged. “I am a man of action,” he informed her. “Words come cheap.”

      She shook her head at him. “Apparently action doesn’t come cheap either.” She passed him back his phone. “You’ll bankrupt the coven before long,” she remarked, but he could tell she was amused again.

      “What is this bankrupt?” he asked, hating how little he knew about this realm.

      He should have traveled more with Remy. His friend had explored the seven seas, gone raiding with Vikings, avoided something called the Black Death…

      Georgios had spent most of his time in the other realm, trying to outrun his heritage, and pick up more books for his collection—that was the sole way to gain more respect from one’s brethren and gain prestige for one’s House.

      He supposed it was time to share that collection with Remy. Prestige and respect could only be given if said brethren were actually aware of the rare collection.

      “Bankruptcy is something you’ll never have to worry about,” Lara murmured, dropping into their conversation with ease. “Well, that is if you stop breaking your iPhone. Otherwise, we might be bankrupt sooner rather than later.”

      He wrinkled his nose at her as she dropped a quick kiss on his lips.

      “That wasn’t much of a kiss,” he complained, making her grin at him.

      “I’m saving the best for later,” she informed him, grinning broadly at his huff.

      “I’ll leave you to it,” Grace told them, shooting them both a wide smile as she left.

      Lara cocked a brow at him. “You look like you’ve been making mischief.”

      Satisfaction filled him. “Now you see. Mischief is my true calling.”

      She snorted. “Mischief managed.”

      He clicked his fingers. “Fred and George Weasley!”

      She’d introduced him to a boy wizard called Harry Potter. Humans were unaware that wizards were actually real, but they wrote many stories about them. Yet another peculiarity of their race.

      She laughed. “Yep. I can’t believe you fell for that movie and hated Die Hard. Jesus. You’re so weird.”

      “You like me weird,” he told her, knowing that was true. His eyes fell to half mast, and more satisfaction flooded him when she licked her lips, and her own gaze fell to his mouth.

      “I like you weird in certain places, that’s no lie.”

      He couldn’t withhold his grin. “Lies. It’s not weird but freaky. That’s how you like me in bed.”

      She clapped a hand over her face. “I really shouldn’t have taught you that word.”

      He shrugged. “If you hadn’t, James probably would have.”

      “He’s a bad influence,” she grumbled.

      James was a member of her Chosen; he had chosen one of the traitors and held them for punishment all those nights ago. Ever since, Lara had been using them as enforcers.

      The ones who held more menial jobs, she’d transferred into positions of security.

      James and Deric were the ones who usually guarded her if Georgios wasn’t about, which wasn’t exactly often.

      Just the times when he had to sneak into the other realm.

      His leman’s safety was his responsibility and no other’s. It was his duty to keep her well protected. It would be to his shame if he let the task fall on another’s shoulders.

      “How did it go with Remy?” he asked her, changing the subject, because he was curious. After he’d informed the House Head of Lara’s actions with the Shifter, he’d asked to speak with her privately.

      Displeased at not being included in the conversation, he’d, nevertheless, ceded to Remy’s will. Not only because he was the head of Georgios’s House and an old friend, but because if he’d argued, it might have implied that Lara couldn’t handle her own business.

      Which would have been an untruth.

      His mate’s competence in matters of a financial nature astonished him.

      If anyone was a wizard, it wasn’t a boy called Harry but his leman.

      She narrowed her eyes at him. “I’m surprised you let me deal with him alone.”

      “Surprised or angered?” Her expression didn’t exactly fill him in.

      She shrugged. “I thought you’d want to be there.”

      “I did. But he heard about the situation with Max and decided he wanted to talk to you.” He studied the tight purse of her lips. “If I hadn’t thought you strong enough to cope with it, I’d have muscled in. As it was, I know you’re more than capable of wrapping him around your finger.”

      A pleased smile, like that of a cat, curled about her mouth, relaxing the rigid pucker of moments afore. “As long as you know that, we’re good.”

      He snorted, then, as he usually did every evening but hadn’t yet as he’d gone to meet Remy shortly after waking, asked, “Any signs of the mating mark?”

      She shuttered her gaze. “Is it really so important?”

      “Not to me,” he told her and surprised himself, because he actually meant it.

      The mating mark was the brand that all lemans wore. It was a declaration of ownership.

      He didn’t say that to her, of course. These modern females balked at the idea of stamps of possession and the like.

      Not that a female of his mate’s intelligence didn’t spot that anyway.

      “If it’s not important to you, then why do you ask me every evening?”

      “Because until it appears, I can’t take you to the other realm, and I have business of my own there.”

      “What kind of business?”

      Trust his leman’s ears to prick to attention at the word ‘business.’

      “I trade in books,” he told her.

      “Books?” She frowned with surprise. “Why?”

      “You know the stones on the floor of my cavern? My beast’s bed?”

      She rolled her eyes. “You mean the millions of dollars’ worth of rubies and diamonds and sapphires? Yeah, I know what you mean.”

      “Well, those mean nothing to our kind. Books, on the other hand, do.”

      She gawked at him a little, then, sheepishly, rubbed her jaw as she contemplated his answer, eventually asking, “Why?”

      “They contain information.”

      “That’s it? They’re not special books.”

      “Nothing is more highly prized than wisdom to my people.”

      “Seriously?”

      He nodded. “Seriously.”

      “And you trade in that?”

      “Yes. It’s why I get into troubles with the other races. Over the years, they’ve stolen key works from us. Either in deals with old families, or simply out of sheer theft. I get them back.”

      “Wow.”

      “Surprised?” He grinned. Georgios liked surprising her.

      “Just a bit. Do you steal them back?”

      He began to pick at a loose thread on the arm of the armchair he was seated upon. As nonchalantly as he could, he murmured, “Sometimes.”

      “OMG. You’re a cat burglar!”

      He instantly scowled. “Dragon burglar.”

      She snorted, wafting her hand in dismissal. “It’s a phrase. It means you’re like a sneaky thief.”

      He thought about that a second then nodded. “Yes. I’m sneaky with it.”

      She laughed. “I love it. What do you do with the books then?”

      “Keep them. They’re our hoard.”

      “I mean, I’d have been blind if I hadn’t noticed the huge library at the cavern. I didn’t realize the books themselves were so precious to you… I guess that’s like how it used to be in the olden days. Before Barnes & Noble became a thing.” She snorted at that.

      He scoffed. “My collection is worth more than that company.”

      She raised a brow. “If it is, I’ll gladly manage your hedge fund.”

      Georgios let out a deep sigh. “You say these things to confuse me.”

      “No,” she denied, getting to her feet. “I say these things because I forget I’m talking to an old bastard whose youth was spent stalking around taverns when the Magna Carta was a modern type of lawmaking.”

      When she leaned over, he knew she was going to kiss him and return to the counter. Before she could depart, he grabbed hold of her waist and dragged her onto his lap.

      “I have to go,” she said around a laugh, wriggling around like a contented puppy.

      “You didn’t answer my question, leman,” he growled but ran his nose along the side of her throat. Pleased when she shuddered, he murmured, “Both of my questions actually.”

      “Yes, it went well with Remy,” she replied breathlessly. “He asked me what I wanted to bring to the House, and I said that all I could do was manage wealth. He said he’d think of a way of getting me involved in House matters.” She let out a mewl when he let his tongue dart out to flutter up to her ear, where he nibbled on the tasty morsel. “As to the mating mark, I can’t feel my stomach.”

      That had him freezing in place and, then, grunting. “You jest. That’s the first time since we mated you’re not hungry.”

      She snorted. “I don’t mean I don’t feel it because I’m not hungry. I don’t mean the organ. I mean my stomach as in my abdomen.” She grabbed his hand, held it flat out to her stomach, and murmured, “I can’t feel your hand.”

      He frowned. “Is that good or bad?”

      “I don’t know.” She grimaced. “Good? It has to be the mating mark, right? You’ve been asking me about being numb for so fucking long, I didn’t actually realize that I couldn’t feel my stomach until Megan walked into me early this evening with a full tray. Not only didn’t it hurt, but I didn’t feel my belly getting wet from the spilled coffee either.”

      “I’ve never heard of a mating mark on the belly,” he confessed, his frown deepening with concern. “Normally, they’re in quite visible places.”

      She snorted. “So the whole damn world can see.” Lara caught his eye and shot him a mocking look; her contempt for the mark as strong as he’d known it would be.

      “It is simply the way of it,” he told her loftily. “I can’t help that the mate bond manifests that way.”

      Her huff told him exactly what she thought about that.

      He dragged his fingers along her stomach. “You truthfully can’t feel that?”

      She shook her head.

      “How long has it been numb?”

      “Like I said, I only realized it was numb tonight. Vampire bodies aren’t like a Shifter’s. We don’t have the same kind of nerve receptors. I know water is cold, for instance, but because it feels a different way than hot water. My senses don’t pick up the temperature.”

      “How is that even possible?”

      She shrugged. “It just is. Hot water feels silky, cold water feels kind of rough.”

      “So, you could have been numb here for a while?” He pursed his lips. “Two weeks ago, I went down on you. This is the phrase, no?”

      She grimaced, peered around. “Jesus, could you say that any louder? And yes, you went down on me.”

      “Should I be ashamed of easing all my leman’s needs?” he purred, enjoying the way her eyes darkened at his tone.

      “No, but this particular citrus fruit prefers her locals not to know her partner likes eating her out.”

      Dismissing her embarrassment as unnecessary, he continued, “I licked and kissed your stomach on the way down. Normally, I just dive for your pearl, but in this instance, I specifically remember touching your belly.”

      “You did not just call my clit a pearl?” She wrinkled her nose, clapped a hand to her face, and said, “Lord, open up the ground and swallow me now.”

      He huffed. “I was trying to be discreet.”

      “Pearl diving… muff diving. Same thing.”

      “More words sent to confuse me,” he complained. She jolted on his lap when he nipped the side of her throat to regain her attention. “My point is, did you feel me exploring your stomach?”

      Lara pondered that for a second. “Yeah.”

      “So, the mating mark could have been manifesting for the past two weeks,” he mused.

      Her brow puckered. “You’ve gone down on me since then.”

      He waved a hand at her confusion as relief flooded him. Two weeks was more than long enough for the mark to be brewing. “This pleases me greatly, leman. Until it’s made its appearance, I can’t present you to the Queen’s court. Until you’re presented, you can’t stay overlong in the other realm. She has some kind of bizarre magick-enhanced link to all her subjects. She uses it to keep tabs on us.

      “If she finds out we’re there and haven’t gone to court, she’ll go, as James charmingly puts it, ape shit.”

      “More eloquence,” she teased, lifting a hand to his jaw. He tilted his head so he could better feel her palm against his cheek. “But I understand why it’s so important to you. Let’s hope it is the mark, eh?”

      He nodded. Turned his head again and pressed a kiss to the center of her palm. “I pray it is so, dearling. Now, I have interrupted you enough. I know you’re busy.”

      “You sure?”

