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 Note from the Author 
 
      
 
    Hi there! 
 
    Thank you so much for picking up Fire Dragon’s Bride. While this book and series are self-contained and can be read alone, if you want to get the full experience of the Plymouth Falls world, you would be best off starting with the High House Ursa series and book one, Bearing Secrets which is linked below. 
 
    Either way, I hope you enjoy! 
 
    -Riley Storm 
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 1 
 
    Six Months Earlier. 
 
    It was like awakening from sleep. 
 
    The dreams slowly faded away, light gradually replacing the perpetual darkness that was the back of his eyelids. Sleep crumbled from his eyes. From his nose. It shivered and peeled back from his ears until he could hear once more. 
 
    Breathing. He heard breathing. The sound of stone as it crashed into the ground below, cracking into dozens of tiny pieces. Wherever he was, the chamber was cool and dry, though the air was stale. Very stale.  
 
    Tremors ran through his body as it returned to wakefulness, and with it came awareness. He remembered. 
 
    “Is it time?” he rumbled in Drakon, the ancient tongue of dragons. His eyes would be sensitive, unused to light. After all, they hadn’t been used in a long time. 
 
    “Yes,” came the reply. 
 
    Aaric frowned, the motion furrowing the massive scales on his head, causing a slew of new rock to tumble away. The voice. He recognized that voice, and yet it was unfamiliar all at once. It was as if someone had taken the owner, and—and robbed him of all strength. 
 
    Forcing his eyes open, he peered around, orbs the size of a human skull and as gold as the treasure he coveted looking around. The infusion of light into his brain hurt but Aaric shunted it aside. He didn’t have time for such things. Something was wrong. 
 
    “Parre.” He said the other dragon’s name even as his eyes focused on the owner, a person he recognized. Or at least, one he thought he did. “What have they done to you?” he snarled, at last understanding why his old mentor’s voice sounded so different. 
 
    Before him stood an old man. Beside him, her arm linked as they both rested on individual canes in their other hands, was his mate, the lovely Elanna.  
 
    “They?” Parre asked, looking around. “They haven’t done this to me. I did it to myself,” he said with a chuckle. 
 
    Understanding filled Aaric. “You stayed awake,” he said, belatedly realizing the aging he was seeing wasn’t some trick by the human mages or perhaps the Fae. 
 
    It was just the progress of time. He marveled at how it had ravaged Parre. The spots on his hands and face, the wrinkling of his skin. When age caught up with a dragon, it caught up quickly. Aaric wasn’t sure how long he’d been asleep, but Parre had been nearing five centuries of life when he’d gone into the deep sleep. By now, he had to be past that mark. That was old, even for a dragon. 
 
    “Oh, don’t look at me like that,” Parre snapped, his voice having lost none of its intensity. “I made this choice.” 
 
    “We made this choice,” Elanna said calmly, patting her husband’s hand. “We wanted to watch the world grow in peace. So, after everyone entered the deep sleep, we stayed awake. Travelled the world. Saw the humans, watched them evolve. The past century, Aaric,” she said, falling silent in reflection. “They have done so much. It is truly astonishing.” 
 
    “I see,” he said, his voice louder and stronger than both of theirs combined. Part of that was his age. At a brisk 204 years of age, he was younger and more sprightly than the elder dragons.  
 
    The other reason was that they were in their human forms. Aaric was not. He focused, and with a twitch of muscles, his wings vibrated slightly. He moved slowly, not wishing to alarm or hurt the two who had awoken him. 
 
    Stone cracked down his spine and along his flanks. With a minor flex of muscle, his tail twitched and uncurled from his side. Stone cascaded down his sides, falling free from his wings and the rest of his body as Aaric got up on all fours. Stretching his wings out in the huge cavern, he flexed and relaxed muscles that hadn’t moved in a long time. 
 
    A hundred years, according to Elanna. A century or more has passed since I last moved.  
 
    No wonder Parre and his mate had aged. He would be five-and-a-half centuries old now. Remarkable he’s still alive. 
 
    “Why am I awakened?” he wanted to know, still speaking in Drakon. “Where are the others?” 
 
    Parre and Elanna looked at one another stiffly. 
 
    “There are no others,” Elanna said, still the one made of sterner stuff it seemed, much as Parre would bluster on otherwise. 
 
    “No others?” Aaric asked. Then he looked around, taking in the rest of the underground cavern. 
 
    They were still here. The dragons. All of them. 
 
    “What is going on? Why have I been awakened then?” His wings twitched, marking his growing alarm. Something was wrong. Something was very wrong. He should not have been the first one awakened. The senior dragons should be awoken first. They would know what to do. 
 