      “I’m sure.”

      As though his words were ordained by the Mother, his phone buzzed.

      “Before you go, show me how to accept the bloody call again.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Jesus, Georgios. Two-year-olds know how to operate this shit.”

      He grunted. “Ask those same two-year-olds to turn into Dragons. Let’s see if they can do that.”

      She clambered off his lap, took his phone in hand, and accepted the call. Shooting him a wink, she gave him his cell back, and left him to it.

      As he put the phone to his ear, he kept his gaze trained on her butt.

      He’d claim that later.

      Or, mayhap Valentine’s would be more suitable?

      What better way to show his leman his love by claiming that delicious orifice for himself?
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      Despite herself, and though she’d always disregarded Valentine’s Day as consumer nonsense, Lara had to admit it was totally different when you had a mate.

      She’d had a box of roses delivered to her door this evening upon waking. More than she knew what to do with, and more than she had vases to fill if she was being honest.

      Then, had come a large box of chocolates—those she had known what to do with. Centuries of seeing all the delicious morsels humans ate and unable to eat them, she was making up for that big time now.

      When he’d come to the coffee shop, he’d given her a teddy bear. And even though she wasn’t the teddy bear type, she’d had to laugh because God forbid he give her a ‘bear.’ No, he’d given her a stuffed Dragon.

      She’d keep it for giggles alone.

      Someone, and it wasn’t hard to guess who, had arranged for extra staff at the cafe, so the evening was free. And having returned to her townhouse, she’d encountered a box on the bed loaded down with lingerie.

      It amused her to think of him shopping for those kinds of fripperies because she knew, more than anything, he preferred her naked.

      Dragons were not like human males who liked lacy bits of nothing covering strategic areas.

      Whenever she went to bed with panties on, he always tore them off.

      Even if they weren’t going to have sex.

      And bras?

      Hell, the man was more anti-bra than the feminist movement was in the Sixties!

      Thus, eyeing the fancy lace, she had to laugh because it made sense to her that the gift wasn’t for him as it would be for another male. It was because he believed she liked wearing bras and panties because she always argued with him about wearing them.

      Laughing to herself, as she carefully riffled through La Perla’s finest, she turned on her heel when she heard footsteps in the hall.

      Seeing her sexy mate striding through the door, she grinned at him.

      “Thank you for the gifts, sweetling,” she told him, using his endearments, because they were cute as fuck, as unique as he was, but also, because they fit.

      He wasn’t a modern man. He was archaic and desperately trying to learn this new world… for her.

      Truth was, she could have asked for no greater gift than what he’d already given her—patience.

      For the past eight weeks, he’d lived in this crazy society. Not understanding most of the rules, completely bewildered by even the basics—he’d nearly had a heart attack when the toast had popped out of the toaster. And when he’d realized what a camera could do, she’d received more dick pics and requests for boob shots than any sane woman could stand.

      Through it all, he navigated the bizarre and the downright insane—to him, at any rate—with a smile on his face.

      He was never angry. Never annoyed. Some nights, if he was tired, he could be grumpy but never for long.

      Sure, he was dictatorial, possessive, demanding, and so far beyond traditional he made a Neanderthal look easygoing when it came to things like panties and tight jeans he deemed not tight enough, but it was all tempered with a generosity of spirit she’d never encountered before.

      When it came to business, he was never angry with her for spending time on it. If anything, he encouraged her. Willed her on. He never thought she was less because she was female—take the other evening with Remy, he’d let her handle the House Head by herself.

      It killed her to say it, because she loathed romance novels, but he totally belonged in one.

      He was like a perfect hero.

      Sexy and smart. Alpha. Tall, tawny, and handsome. A protector.

      But all without the pain-in-the-ass caveman techniques that made a woman feel like the dimmer sex.

      As he strode into the room, hands in his pockets, she eyed him and felt like drooling. He lived in suits. A fact she’d yet to determine why, because if anything, she’d have thought he hated them. But then, Remy was always in a suit in this realm too.

      She wondered behind the reasoning, and knew it would be too damn cute for her to stand, and he already had her ovaries in a twist. She didn’t need further ammunition working against her.

      He peered into the box and, then, eyed her expression. “I should have gone for the cream. But the woman at the store said you would prefer black.” He frowned. “Why would she think that? Do you know her?”

      She bit her bottom lip to hold in a smile. “No, love. I don’t know every woman in an underwear store.”

      He jerked a shoulder. “She seemed to know a lot about you. Talked about how the straps were more comfortable.” He pursed his lips. “I can’t see how. These bras look like torture devices, but if you like them…”

      His subsequent shrug was totally ‘what can I do?’

      She cleared her throat and coughed, when laughter still tried to edge its way out. “They’re beautiful,” she told him. “But when she was talking about me, she was talking about women in general.”

      He huffed. “That makes even less sense. How can your breasts be the same as Grace’s, and yet, you all shop at the same place? At least Savile Row tailors everything to me…”

      “Why do you wear suits all the time?” she asked, amazed the topic had come up when she’d only just been thinking about it.

      “Why not?” he asked suspiciously, peering at her then down at the shirt and suit trousers he wore. “Don’t you like them?”

      “No, I love them. You look hot as hell in them. But aren’t they uncomfortable?”

      “I tried those Leviathans you got for me.” He sniffed. “They pinched.”

      Helpless now, Lara let it out. Jesus, the man was hilarious without even trying. Falling forward and propping herself up by her knees, she laughed. And laughed and laughed. Then, when she could gasp out a single word, she stated, “Levis, sweetling. LE-Vis. Not Leviathans.”

      He frowned at her. “Why is this so funny?”

      She waved a hand. “It’s a buildup, babe.”

      “I’m glad someone finds this strange universe hilarious,” he complained, a definite pout to the words. “And how many times? I am not an infant. This ‘babe’ nonsense.” He scoffed, leaving her with no alternative but to reach up and give him a kiss. He held her chin in place so the soft peck turned deeper. More sensual. Enough to have her moaning into his mouth.

      With a whimper, she placed her hands on his chest and leaned deeper into him, letting him take her lips, explore her mouth, and conquer her, one soft kiss at a time.

      With a groan, he grabbed a hold of her ass and began to knead the muscle, and she’d admit, the extra pounds she’d gained since discovering Red Vines and Arby’s.

      When his mouth retreated and his teeth burrowed into her bottom lip, she let out a soft whimper. Her head fell back as he began to explore her throat, nipping here and there, and then, deciding on a place, he promptly began to suckle.

      With a moan, she ran her hands through his hair and kept a tight hold on him. The way his tongue palpated the taut skin, the rasp of his teeth against her… it was made to drive her crazy.

      Then, he stunned the hell out of her. He pulled away and spun her around. Within seconds, she was dragged back against his belly. His mouth returned to her throat, and this time, she was more comfortable as her head fell back against his shoulder. His hands though, dear God, his hands.

      One cupped her through her skirt. His fingers digging through the material to part the folds of her sex. The tight weave added a heavy pressure to the caress, and it had her hips rocking back and forth against his dick.

      The other caressed her breast, gently squeezing the soft mound, and working in tandem the way they were, had her eyes squeezing shut as need slalomed its way through her system.

      “Ios,” she whispered, half whimpering his name as he began to rub her clit. The wave not allowing a delicate touch, but giving her a delicious pressure that teased her. Tormented.

      It wasn’t what she needed, but for some fucked up reason, it made her hot as hell. She could feel her legs start to shake from the pressure of keeping her upright when all she wanted to do was fall onto the bed and let him have at her.

      Let him take her and claim her. Again and again.

      No matter how many times he did it, it was never enough.

      Never.

      A quiver ran down her spine as he bit hard against the thick flesh of her throat then slowly bent her forward.

      She held out her hands for support, clutching at the duvet with clawed fingers as he let go of her breast and removed his hand from between her legs.

      She didn’t want him to go, but it would be worth it, if he got fucking on with it.

      Gulping as he rucked up her skirt, she let out a shriek when he pulled her ass cheeks apart. Air slithered down her pussy as he pulled her panties aside, then maintained a taut grip on her butt cheeks.

      He blew down the length and set upon her like a starved dog with a bone.

      And sure, she knew she just compared herself to a bone, but fuck. Did it matter?

      All that mattered was this. Now. Him. Her.

      “Jesus!” she shrieked as he began to suck on her clit, the pressure hard and heavy. Then he teased and fluttered and licked with delicate brushes that had her rearing up on to tiptoe.

      Mewls escaped her as she ripped into the bedclothes. She knew the moment the nightwalker in her awoke, because her nails clawed the sheets, tearing into them the only way they could when her inner bitch came out to party.

      That half of her wasn’t pleased with the submissive pose, but the very normal Lara didn’t give a shit.

      She just wanted to come.

      Now. Preferably.

      He stuck his tongue in her cunt, fiddled it up and down, left and right, and, then, began to fuck her with it. The simple stabbing motions probably shouldn’t have set her off, but somehow, he always seemed to know what she needed, and he’d find a way to give it to her but also take it away.

      Like now, he’d known she wanted him inside her. So he gifted her his tongue.

      He did it on purpose.

      She took back everything she’d said about him not being a caveman.

      “Ios!” she yelled into the sheets. “Fuck me. Please. Dammit. Please.”

      Her pleas didn’t move him. The only thing they did was tighten up the pressure on her asscheeks where his fingers were biting into them.

      His own grunts of pleasure were more than she could stand, and the endless whimper torn from her throat seemed to sync up with his slight moans, as he tortured her.

      He pulled away, and then, right on her sit spot, somehow managed to grab enough flesh between his teeth to bite down.

      She hadn’t expected it. Had never thought he’d do that. But he did.

      Oh boy, he fucking did.

      She roared out the agony as that most sensitive of places was marked by his teeth, but the damn thing was, she felt the pain release something inside her. Like a key in a fucking lock.

      Before she knew what hit her, she was coming.

      And coming.

      God help her, when would it stop?

      The ecstasy was never-ending. It hit her. So hard, so fast, and every-fucking-where. She could do nothing less than wail through the fabric in her mouth.

      But it didn’t stop there. Oh, no. Just when he knew she was coming down, his cock was there. And with little ceremony, he fucked it into her.

      His thrusts were hard and fast. They made the bed rock, the floorboards squeak. She tightened her claws, pressed her forehead to the bed, and rode it out. Let his cock brush every part of her cunt.

      Let him claim her with his every inch.

      Then, when she felt him grow close, she clamped down on him.

      Tightening every single Kegel she possessed, and more she’d only just rediscovered, to torture him back, she fluttered her muscles about him. Loving how his grunts of ecstasy turned into a long roar.

      His cum marked her. Coating her inner walls with his seed, until the nightwalker was soothed, but only just. Again, like he’d sensed her need, he covered her, blanketing her with his hot, heavy form, and burrowing his face into her throat, he bit down.

      She thought she’d seen sparks before, but that was nothing to the goddamn meteor shower that took place behind her eyes now.

      The dual marks, the pain, the pleasure, rattled around her system until the scream that escaped her made her throat hoarse and her nightwalker could do no more than take control of the moment and put them both to sleep. Because if the nightwalker had her say, her mate would be on her and in her until morning rose. Both sides of her nature had already established that though the spirit was very, very willing, the body was, ultimately, weak.
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        * * *

      

      “How the hell did you get a table here?” she demanded, astonished that they were in Audrey’s when she knew for a fact they’d been fully booked for the past three months.

      Hell, they were usually fully booked on the regular nights. Never mind a special occasion like tonight.

      “I know some people.”

      She had to laugh at that. “You know no people. Unless they’re in my coven. And Audrey’s is owned by humans. Trust me, I know.” She’d tried to get involved with them, wanting to offer a gourmet coffee menu for the upper class snobs who came to Audrey’s every night.

      She, too, could afford that particular luxury, but being a snob was a mentality she’d never learned to be at ease with. No matter how rich she was. And Lara just didn’t have it in her to be that big of a dick. Sure, she knew asshole was an adjective that could be used to describe her from time to time, only Mother Teresa was spared that particular ignominy.

      Still, she wouldn’t spoil it for him by talking about her favorite subject—wealth diversification and profit margins. He’d tried so hard to make Valentine’s special even though she knew, point blank, he was totally perplexed by it all.

      This evening, when she’d tried to arrange the flowers in a way that didn’t look like a disaster, he’d stared at her actions and had asked, “Females enjoy this?”

      “On special occasions we do,” she’d replied.

      Then came his confusion with bras and panties. The only thing that he’d truly personalized was, instead of getting her a teddy with a heart in its paws, he’d gone with the miniature Dragon, which to be fair was the cutest fucking thing he’d done all evening. So, he wasn’t too bad at this Valentine’s shit.

      She eyed the menu, made her selections with the server, and even put in her dessert order.

      Georgios quirked a brow. “More chocolate?”

      “I have discovered there is never such a thing as too much chocolate.”

      He wrinkled his nose. “I prefer potato chips.”

      She bit back a smile. He always mispronounced poh-tay-toh chips, which was another cute-as-heck trait that drove her mad.

      This man was totally hard wired into her system.

      She got him. He got her.

      It fucked with her head how right they were for one another. Jesus, did it.

      “You like chips, I like chocolate.” She winked. “You did good with that box, by the way.”

      He watched her lick her lips then stated, “I don’t understand why a heart-shaped box makes them better.”

      She snorted. “You’re a nightmare.”

      “Why am I?”

      “This is a consumer society, babe. Everything’s geared toward making you spend more money. A square box has a regular price. A heart-shaped box, they can charge three times as much for Valentine’s.”

      He scowled. “The shop assistant told me they had special flavors.”

      “They did. They were. But you can get them in their regular boxes too.”

      He huffed. “These sales people, they’re not trustworthy. They lie.”

      She chuckled at his irritation. “Everyone lies. And they’re trying to sell you shit, of course, they’re going to lean on your confusion.”

      “That’s dishonorable.”

      “That’s America, baby.” He sniffed, and then, as things started to click, she asked, “Is that why I have a hundred red roses back home? Because the assistant said a hundred was the right number?”

      He grimaced. “Yes.”

      She cleared her throat; it was either that or laugh again, and he was already looking pissed off at having been taken for a ride. “Don’t worry, love. We can afford for you to keep being conned.”

      He bristled. “Wait until we’re in the other realm, and Goblins try to con you. Then I’ll be the one clearing my throat and biting my lip.”

      She snorted. “I can’t wait. I want to see a Goblin. You said they’ll make me something special to wear for court, didn’t you?”

      “Yes.” His lower lip popped out in a pout. “But I had them do something different for you. Circumstances made it so the tear stone was intact. I thought that it would be shameful to shatter it, when I managed to keep it whole.”

      “That makes sense, Ios,” she told him softly, appreciating his thoughtfulness once more.

      He was like no other male when it came to things such as this. Always seeing beneath the cracks. Looking deeper. Never taking anything for granted.

      Beneath a ceiling of twinkling lights, surrounded by people celebrating their relationships, at that moment, the feeling of rightness hit home so strongly it was like nothing else had made sense before.

      It didn’t matter that he hadn’t said it first. Didn’t matter that she’d be making herself vulnerable to him… when hadn’t he made himself vulnerable to her?

      Exploring and learning this wacky world for her comfort, learning how to fit into the coven, and live among her walkers… Then, there were touching revelations like with the tear stone.

      She could do no less than reach forward, uncaring that his eyes immediately swung down to her tits—hell, she’d worn a low cut, sheath dress for a reason—and grabbed his hand. “Ios,” she started, tone whisper soft. “I want to thank you for every single gift you’ve bought me. That you were thinking of me, so much, means the world to me.” Her eyes softened, her lips curling up in a cheeky smile that had his head tilting to the side in question. “I love you, Georgios.”

      He seemed to freeze, and then, she watched as he gulped. “The shop assistants weren’t lying then,” was all he said.

      Well, she hadn’t expected him to say that.

      “Huh?”

      “They said the chocolates and panties and flowers would make you love me.”

      She snorted. “I don’t love you because of them, dingbat. I love you because you’re you. And I love that you went to so much effort for me tonight, and all you really had to do was just give me that Dragon teddy bear. That was all you, wasn’t it?”

      His grin turned sheepish. “I saw it in a store when I was walking back from the portal the other day. I thought it was cute.” The little green monster had huge glittery wings and a big rounded snout. It was ugly as hell, but the sentiment?

      God help her that was more beautiful than anything else.

      He cleared his throat. “You know I love you, don’t you? And it has nothing to do with the mating mark.”

      “Now I feel like it has something to do with the mating mark,” she teased, watching as his eyes flared wide with distress. “I’m joking! Jesus, Georgios, calm down.”

      His grin was rueful. “I am well aware I’m not much of a catch, leman. I don’t need you to add to my woes.”

      She could do no less than gawk at him. “Are you being serious? Not much of a catch? You take that back right this goddamn minute, or I refuse to eat dessert with you.”

      Probably that alone made him realize how serious she was—exactly why she’d said it.

      Dessert was serious business now.

      “I have a past, Lara. You know this.”

      “I do, sure. But so do I. I’m not squeaky clean either, dammit. You know what I’ve had to do. What I’m capable of. You love me regardless.”

      “That’s different, and you know it.”

      His eyes flashed, but she didn’t care. That nictitating membrane appeared, because he was frustrated.

      “Why did he do it, Georgios?”

      “I don’t want to talk about it. Not tonight. This is our night.”

      “It is, and that’s what makes it so important. My love for you isn’t going anywhere. But I think if you at least talk about this, put it in some semblance of order, you’ll feel better.”

      “He was jealous.”

      “Why? Of what?”

      “Everything and nothing.”

      “Be specific.”

      He shook his head. “Of her. Of other males at court. He said they looked at her, and she encouraged them. Mated or not. He accused her.”

      “I mean no disrespect, but did she do anything to feed that?”

      He sighed. “Who knows the inner workings of any relationship, leman? I would say not, but she obviously did something. Father used to be rational. I can’t believe he just went from sanity to insanity for no reason at all.”

      She pursed her lips. “Sometimes males are just bastards, Georgios. They beat on women because they can.”

      “Father wasn’t like that. He worshipped her. We always worship our lemans. We know no other way. That’s why I fought the Claiming for so long. His blood is tainted. The first in thousands of years to hurt a leman…to kill her, and to be executed for it.

      “It is not a heritage to be proud of, Lara.”

      “Maybe not, but there must be a reason.”

      He frowned. “What do you mean?”

      “Was he depressed? Had he started, I don’t know, smoking weed? Jesus, there are all kinds of reasons why a person’s character can change. And you’re talking about a different realm to this one. You have magick and all kinds of shit going on in yours.”

      He shook his head. “The court asked him why. He just said he was compelled to act.”

      “And you don’t think that’s weird?”

      “Of course I do, dammit,” he seethed. “But it’s not like it makes it any better.”

      “Georgios, don’t be stupid. It makes a huge difference. If he was acting under the influence, then it wasn’t him doing the deed, was it? After what happened with Megan and the coven, surely, you can see that?”

      He scowled. “What kind of ‘influence?’ I know of no magick or potion that could cause something like that.”

      She snorted. “Then obviously, the Goblins haven’t been trying hard enough. Any anti-psychotic meds here can turn people batshit. I read once about this woman who was on meds, and rather than helping her, it turned her into this psychotic serial killer. She started plotting the deaths of rapists.”

      He gawked at her. “This is a thing in this realm?”

      Jesus, his innocence astonished her sometimes. “What? The rape or the serial killing spree?”

      “Well, yes. Those, but also, anti-psychotic meds? What are meds?”

      “Medicine.” She shrugged. “Sure.”

      His thoughts turned inward a second, but he shook his head again. “I would like to think that there was a reason for his behavior, but it’s unlikely, leman.”

      “It might be, but until you look into it properly, ask around, you won’t know. I don’t feel like that’s something you’ve ever done, Georgios. The way you talk about it, I feel like you’ve probably been repressing everything since it happened.”

      He grimaced. “It was easier to deal with the pain.”

      “And that makes perfect sense, but now, you can see the situation through fresh eyes. You know what it’s like to have a leman. You have to imagine what it must be like to feel the one woman made for you, suddenly doesn’t return your feelings... What would that do to a mated Dragon?”

      He frowned. “Do you find no other male attractive?”

      She ran her finger around the wineglass… Wine was another new treat. She knew of other Vampires who’d appreciated the alcoholic beverage, but she’d never liked it. Until recently.

      “Physically? I guess. I can appreciate male beauty, just as I can look above us and appreciate how pretty this ceiling is, and how lovely that flower decoration is over there.” A great tumbling of orchids swept from overhead in a bountiful cascade of blooms, which swirled around the tables nearest the display. “Emotionally,” she tagged on, “I’m not interested.”

      He rubbed his chin. “Would I be jealous if I knew you appreciated another male’s appearance?”

      “I don’t think you’d like it if I shoved it down your throat,” she admitted. “But I don’t think it would make you overly jealous. You’d probably try to fuck the dude out of my memory. I think most guys would. But at the same time, I have no desire to make you jealous. Why would your mother want that? I mean, they were together a long time, sure. Was she bored?”

      “Though I know you’re unaccustomed to our ways, dearling, no,” he told her wryly. “Lemans, and their mates, do not grow bored of one another. They say that as the years pass the orgasms get better.”

      “That I can’t believe.”

      He nodded. Utterly serious. “It’s true. Especially after bearing a Dragonling. Everything intensifies.”

      She couldn’t help it, she gulped. “Seriously?” she whispered, tone hoarse. “Like, tonight, that could be better?”

      He shrugged. “Yes. According to other couples I know.”

      She blinked. “Jesus. No way another guy’s going to steal a woman’s interest if your own male can make you feel better than what I felt tonight.” She shook her head, somehow trying to come to terms with the fact sex would get better over the years, not staid.

      He’d kill her with orgasms.

      It was a nice way to go, but damn…

      “Now I refuse to believe your mom was eyeing up other guys. I want you to look into this, Georgios. I want it to be your real Valentine’s gift to me. I want you to find out what happened to your mom and what made your dad turn.”

      He blinked at her and, then, pulled their joined hands toward his mouth and kissed the backs of her fingers. “You are a wonder, dearling.”

      She grinned. “I know.”

      “Excuse me,” the server murmured, shooting them a happy look as she tried to put their plates in front of them.

      They smiled at her, asked for water, and let her bring the bottle to them before they tucked in.

      A faint gush of wind came through every time someone walked into the restaurant. It was barely noticeable, but it was enough to curl about her calves and make her glance over at the door.

      Mid bite of her salmon carpaccio, she peered up at the door and tilted her head to the side in surprise.

      “What’s wrong?” Ios asked, apparently picking up on the fact something was amiss. Probably because she’d stopped eating, which was her new favorite thing to do aside from being fucked by him. Or fucking him. Same difference considering each time, the pleasure was phenomenal.

      She pursed her lips. “You remember the Wolf Pack Alpha who attacked Max?”

      “How could I forget?”

      “Well, he just walked in through the door.”

      He blinked, then turned around to face the entrance. Seeing what she could see, a large bulky male in an ill-fitting suit—probably because he was uncomfortable in it, not because it didn’t fit him properly—with a very small woman, wearing a long dress with long sleeves. It could have been sexy, but it wasn’t. Somehow, it was baggy around her waist and hips. Like she was trying to cover herself up rather than be sexy by hiding all of her curves, yet having them on display at the same time.

      This was trash can liner sex appeal, which wasn’t very sexy at all.

      A little surprised that Max’s uncle’s female would be so plain, she reasoned it made sense. A man with as big an ego as he had would need to dominate those around him. Mates included.

      The maître d’ guided the couple to a table, but as the female took a seat, the Alpha veered off course and headed their way.

      Before Ios could do more than bristle at the male’s affront, she shot the bastard a smile.

      “I’d say it’s a pleasure, William, but we both know that’s a lie.”

      Shifter collectives never broke bread well with Vampire covens, but they were all aware of one another.

      They, uneasily, rubbed shoulders with one another for the sake of keeping a fragile peace among their races.

      William placed his hands on the table and loomed over them. His attempt at aggrandizing himself failed. Neither she nor Ios looked all that impressed at his puffed out chest, but she curled her foot about her mate’s leg just to be on the safe side—better to keep him close than have him leaping to his feet in defense of her.

      “I’ve heard about what went down in the flower shop. If you want to start a war with my Pack, you come to the man in charge, not some fucking florist.”

      She blinked at him, surprise filling her. Then, putting two and two together—the hundred roses accounted for her mate approaching a florist of late—she placed her hand on William’s. Then, before he could do more than blink at her fingers in bewilderment, her nightwalker appeared.

      Her nails didn’t turn into claws like they did in the Vampire movies, but her fingers grew stronger so that when she dug her nails into the back of his hand, she had the strength to shove her manicure deep into his skin.

      She didn’t stop until the scent of blood turned her eyes quicksilver.

      “If I want a war, I’ll declare it. Don’t worry, William. You’re safe, for the moment.”

      His mouth worked, and a faint moan of pain gurgled from between his lips. She retracted her nails from his hand and watched him as he shot a glare at her and her mate, and then, cradling his hand, strode off.

      She looked down at her nails, and the red French manicure she was now wearing.

      “Will you think badly of me if I lick my fingers?”

      Georgios wrinkled his nose. “Do you have to?”

      “It’s a waste to just wipe it off. Wolf blood tastes good.”

      “How do you know?”

      “I’ve been around,” was all she said, making him grunt with irritation. She grinned. “Anyway,” she said, licking her nails clean. “Be grateful I’m not angry with you. What did you do? It had to be you. It can’t be a coinkydink that you’ve been to a florist recently, and one who has caused trouble with the Pack.”

      He grimaced. “The florist was Pack. She was Max’s aunt, and when I asked after him and told her who you were, she gave us the roses as a thank you.”

      Lara blinked at that. “In truth?”

      “Yes. In truth.”

      “What else did you say?”

      “That we’d have Max’s back when he was old enough to challenge that prick.”

      She narrowed her eyes. “Unless he’s recording her somehow, how would he know about any of that?”

      “If he’s concerned about the boy, maybe he has eyes on those closest to him. It’s the best way to prepare for a mutiny.”

      “Well, whatever he learned it wasn’t enough to go head to head with us, but enough to want to warn us off.” She hummed as she sucked the last of his blood off her fingertips.

      As unconcerned about the male’s posturing as she, he jerked his thumb back at William. “Glad I did now. Meeting the jerk doesn’t exactly make me like him more.”

      “Packs are always infighting. They’re the most blood hungry of the lot of them.”

      Ios nodded his agreement. “Dragons rarely fight. Unless it’s over lemans.”

      “Their safety?”

      “Yes.”

      She studied him, ever curious. “Don’t get me wrong, I always know you’re ready to step in and will take control of the situation if I can’t handle it… but you always wait. Let me take my own measures.”

      “Because I know you can handle yourself in most situations. There’s no need for me to wade in where my interference would cause more hindrance than harm.”

      “That’s a very modern way of thinking.”

      He shrugged. “It makes up for my delight in knowing your belly may soon sport my mating mark.”

      She snorted. “You and that damn mark.”

      He grinned. “They’re important.”

      “If you say so.”
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      “Where’s Mia?”

      Remy cocked a brow at him as he ran a hand over his hair and smoothed it back into place. He’d only just shifted back into this form, so Georgios forgave him his preening. “Why?”

      “I like the wench. Plus, she keeps you calm.”

      “What have you done?” Remy immediately demanded, shoulders bunching as though he were preparing himself for a hit.

      “Nothing!” he grumbled.

      “Then why do I need Mia to stay calm?”

      Georgios just grunted. “You take me so literally.”

      “How else can I take you? You can be an outright shit sometimes. That’s half our trouble. You get us into so much shit with the other factions that I spend half my time not dealing with House BS but Georgios BS.” Remy narrowed his eyes at him. “And don’t look so damn smug about it.”

      “You’ll be happy someday soon.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” came the immediate comeback.

      Rather than reply, Georgios beckoned Remy deeper into the cavern.

      As they strode toward a smaller seating area, where the air was humid thanks to the hot spring, as outside, the day was a tad bitter, Remy murmured, “Still no Lara?”

      “No. But we think she’ll manifest a mark on her stomach.”

      “That’s unusual.”

      He shrugged. “Nothing surprises me anymore.”

      “I can understand that,” Remy retorted and, as he took a seat, demanded, “Come on then, less of the secrecy. Why am I here?”

      “There’s a reason, but I have a question to ask first.”

      Remy wafted a hand. “Ask away. There’s no need to stand on ceremony, Georgios. Never has been. You know that.”

      “Thought you might have turned into a pain since you’re mated now.”

      Remy snorted then grumbled, “The mated part is exactly why you’re safe. Mia insists it’s her duty as my leman to stop me from getting too big for my britches.”

      Georgios’s lips twitched. “These females…their duties seem to involve anything other than stroking our egos.”

      “As long as they stroke other things, I’m okay with the situation,” Remy admitted, making the two of them chuckle in agreement.

      “Actually, it’s because of a promise I made to Lara that I asked you here, Remy.”

      “What kind of promise?”

      “She said that as a leman herself, she can’t understand why my mother would have done anything to make my father jealous.”

      Remy shifted in his seat, his discomfort more than evident. “Why is she dragging all that up again? Doesn’t she know how it upsets you?”

      “Sure, she does, but it affects our relationship. I didn’t claim her because of my parents and only went through with it to save her life. She knows that, and it pisses her off.”

      Remy contemplated him a second, and then, he cocked his elbow on the armrest and supported his head in his hand. “It did come as a surprise to have you bursting into the Queen’s court that night, declaring your leman was dying… Especially as, the last Mia and I knew, you were refusing to go search for her.”

      Georgios grimaced. “I’d already found her by the time Mia blasted me. Word had spread that you’d found your leman too, and I went to the other realm to find mine pretty soon after I stirred.”

      “There’s an irony to the fact she was the first on my list… let me guess, she was your last?”

      Georgios grunted. “Of course. The Mother can only be so kind to us without making us work for our presents.”

      Laughter trickled from Remy. “I’ll be sure not to tell Mia she’s a present for me.”

      “Why not? Lara gets moon eyed when I say she’s a gift from the Mother. She might not be Lara’s God, but it still irons over anything I’ve done wrong that night.”

      Remy clicked the fingers of his free hand. “You’re right. I shall use that later in bed.”

      “You’ll owe me if it softens the bristling wench up.”

      Remy snorted. “I’ll be sure to gift you some books sometime. But, as to what you want to discuss, I can see why Lara would feel that way.

      “Jealousy isn’t a necessity… I dislike if Mia looks at another male, but it doesn’t hurl me into a jealous rage. And if it’s true what they say about the bond only intensifying the pleasures between mates, then why would that cause your father to go into a tailspin?”

      Georgios shrugged, unease slithering through him. “My main desire is to protect. Then to hoard her, I suppose. But at the same time, she’s strong and sure, independent. So, my principle desires are pushed aside as even my Dragon, who clamors at me to keep her safe, revels in her strength. It makes me fear for her less, just for the joy of watching her power her way through things.”

      It would disturb Lara greatly to know he’d had a hard on when she’d had to execute the traitors in her coven.

      Of course, the act hadn’t been arousing, but she had. The display had taken its toll on her, which had immediately sliced at his pleasure, but that she’d had the fortitude to act?

      How could any beast not find that the most incredible turn on?

      His Dragon and the man were in accord—she would make a fantastic mother to their ‘ling.

      “What are you thinking, Georgios?” Remy asked, breaking into thoughts that had nothing to do with his parents and everything to do with pinning his mate under him the minute he got back to the other realm.

      “I don’t know. I wouldn’t discuss this with you if it weren’t for the fact Lara made me promise I would.” He sighed. “She says there are medications, poisons, that will turn a sane man insane. That will make him hear whispers where there are none, make him see shadows where there is sun.”

      “You think the Goblins had something to do with it? Or the Elves?” Remy scowled, managing to surmise Georgios’s direction with this conversational gambit. “But why?”

      He could think of only one reason why.

      It was time to reveal the first of many truths.

      Without saying a word, Georgios got up from his armchair and strode across the way to his reams of bookshelves. There was one in particular that would give his best friend a hard on.

      Encyclopedia Dreconica.

      Before Dragons had transferred to this realm, when they’d outgrown the world Lara called home, they had lived individually. Houses were a new concept, well, new to this realm. As a collective, they had noticed the variances in beasts were little.

      Living singly and in the other realm, they had bred more colors, had varied in stature and size. Each Dragon now had sixteen thousand and seventy-two scales. Exactly. With the loss of one, a Dragon was grounded. Before this realm, that hadn’t been an issue.

      It was like their new society had bred out the feral attributes that made them fully Dragon, and they were, in essence, tamed now.

      This book was a list of the original breeds of Dragon.

      It had been lost to their race since the earliest days of this realm.

      He gathered it carefully in his hands and headed back to Remy. When Remy saw he was holding a book in his hand, he cocked a brow. As Georgios approached, and the book’s title revealed itself, Remy froze.

      “The Encyclopedia?”

      “The one Arista has been searching for for millennia? Aye. It’s the Dreconica.”

      It was hard to shock Remy. The man had gone marauding with Vikings. It took a lot to get a reaction out of him. But this, today, Georgios could safely say if a reaction had been his goal, he’d achieved his target.

      He passed the book over to his House Head who stroked his fingers over the spine like he was touching the most delicate piece of silk in the realm. A fabric so fine and delicate that it would crumble to pieces if a person so much as breathed on it.

      “I bespelled it,” Georgios informed Remy. “You don’t have to handle it with kid gloves.”

      Remy’s mouth worked, but silence spewed from his lips, until moments later, he asked, “How?”

      “You remember Hyldegard of Vortar?”

      “That Goblin who complained to Arista about your stealing thirty of his sheep?” Remy asked with a frown as he tried to remember the piddling little bastard.

      “His great-grandsire stole it. The sheep he complained about were, in fact, this book.”

      Remy held up a hand. “Do you mean to tell me that when the factions have complained about you, it’s because you’ve been stealing back stolen books from them?”

      Georgios grinned. Nodded. “They can hardly tell the truth. It would rain a torrent of shit on their heads from Arista’s quarter. Maybe even start a war with some of the beauties I’ve managed to find.”

      “But, Georgios,” Remy whispered thickly. “Barely three months pass without you getting into some trouble. It can’t all be to do with books, surely?”

      “It was my one way to make up for what my father did to our people,” he said, tone thick.

      “But you didn’t tell anyone!”

      He shrugged. “It wasn’t about the glory of it, and some of the books needed care. All of them required spells. But Arista, though kind to me, would usually do something to piss me off, same with yourself, so I just hoarded them.”

      “It’s in our nature,” Remy stated, immediately forgiving him because Georgios knew any Dragon would have done the same.

      “Aye.” He let out a soft breath. “However, now I have a leman. I want her to be able to hold her head up high in court. My heritage may be shamed, but its might will be replenished by the treasures I bring back to our fold.”

      “You’ll do more than replenish it, Georgios.”

      His smile was grim. “But, the truth is, Remy, that I knew the locations of all these books because of research my father had done.”

      His head of House’s nostrils flared. “Your father was investigating the disappearances of our lost treasures?”

      “Aye. He was.” Georgios firmed his jaw. “I’d never thought it a possibility that one could drive someone mad. If there is a spell or a toxin that the other factions may have used to stop my father from looking into our losses…maybe they did.”

      Remy’s eyes widened, but Georgios could see his friend’s memory was peeling back the years, going back to that most painful of moments in Georgios’s life.

      “It did seem to come from nowhere, didn’t it?” Remy said softly, pensively. “No one realized what was happening until it had happened.

      “And after, when my father had to sentence yours to death, he was so lucid, and it just painted the guilt deeper upon him.”

      “I had my own cavern, but I’d been visiting, because I knew about his research. There was nothing between my parents then. No bickering, no discord. Whatever happened, happened fast. And Lara has made me realize that those kinds of sentiments don’t appear overnight. They’re dormant, but signs are there. My parents were deeply in love.” He closed his eyes. “I have never shared with anyone the truth of what my father was doing before his death. Maybe I should have, but he made me swear I wouldn’t. And even after what he’d done, I couldn’t break that oath.”

      “It changes things, Georgios.” Remy looked back at the place from which Georgios had retrieved the book and, once again, started shaking his head. “Are they all as unique as this?”

      “Aye.”

      A whimper escaped the brutish, ‘brick shithouse’ as his leman called Remy, and the House Head whispered, “If this, our greatest treasure, was sourced by information collected by your father…that is information worth killing for.”

      Georgios firmed his jaw. “I know.”

      “The question is, why do what they did to him but not you? You, who have stolen these treasures back?”

      “I had no leman. I was outcast.”

      “All the more easier to kill you off. The factions don’t know we’re the closest of friends. If you’d gone missing, I’d have hunted you down. But they weren’t to know that.”

      Georgios jerked a shoulder. “I have no answer, Remy, and this might be a wild goose chase, but I would consider it a boon if you looked into it.”

      Remy nodded, his gaze constantly switching back to the library to his side. “I know you dislike Eirik, Georgios.”

      “He’s a snitch.”

      Remy pulled a face. “Which is why he’s so good at what he does. Because, like it or not, he is the best.”

      “Set him on this then. I’ll break bread with him if he discovers a different truth to the ones we have always believed.”

      Formally, mouth grim with regret, Remy stated, “I apologize, Georgios, if the House unfairly handled your father.”

      “There’s no need for apologies, Remy. Had I not been able to forgive your family or understand the need for my father’s punishment, we would not still be friends.” He smiled a little and got to his feet. “Now, the serious talk is done.” He wafted a hand toward the treasures his people had lost for centuries. “Would you like to explore?”

      Remy’s eyes widened and he grinned. “Do bears shit in the woods?”

      A laugh escaped Georgios as he watched Remy scramble, honest to God, scramble over to the books.

      He had received his boon. Lara would be pleased, and now, he could explore his treasures with the one man who had stood by him through thick and thin.

      If his father had been sabotaged, then it would be a sad day for the kingdom. However, at this moment, it was a good day to be alive when a man was surrounded by people who loved him even when his past was painted black.
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      When Lara awoke that night, it was to find her mate wasn’t in bed with her.

      It came as no surprise. Yesterday, he’d told her he’d be going to the other realm, early as the larks, to see Remy. To fulfil the promise he’d made to her on Valentine’s.

      Of course, it was typical that the evening he wasn’t there was the evening the mark manifested.

      She’d spoken with Mia once since the Sanguenna had helped treat her.

      And Mia’s conversation had consisted of a lot of curse words as well as a lot of bitching about legs and feet that wouldn’t work, and then, a weird combo of pain/itchiness when the mark came through.

      Lara had seen the faint ruffles of the scales on Mia’s leg. So, when she awoke, aware that her belly was different, that she had sensation back, she peered down at herself with a lot of unease.

      She couldn’t see it at first. Her belly was covered in the shadows of the duvet she lifted to peer down at herself. It prompted her to switch on a light to find out just what the fuck was happening.

      What she saw didn’t freak the shit out of her, but it didn’t fill her with joy either.

      It started on her side. A few inches away from her navel. Then, it trailed down over her abdomen, and she knew, could feel the difference there too, that it had manifested on her back as well.

      The ruffles were… there was no other way to describe it other than discomforting to look at.

      They were the color of skin. Not green like a lizard. But having seen Georgios’s beast, she knew their scales were colorless for camouflage purposes. But the skin, the scales were raised and ruched and enough to make her feel a little queasy at the sight of them.

      Skin should be smooth. Not fucking textured.

      Shuddering a little, she scrambled off the bed to switch on all the lights this time, and after the room was fully illuminated, she did a three-sixty turn, wishing like hell she had a reflection in the mirror, and slowly saw the extent of the scales.

      She’d kill him.

      Jaw firmed, she strode toward her closet, dressed, and headed out of the townhouse.

      With her cell in hand, she contacted the café, as well as HQ, to let them know she wouldn’t be coming in and grabbed a cab to the portal.

      It was only as she approached the mural that a little trepidation overcame her. This had been the site of her attack, after all. It was only natural for her to feel uneasy here.

      But that very sense of unease pushed her on. Urged her forth. It had her acting when she’d have preferred to scurry back to the coven where she was safe now.

      Having escaped her assigned guards by leaving the house and getting in a cab, and not walking to the coven’s headquarters as was usually the case, she was alone.

      Vulnerable.

      The street lamps were poor illumination. They deepened the shadows, added to her vulnerabilities. But that sense of weakness had her gritting her teeth and striding toward the mural once more.

      She saw the waves of energy, which were revealed to her in the moonlight, saw them and reached for them as Remy had urged her to do all those months ago. That was all she’d had to do then, and as she hadn’t heard him utter anything to trigger the vortex, she had to hope reaching for the energy was enough.

      When she was sucked into the channel, it came as both a relief and a worry. The sensation was of being in a vacuum. Of being picked up in one location and spat out in the next.

      She staggered forward and fell onto her knees, as she made it through.

      Then, as she scrambled upright, realized she hadn’t particularly thought this through.

      What if Georgios took ages to return? They didn’t exactly have cell service over here, did they? She’d let her unease and fear prompt her into doing something foolish, and as she turned back, and failed to see more wavy lines of energy that would guide her back home, she realized she was stuck until he came to take the portal back to her.

      Great.

      Thank God for Kindles was all she could say as she settled back against the craggy mountain while she waited for her mate. She crossed her legs at the ankle and tried not to flip out at the extent of the scales on her.

      It was a curiously suffocating feeling. The sensation of wanting to rip them off was heavy in her thoughts, at the top of her to do list, but at the same time, it would be like ripping her nails off.

      Painful and pointless.

      Surely, they’d just grow back?

      It wasn’t useful or helpful to sit there and seethe, but the other realm actually helped in that. It was so peaceful and so weird to be here on her own merit that she did read for a while, and then, she began to explore. Of course, at the back of her mind was the terror that the scales were contagious or something. That they’d take over her entire body until she replicated some kind of Fifties’ Sci fi-horror movie monster, a train of thought that didn’t exactly improve her mood, but nosing around the portal’s locale did help take her mind off things.

      The rocks here were matte gray. They twinkled and sparkled like the ore deposits in them were made-up of glitter glue. The sky made the deepest darkest black look washed out. The stars were like none she’d ever seen on Earth. Not just the constellations but their brightness. They were like mini suns. Hard to look at directly. Especially the big ones.

      And then, there were the villages and towns where the Goblins lived.

      Goblins.

      Jesus, her life had turned into Ios’s favorite wizard movie.

      Rolling her eyes at herself, she peered at the spindly pointed roofs, which reminded her of church spires, and was kind of enchanted by the curling puffs of smoke that were expelled into the sky from the fires that warmed their hearths.

      It was then, as she stood closer to the edge of the clearing, peering into the great distance at the pretty scenery, that she heard a squawk.

      A Dragon.

      It flew by, trumpeting a call that was distinctly…female?

      How she knew that, Lara had zero idea. But she guessed if she shrieked, it would be different to Georgios’s shriek. It made sense, kinda, that it worked the same way with their Dragon halves.

      She couldn’t see the beast, though, not until it came close to the clearing. Their scales were weird enough to make them almost invisible, but the noise of the Dragon’s arrival had her backing against the rocky wall.

      Knowing that the beast wasn’t Georgios was when the precariousness of her situation hit home. She’d done something that was blond-in-a-horror-movie dumb. How the hell had she dragged herself into this situation?

      “Shit, I really didn’t think this through,” she muttered under her breath.

      She heard the scrape and tumble of stones as they rubbed against the craggy floor and felt the drop in breeze as the beast’s wings ceased to flap.

      Considering the only female Dragon she knew was Arista, the Queen, and some female called Alexa, who had dropped in on Georgios from time to time—usually inciting growls of irritation from him as he said Remy was checking up on him—her knowledge of the female beasts was limited.

      It was a bitch when she was truly hoping this was the Queen. And didn’t that bring with it a whole other minefield to traverse?

      Within a blink of an eye, a woman stood at the very edge of the clearing. It didn’t seem to matter that the drop looked endless. For a beast who could create wings within seconds, Lara guessed an abyss didn’t hold much fear.

      Blinking at the female, recognizing her from the hazy depths of her own memory, Lara dropped a quick curtsey. It was a long time since she’d genuflected that way. Long gone were the days where curtseys were de rigueur after all, but Ios had told her the court was very formal.

      “My senses told me you were here. But I also knew they had to be wrong, because Georgios would have presented you to me if that was the case.” The Queen strode forward, and as she did, her maxi skirt swished about her ankles.

      In fact, for an ancient woman, she was pretty stylish. With the long, flowing skirt, a tight, black vest top, which contrasted well with the green and blue flowers on her mocha-colored skirt, and sandals, she would have fit in with the Coachella crowd.

      “Where is Georgios?” Arista asked, brows high when Lara didn’t say anything. “He didn’t just leave you here, did he?”

      Lara wasn’t scared. She’d almost died, had had to execute members of her coven she’d known a lifetime, had had to face one of the oldest, meanest judges in the Court, and had nearly faced death herself… she refused to be scared of a Dragon Queen.

      So… yeah, why had her voice done a disappearing act?

      Clearing her throat one time or ten, she managed to get it back online. Barely. Croaking out, she whispered, “He didn’t bring me here, Your Highness.”

      Arista scowled, then stacked her hands on her hips. “What do you mean he didn’t bring you here? How did you get here then?”

      “I crossed through the portal.”

      “Why would you do a stupid thing like that? You know the portals on this side are dangerous. You could have fallen off or frozen! Neither would kill you, I know, but it’s not a guaranteed way to spend a comfortable evening, is it?” Arista huffed. “What if Georgios had gone back through another portal?”

      “He wouldn’t,” she countered, “for he always uses this one.”

      Arista tapped her foot. “Indeed. What if I told you Seattle was rare because there are three portals? Would that make you reconsider the foolish action that brought you here tonight?”

      “Three?”

      Arista nodded. Held up three fingers. “Three. It’s unusual, as I said. Most areas have just the one portal. Not your particular city, however.”

      “Why?”

      Arista rolled her eyes. “There’s a whole metaphysical mumbo jumbo reason, and if you’re really interested, which I’m not, you can ask one of the court’s metaphysicists. I, however, am here for another reason.

      “Georgios knows to bring you to court when your mark comes through. Your mark is here… why hasn’t he brought you to me?”

      “Because it manifested tonight.”

      “And he wasn’t there? He should have brought you to me immediately. It is my right as your Queen to be the first to know you.”

      Lara gulped. “I-I asked Georgios to promise me something for Valentine’s Day. He was fulfilling that promise. When I woke up, I knew where he’d gone. Then, I saw the mark, and I got a bit mad and came here.” She gulped. “It was silly of me.”

      Arista peered down her nose at her. “Silly?”

      Lara shook a little as she nodded.

      The female looked harmless, of that there was no mistake. But she wore her regalness like a damn coat. It was worse than Joseph’s Technicolor one. A thousand times more powerful.

      Lara had been around powerful people before, but Arista? It seemed to seep from her pores. Tinging the air around her. Making it hard for Lara to feel anything other than incredibly young.

      Immature.

      Foolish.

      Arista folded her arms across her chest. “Show me the mark.”

      Lara gulped. “Shouldn’t Ios see it first?”

      Something she’d said had Arista’s head tilting to the side, and a smile appeared. “Aimiliani used to call him that. It is a long time since Georgios has been Ios.”

      “It fits him,” she croaked out.

      “I agree.” Arista pursed her lips. “He should be the first, however, I wish to see it.”

      It pissed her off how compliant she was in the face of Arista’s power, but she dragged up the hem of her blouse and lifted it high enough to expose the ruffles without a second’s hesitation. She cocked a hip forward and tilted her waist so Arista could see how far the scales extended.

      At the sight, the Queen’s eyes widened. “We don’t see two lemans in half a millennium, and then, we come across two whose binding marks turn into scales.” She pursed her lips. “This has to be more than a coincidence.”

      Her words had Lara frowning in confusion. “What do you mean?”

      “I mean that a mating mark can have varying gradients to it. A light bond can manifest in a mark like a tattoo, for example. A deep and rich bond turns into scales. The former was more common than the latter. Until now. I wonder why that is.”

      The Queen peered at her as though expecting Lara to have all the answers when she didn’t even know there’d been a question.

      Gulping, Lara let her shirt drop down to cover her belly again.

      “Ma’am? Could you please take me to Ios’s cave?”

      “No. I won’t. Tell him to bring you to court.”

      Her mouth fell agape. “But you said he might use one of the other portals.”

      “I will make sure you’re not here next week if we don’t hear from you until then. This should teach you not to use the portals like they were doors to another room.” Arista sniffed her disdain, shifted, immediately blended into her environment, and if the sounds Lara heard were anything to go by, flew away.

      Leaving her standing there, gawking like a moron.
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      “Lara?”

      “Ios?” Lara scrambled to her feet, the minute she heard her name, and headed out of the cavern where she’d been seeking shelter from the coming dawn.

      As she rushed through the craggy passageways, terror flooded her.

      What happened if he didn’t hear her? If he flew off?

      Arista said she’d wait a week before coming to rescue her, but she needed blood, dammit. And shelter. More importantly than that, she needed food. Chocolate. Lots of it, to make up for this shitty night.

      She didn’t know how well this cavern would protect her from the sunlight, and she didn’t want to chance it either.

      Cursing herself for going so deeply into the cavern, she ignored the scrapes of the rock as it scored her skin, slicing into it here and there. The presence of blood in the air around her made the nightwalker come to life again. She felt the flash of her eyes as they went from their normal blue-green to quicksilver. The one joy was her pace increased, and she could see deeper into the shadows thanks to her newly enhanced vision. Almost skidding to a halt at the mouth of the cave, she cried out, “Ios!”

      Hearing a rustling sound, she felt like sobbing when her mate, looking frantic, spun around to face her.

      Before she could do more than sob out a sorry at her foolishness, he was striding forward and grabbing a hold of her.

      He hugged her so damn tightly she’d have choked if she had lungs, but it didn’t matter. She needed to be hugged as much as he needed to hug her.

      She swallowed back the tears that longed to fall. “I’m so sorry,” she whispered, and then, the words wouldn’t stop. She repeated herself, over and over again.

      He didn’t say a word, just held her tightly to his chest and kept her there. “Why?” he asked after a few minutes.

      “I was mad.”

      He shook his head. “Don’t ever do that again.”

      “I won’t,” she promised, not even bristling at the command in his voice.

      She’d spent the last nine hours here on the top of a mountain. A cavern behind her, a chasm at her front. No way back, no way forward. Her battery had died ages ago, and the book she’d been struggling to focus on had died a death as that limited entertainment was robbed from her thanks to shitty power saving apps that didn’t save power.

      Nine hours.

      Not the longest she’d ever been alone, but the longest she’d been stranded. With a notion that she could have been there a week.

      She hadn’t told anyone in her coven where she’d gone. She hadn’t told Georgios either. And then, for Arista to say there were three other portals? That had added to her worry.

      She was fortunate that Ios had thought to look for her in this realm, because if he hadn’t, she could have been stuck here for longer.

      Stuck because she was a brat.

      A foolish, selfish, arrogant brat.

      She pressed her lips to his throat in apology. He shuddered, pulled back, and pressed his mouth to hers.

      The next few minutes were a haze of terror-fueled lust.

      She could only imagine his panic at not being able to find her. That had added to her guilt.

      Georgios didn’t cosset her, but she knew he watched her to make sure all was well with her. And she knew that the need to watch over her extended to his dislike of leaving her to return to the other realm.

      She’d inadvertently added to his dislike of that, something for which she was truly sorry.

      She tried to imbue her kiss with apology, and as he supped from her lips and she from his, she moaned into his mouth. He pulled at her trousers, helping her kick them down, tug them to her ankles. She toed off one boot and dragged her foot free from one cloth leg, and then, when she could, immediately leaped up and locked her thighs around his hips.

      Pressing her harder into the cavern wall, he fumbled between them. Within seconds, his cock was at her pussy, and his fingers were testing her readiness as he bit into her mouth, thrusting his tongue against hers. Fucking her there as he’d soon fuck her pussy.

      Only when she was slick, hot, and aching, did he join them. With the fewest words and the fewest touches imaginable, she was ridiculously close to orgasm.

      The terror of the past few hours choked her. She suffocated on that, and it added to her need to unite with him. To be at one.

      She shuddered as he thrust inside, binding them, going as deeply as he could. When he pulled back, she clung to him, tightening her arms and thighs about his person in a desperate attempt to keep him close.

      She’d never clung before, but now, she did. And he seemed to understand. He never left her, not by even an inch. Deep, intense thrusts that had her panting. She dug her heels into his ass, her nails into his shoulders, as he nipped and fucked her mouth in time.

      She hurled toward orgasm at the speed of light. It pounced upon her out of nowhere. From the cavernous black of night to the bright, white sun, she felt the ecstasy sizzle through her veins and felt it strengthen and deepen as his cum drenched her.

      His blunt teeth nipped at her throat, and she took that moment to sup from him truly. Baring her fangs, she bit and fed from him. Letting his blood calm the heavy beat of her heart and the ache of hunger from her stomach.

      The two of them were shuddering again as she broke the day’s fast, and when she stopped, neither pulled away from the other.

      “Why?” he asked after several minutes, where his forehead had been pressed against her shoulder.

      “I didn’t mean to… I just, I was mad and scared and wanted to see you the minute you were back at the portal. I didn’t want to wait.” Her bottom lip trembled. “I didn’t mean to scare you.”

      And she hadn’t. That had never been her intention, but instead, she’d terrified him.

      What had fed the night’s horrors had been the knowledge that he might have believed she’d abandoned him.

      No other male would be so dense as to think that, but Ios was sensitive. He’d told her he was going to meet with Remy about his parents, and knowing that she was aware of why he was returning to the other realm, she could easily see him putting two and two together and making eighty.

      “But why? Why did you cross over?”

      “Because I got my mark.”

      He froze. Pulled back. “You did?”

      She gulped, remembered fear made her close her eyes. “It’s big, Georgios. Really, really big.”

      Breath stuttered from his chest. “May I see it?”

      She nodded and let him arrange her so she was back on her own two feet again—not with her legs hooked around his hips. When she was standing once more, half-dressed and unashamed, she lifted the hem of her blouse, and as she’d done to Arista, popped her hip out and tilted her pelvis forward so he could see the extent of the mark.

      He sucked in a sharp breath, and she heard a dull thud. The noise had her eyes popping open. The sight of him on his knees had her freezing in fear. Then, he reached forward and pressed his hands to her belly.

      The reverence in his touch had more tears pricking her eyes.

      “It’s beautiful,” he whispered, and then, a soft smile curled about his lips as he touched a few separate places on the ruffles. “My marks.”

      “Your marks?”

      He nodded, looked up at her. “We’re camouflaged, but we all have a kind of pattern on us. Mine’s like the Orion constellation. Remy’s is more of a starburst.” He shrugged. “That’s the actual mating mark, the pattern the Dragon mate has on its breast.”

      “I didn’t know that.”

      “No. There’s plenty I should have told you. I just didn’t want you to worry about not having yours yet.”

      She grimaced. “I might not have freaked out so badly, if you’d told me,” she chided softly. “I-It scared me that it’s so big and so weird. I never expected it to be like this.”

      He pressed his lips to her belly. “It’s beautiful.”

      Well, that still wasn’t the word she’d use for it, but Jesus, if he liked it so much, what could she say?

      She couldn’t tell him it repulsed her and made her feel sick just to fucking touch it, could she? Not when he looked at it, then at her, like she’d set the fucking moon in the night sky.

      It was with relief that she covered the horrid thing up. By the time she was tugging on her jeans again, righting herself, his cum wet the inside of her thighs. He saw it as he watched her dress and murmured, “I’ll need to present you at court now. Rather than return to the townhouse, shall we stay at the cavern?”

      She nodded. Well aware of what Arista had said, but more than that, somehow needing to be in this realm more than hers.

      As he shifted, she saw his other half for the first time in months. His stature stunned her, as it always did on the few occasions she’d seen him. He was the size of two Hummers, when it came down to height and wing breadth. Large enough to tower over her, but not huge enough to make her feel like she was in Godzilla territory.

      The shift looked painful and had her wincing at the jarring sight of his maw being formed out of a human mouth and wings sprouting from his shoulder blades.

      When he was in his beast’s form, she only really saw him because she knew where to look. Within seconds of transforming, he blended into the damn cavern behind him.

      She wasn’t sure why they needed to be like chameleons, when they were so huge and capable of such carnage that the legends about them had passed on through the generations, but hell, who was she to question?

      She held out her arms, as he’d guided her many months ago, and let him pick her up. He curled his talons about her shoulders and down to her upper arms—those pointed babies spread pretty damn wide—and then, he lifted her off the ground, letting her hover a second before he lifted her higher into his chest, tucking her tighter against him while still somehow leaving her dangling.

      The experience wasn’t exactly pleasant, and he’d promised her he’d had a saddle made.

      She couldn’t exactly bitch at his not wearing it, not when he’d been searching for her, but still, the journey home wasn’t nice.

      The wind buffeted her, making her dangle harder, and halfway home, fear became a nauseating part of the ride as the sky started to split with color.

      Dawn was breaking.

      She felt his wings pump harder, his body strain to move as fast as he could.

      Though the sight was beautiful, though more shades than a rainbow pierced the sky and somehow illuminated the dozens of Goblin villages they passed, she couldn’t focus on it.

      Terror ate her up.

      She was focused on the light, knowing it was getting brighter and that soon her time would be up.

      And then, the clearing outside his cavern appeared, and the terror lessened a little. She closed her eyes in relief as his feet touched the ground, and he let go of her. She didn’t even wait for him to shift before she rushed deep into the cavern.

      Only when she made it into the central space, where his bed of treasure lay, could she truly allow relief to unfurl through her.

      This entire night had been one disaster after another, and she knew that whatever shit he was about to dish out, she’d have to take. She deserved to be shouted at. Deserved to have him burn out his temper on her. She braced herself for it, but when he stormed into the cavern a few minutes after her, he stunned the shit out of her by striding past, not in human skin, but his Dragon.

      He trudged toward the hot spring and trumpeted out a few dozen roars, which had her ears ringing as the Elven magick in the cavern acted as a super sensitive loud speaker and had the damn noise ricocheting around the craggy walls like a bullet.

      She wanted to join him in the water. His seed was sticky on her thighs. But she decided to let him be.

      When he was ready to talk, he’d shift back.

      Time and a little space was the wisest option.

      She’d put herself in danger, and she’d put her mate’s life in danger too, because Lara knew she wouldn’t know what to do with herself if she lost Ios, and after all his years alone, more than double hers, she couldn’t even imagine what would become of him if she’d have perished in his arms as the sun turned her to dust between his talons.

      She gulped. The imagery stunning her and adding to the night’s guilt.

      The only trouble was, the whole ‘letting him come to terms with it on his own time’ was difficult to behold.

      After bathing in the hot spring, he went to his treasure pile. Every now and then, he’d let out hot blasts of fire that made the gems sparkle and burn. Some even shattered at the heat of his flames.

      He kept his eyes trained on her. A bizarre concept as he blended into the treasure pile, but his eyes, huge reptilian orbs with slits for pupils, were trained on her. Every now and then, the glower would deepen and guilt would fill her even more.

      She sucked in a shaky breath. Hating that he was sulking, hating that he wouldn’t shift back to talk to her. She’d not expected that of him. He was a talker. Always expressing himself verbally.

      Trouble was she could understand why. She couldn’t say it wasn’t justified. Even if it annoyed the ever living fuck out of her.

      She’d hurt him.

      That was as plain as the snout on his Dragony face.

      She loathed herself for having done that to him, but it was too late. She had to live with that.

      She’d let him think she’d run off or, worse, had been attacked by another group of Vampires who hated that she’d helped a Shifter. She’d let him think she might have been injured. That she was lost. Lara had taken herself out of his sphere of protection, when she knew how vital her safety was to him. She’d seen how tight a circle Remy kept on Mia the few times they’d all been together after she’d been recuperating from the daywalker’s venom. She knew Ios’s on her had been lax and loose; a fact he was undoubtedly resenting now.

      It all boiled down to her having hurt him. And to make it worse, at the cavern, what had she done? Tried to hide the mating mark. Because she didn’t like it. When it was everything to him.

      She bit her bottom lip and scurried past. Heading for the hot spring in the depths of the cavern, she decided to go for a swim and get cleaned up. At the side of the shoreline of the springs, there were rocky, craggy shelves that had been picked out of the mountain. She grabbed a towel and soap from them and headed into the water.

      Lara didn’t dawdle. Just swam around a bit then washed up. The heat sank into her bones, for though she hadn’t felt the cold at the cavern, she’d felt the damp. It had been horrible against her skin, and it had made her feel clammy and uncomfortable.

      The warm water combatted that, and she gladly soaked it all in.

      Afterward, she wrapped herself up in the towel. The entire time she’d spent in the pool, she’d been thinking of what the next best step would be…the best way to get him to at least shift back to talk to her.

      So, with a vague idea in mind, she trudged over to the treasure bed he was sulking on and curled up at his side.

      Was it comfortable?

      Hell no, it wasn’t.

      She had a sapphire sticking into her tit, and only God knew what prodding her ass, but the stones were warm, and they weren’t cut. Instead, they were like smooth cabochons. She nestled against him, curling up against his leathery wing.

      He stiffened up immediately, and she froze. Fully expecting him to get up, stalk out of the cavern, and fly off. Leaving her here, stranded. Safe, but alone.

      A shaky breath escaped her at the prospect, but relief whirled inside her as he didn’t do that though. Instead, he lowered his head and scared the shit out of her by blowing fire over her body. A shriek trumpeted from her as the towel immediately set on fire. She jumped up, sending gems spitting everywhere as she slapped her hands against the burning fabric.

      “What the fuck are you trying to do?” she hollered. Then, a weird realization came to her.

      The towel was burning away like fucking paper, but her skin wasn’t. And though Vampires were resilient and couldn’t really die, they could burn. They just healed after.

      She wasn’t burning though. Just the towel was.

      She glared down at the smoldering fabric, which she threw on the floor, and glowered at him.

      “You scared the shit out of me, Ios.”

      “If you’re going to lie beside me, I don’t want anything between us.”

      The words were a whisper in her head at first. A whisper that had her freezing and her head aching. The remark then came out as a fully-fledged voice, but she couldn’t hear it. It was like she was thinking it.

      The words were in her head, but they didn’t belong to her. They were his.

      “You can talk to me now when you’re shifted?” she squeaked, falling to her knees. She rubbed at her temples where an ache had gathered thanks to this surprising conversation.

      “Yes. Now you wear my mark and have been claimed, we can talk this way.”

      It was Ios’s voice but there was a sibilance to certain words. Like the Dragon was talking too.

      Only as she knelt there, stunned by what was happening, could she truly process that the Dragon and man weren’t two separate entities, but a whole. She wasn’t sure why that had been so hard for her to learn.

      With a sigh, she whispered, “I’m sorry for hurting you.”

      “I know you are. I heard your thoughts as you were swimming.”

      “You can read my mind too?” she complained, aghast at the lack of privacy.

      “Only if you project very loudly, and through your guilt, you were.” He settled his head on his front legs. “You can read mine, if you try. It’s not as easy for you, but you’ll learn with time.”

      She gulped, fell forward onto her hands, and crawled toward him again. Not stopping until she was pressed against his side, the stones warming all of her now the towel had gone, then she whispered, “You scared me when you did that. You could have warned me.”

      “And you should have trusted me.”

      She blinked. “I did trust you.”

      “You screamed.” He shot her a dour look from one single reptilian eye.

      “I did, but I didn’t run off to the water, did I? I was too busy being pissed at you.”

      He lifted his head, tilted it to the side in question. “You weren’t afraid for your life?”

      She frowned, thought about it, wanting to be truthful so he’d understand her reaction. That wasn’t exactly easy going because her reaction surprised even her.

      “I was mad at you and a little concerned, but I didn’t think you’d hurt me. It was just unexpected. I didn’t think you’d do that.”

      “You don’t like my Dragon,” he stated, and there was a definite pout to his tone.

      She rolled her eyes, feeling a little better now he was talking to her. It was more preferable for him to sulk like a toddler than to ignore her totally.

      “I don’t know your Dragon,” she instantly countered. “I’ve only met him a few times.”

      “He’s not separate from me,” Ios retorted, picking out on something she’d only just thought about. “It’s me.”

      “I know, but I haven’t been thinking of you that way.” She shrugged. “It’s only because I’m not used to it. I will be with time.”

      “You don’t like that side of me, because you think I’ll hurt you like my father hurt my mother.”

      His statement pissed her off, for the first time burning away at her guilt from her earlier behavior. She slapped his side.

      Hard.

      Enough for him to jolt.

      His scales were strange under her fingers. Like the ruffles on her belly, but hard too. They were definitely armor, but she imagined there were places where they were more delicate, where he had vulnerabilities.

      She’d find them all so she could whack him there if he ever became too big a pain in her butt. Like he was being at the moment.

      “You’re just being self-piteous now,” she immediately retorted. “I have never, never,” she repeated, “been scared of you. Not even when you came for me, and when I know you deserved to be absolutely furious with me for scaring you the way I did, was I fearful that you might hurt me.

      “Georgios, the only one scared is you. I’m not. I never have been and never will be. You set my damn towel on fire, and I didn’t think you were trying to hurt me, just scare me. It worked, you prick. I know you’d never hurt me. Hurting me would hurt you.”

      He turned his head so she was staring down his ruby and sapphire-camouflaged snout into two amber eyes the size of freakin’ footballs.

      Jesus, his eyes were huge, which meant his head was the size of a small car.

      “Why did you punish me tonight?”

      “I didn’t. I was mad at you. It never occurred to me there were other portals you could use to get home. I just thought you’d see me there on the cliff and would know I was pissed.”

      “How do you know there are other portals now?” he pounced.

      “Arista came and told me off for being there without you.”

      “And she left you there?” he roared, leaping to his feet and sending gems skittering all over the cavern floor.

      “Said it was to stop me from doing it in the future.” She grimaced. “As a punishment, it worked. I won’t be doing that again.”

      “It’s not her place to punish you. It’s mine!”

      It was her turn to leap to her feet. She stacked her hands on her hips and retorted, “Hey! No way can you punish me, just like I can’t punish you. This isn’t the Dark Ages! We’re a team, Ios!”

      “There are times when punishment is a must, Lara. This realm is different to yours. There are so many dangers, you can’t believe them.”

      “Well, if you can punish me for speaking wrongly in front of a Goblin, then I’ll do the same when you make it so a fucking Alpha of a Wolf Pack can come to me and talk shit about something you told one of its members.”

      The Dragon had the good grace to look sheepish. He ducked his head, those huge, faintly glowing eyes shuttered to half mast, and he hunkered down on his hind once more.

      “No punishments,” he whispered, just as sheepishly, in her mind.

      “Exactly.” She folded her arms across her chest. “We work together, or we don’t work at all.”

      His huge head nodded.

      She sighed. “Won’t you shift back? I love you in both forms, Ios, but it’s hard to know how you’re reacting when all I can see are your eyes.”

      Within a blink, her mate was standing there.

      “You hurt me,” he told her, sadness lacing his tone. “I didn’t know if you’d been attacked or kidnapped…or if you’d just left me.”

      “I would never leave you. And I’d never allow myself to be kidnapped.” She couldn’t exactly argue about the ‘attacked’ part. People in glass houses shouldn’t throw stones.

      “The Goblins and Elven folk don’t like me, Lara. By crossing over to the portal, you could have placed yourself in great danger. We purposely put the portals in spaces so high they can’t reach them and have to use their own to cross over to the other realm, but you wouldn’t know that.

      “Anyone might have been able to take you from me.”

      The horror in his voice stemmed her words.

      It was then she knew this argument was about terror. About fear of loss.

      She was his world. His everything. And that was a huge responsibility.

      She’d never thought to be a mate to someone. Vampires didn’t have mates like Shifters did, so the possibility of being someone’s universe, and their being hers in return, wasn’t something she was accustomed to. Wasn’t something she’d really come to realize she’d need to embrace.

      But here it was.

      She wasn’t just this man’s partner. She was his reason for living.

      And God help her, he was becoming hers. The idea of being snatched from him had her legs shaking. Honest to God quivering. She sank down to her knees, once more, uncaring that the pebbles dug into her shins.

      “They’d take me from you? Keep us apart?”

      He nodded, equally as shaken if the torment in his eyes was anything to go by.

      “You have to stay safe for me, Lara. Without you, I’ll go to war on them. I don’t care. They already fucked with my sire. If they fuck with you, I’m a dead man walking.”

      She stared at him, her world unfolding before her eyes at the truth that was etched into his face, and then she did the only thing she could do. Held out her arms for him. When he dropped to his knees in front of her and tucked himself inside her embrace, the world ceased to quake.

      For those precious moments, everything made sense. They were together, and together was the only way the future made sense now.
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Epilogue

          

        

      

    

    
      “I feel like Mr. T.”

      “Who’s Mr. T?”

      Mia snorted. “He’s this dude from the A Team.”

      Remy rolled his eyes. “You will get used to the pop culture references, Ios. With time. Until then, they just piss you off. Especially when your leman enjoys using them to confuse you.”

      His glower had Mia’s smile widening. She patted his arm. “You love it, really.”

      “Good fucking job,” came the succinct retort.

      Ios scowled. “I still don’t understand why you feel like Mr. T, Lara.” He looked her up and down. “Maybe Mrs. T, but not Mr. You don’t look at all like a male.”

      Both lemans started snickering, and Remy shot him another exasperated, commiserative glance.

      Lara was wearing ceremonial garb. A long navy velvet waistcoat, which pinched in at her waist, flared out at her hips, and pooled around her feet in a large train. It revealed her slim-fitting cream underdress. The outfit was the plainest court garb he’d ever seen. Normally, as with Mia’s, they were decorated with the shattered tear stones. But his mate wore hers about her neck.

      The huge stone had been faceted and set in a large claw setting. It hung from a heavy gold chain, and the tear stone rested against her belly.

      Even in the grim corridors of the palace, it gleamed like fire. Each step she took had it bobbing against her stomach, making it glitter and sparkle like nothing else he’d ever seen.

      His thorough inspection confused him all the more, however. “No, you certainly don’t look like any male I’ve ever seen.”

      Lara stopped snickering, finally, and confessed, “Mr. T used to wear huge amounts of gold. It was all ostentatious.”

      Remy snorted. “You haven’t seen ostentatious until you see the court. Most women wear more than the tear stones on their garb. They’re loaded in stones. You look positively plain, if that’s any comfort.”

      “Just what every woman wants to hear, eh, Lara? That you look positively plain.” Mia huffed. “Last of the charmers… What a lucky lemon I am.”

      Remy gritted his teeth. “Leh-mann.”

      “Why is it so difficult for females to pronounce it correctly?” Ios complained, as he tucked his mate’s arm into his.

      “Because we have small brains,” Lara retorted, but it was definitely tongue in cheek.

      Mia chuckled. “And we can’t think about anything other than children or our ovaries.”

      Remy snorted. “It’s a pity you can only bake one then, isn’t it?”

      “Bake?” Mia squeaked. “What the hell are you talking about?”

      “Grace, from Lara’s coven,” he explained, frowning at his mate’s bewilderment. “She said women bake babies in their ovens.”

      Lara sighed. “Have buns in the oven, Remy. We don’t bake babies. Jesus.”

      He scowled. “Your phrases are stupid.”

      Ios concurred. “He’s right. They make no sense, and when we use them, they make even less sense.”

      “Only a poor workman blames his tools,” Mia quipped, shooting a wink at Lara who immediately set off in giggles.

      “It’s hard to believe, Remy, but I’m certain Mia is worse now that she has a bun in the oven.”

      Lara nodded at his correct use of the phrase and, then, smacked him in the stomach. He’d ceased being surprised by his mate’s contradictory behavior. “It’s rude to complain about pregnant women.”

      “Yeah, Georgios, it’s rude,” Mia retorted.

      He scoffed at that. “You’re barely pregnant. How is it rude? You have over twenty months still to carry the Dragonling. I refuse to walk on eggshells around you, Mia. You forget, mischief makers know fellow mischief makers.”

      Mia rounded her eyes, flaring them wide so she looked suspiciously innocent. “Who, me?”

      Remy snorted. “You fool no one, leman. It is proof positive of my agreement with Georgios that I let him speak to you so disrespectfully though you carry our ’ling. The last thing I need to do is encourage you when dangerous times are coming.”

      For the first time, Mia’s eyes turned from teasing to serious. She reached for her mate’s hand and squeezed his fingers. “All will be well with the others, dearling. You’ll see.”

      Both females nodded at their respective mates in what Ios assumed was supposed to be a supportive manner, but they had no idea of the evils the Elves could sow, or the magics the Goblins had at their fingertips.

      If either race truly had attacked Ios’s father, then a war with those people was imminent.

      The thought prompted him to ask, “Any news from Eirik yet, Remy?”

      “No. He’s been on the case for less than a week though, Georgios. Give him time.”

      Time felt like a commodity they didn’t have though.

      The somber turn of their conversation had them quieting down as they meandered the many corridors that took them from the landing strip atop the palace roof, where Dragons could arrive with their lemans, before descending through the palace toward the room where Arista held court.

      The distance was such that Georgios always believed she did it on purpose. One could arrive furious, and having to pass the miles of halls to reach her, that anger could burn out as rationale overtook a mind. She was a manipulative bitch, their Queen.

      He grunted at the thought and shot his mate a quick smile when she looked at him in question. He pulled his arm from hers and curled it about her shoulder so he could tuck her close.

      It didn’t surprise him when Remy did the same. They were both feeling on edge.

      For so many years, they’d had nothing to fear. No one could hurt them as they had no weakness.

      Now, their lemans were their biggest weaknesses. The most precious of treasures.

      It gave the other races power over them, and both refused to allow their lemans to be used against them.

      Within feet of the door, pounding footsteps sounded behind them. They echoed down the hall, as did panting breaths.

      Remy and he spun around on their heel, alert and ready to shift if danger approached their mates. But it was Alexa.

      Another of Remy’s Enforcers.

      “Sire!” Alexa gasped. “It’s Eirik!”

      Remy and Georgios rushed forward, leaving their mates behind…until both females strode beside them, refusing to be left out.

      “What is it?” Remy demanded when Alexa was gulping down air like she’d been holding her breath for hours.

      Before them, she staggered to her knees and fell forward onto her hands. “A Pack in the other realm… They have him.”

      Georgios frowned. “What do you mean they have him?”

      She sucked down more air, and suddenly, Lara’s claws bit into his forearm. “Blood,” she whispered. “I can scent blood.”

      Like her words were an omen, blood started to appear through Alexa’s shirt. Down her side, great lines oozed and ran.

      Remy ducked down and picked her up. Uncaring that blood transferred onto his ceremonial garb—the most important clothes a Dragon and his leman ever wore in their life.

      To the guard protecting the entrance to the room where Arista held court, he shouted, “We need a room. She’s injured!”

      The men shot one another a look and one rushed toward them, then guided them back down the hall where there were staterooms.

      As they ran, Alexa reached up, grabbed a hold of the collar about Remy’s throat and pulled it taut. “Siberia,” she gasped. “They’ll kill him if you don’t get to him first.”

      And with that, she slumped in his arms and ceased breathing.
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