    “It had to be you,” Parre said, speaking this time. “We…tried to wait for it to happen. But it never did, Aaric.” He looked down. “It never did.” 
 
    “You mean…” he looked at Parre closely. “You awoke me?” 
 
    Parre nodded, opening his free hand at last to display a circular talisman. “We had no choice,” he whispered. 
 
    “Why?” Aaric wanted to know. “Why wake me purposefully? The deep sleep will fade on its own if I am needed. You know this, Parre. Why would you wake me early?” 
 
    The talisman Parre held was one of the dragons’ most sacred relics. Using the energy of the holder, it could bring a dragon back from the deep sleep on purpose, before nature and fate required the dragon to return to the world of the awake. 
 
    “Because,” Parre said softly. “We cannot stop it. Not on our own.” 
 
    “Stop what?” Aaric wanted to know. 
 
    “Evil,” Elanna said, speaking up when Parre’s voice failed him. 
 
    Aaric could see now that both their legs were shaking. They were frailer than they looked, he realized. Putting on a show of strength for him. Closing his eyes, he forced himself to assume his human form. It took only a pair of seconds, and then he was rushing over, grabbing both of them with a gentleness of which his frame didn’t seem capable. 
 
    “I’ve got you,” he said, easing them to the ground. 
 
    “We didn’t have the energy,” Parre said. “We were too weak, Aaric. Too weak to waken the others. We had to awaken you.” 
 
    “But…” he protested. “If evil is coming, as you said, we will need more. I…I can’t awaken them on my own.” 
 
    “You must,” Parre said. “You must.” 
 
    “I can’t,” he rumbled angrily. “Only a mated pair can use the talisman. You know this as well as I do. And I am not mated.” 
 
    “Then you must find her,” Parre said, lying back on the hardened earth floor, his breath weak. “I am not long for this earth. It must be you, Aaric.” 
 
    Aaric leaned forward, concern on his face. “No. I am not ready. Please.” 
 
    Parre glared up at him. “I’m old and weak. I’m not dead yet. I just need rest. It took a lot out of me to wake you up. I still have a little bit of time left.” 
 
    Glancing at Elanna, pleading with her, Aaric hoped she would speak up, reveal this was all some sort of cruel trick. But the sober fear in her eyes told him the truth of it all. 
 
    “We put together a series of videos,” she said. “Bringing you up to date on everything that’s happened, and the new technologies you’ll have to get used to using. And language. It has changed a bit, though it should still be recognizable.” 
 
    “Videos?” 
 
    “Moving pictures. Fascinating really,” Elanna said with a smile. “You’ll see.” She looked down at her mate briefly. “Can you? He needs to get back to his bed.” 
 
    Aaric blinked. “Of course. Yes, of course.” He scooped Parre up, holding him with casual ease while Elanna used one of his arms for support. 
 
    “I remember when his arms were this big and strong,” she said with a laugh, old fingers gripping with a strength that would surprise any human but was deathly weak for a dragon. “Oh, what a time.” 
 
    Aaric got them both back to their chamber and Parre into his bed, where the elder dragon could rest peacefully. 
 
    “So, let me get this straight,” he said, sitting in a couch opposite where Elanna had sunk gratefully into a plush leather chair. “I am the only dragon awake besides the two of you. Evil is coming.” 
 
    “Yes. We can feel it,” Elanna said. “The other Houses, they are in turmoil. They will need the leadership of House Draconis sooner than any of us knows.” 
 
    “Evil is coming,” he repeated. “But fate has not woken any of the others? I am the only one?” 
 
    Elanna nodded sadly. “Yes. We waited for years as we felt it gathering out there in the dark. We ceased our travels, fortified ourselves inside, hoping someone would wake. But it didn’t happen. So, we resolved to do it ourselves but…” She trailed off, embarrassed. 
 
    “But you didn’t have the strength necessary to awaken someone older or wiser,” he finished. “Leaving me to handle everything. Because I can’t wake any of the others. Because I don’t have a mate.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Elanna said. “I did not wish to put this burden upon you, Aaric. But we had no choice.” Her eyes closed. “We had no choice.” 
 
    He sat there as the female dragon began to breathe heavily. She too was asleep, leaving Aaric alone without a clue as to what was going on, and nobody else to help him figure it out. 
 
    Great.
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    Present 
 
    Several heads turned her way as she entered the room but she paid them no mind. 
 
    Why should she? She was Olivia Lawton, the biggest name in real estate in Plymouth Falls and for miles around. They were here to see her. 
 
    “George,” she said with a polite smile at one of her chief competitors, though she used that term lightly.  
 
    “Olivia,” the tall bald male replied, looking sharp with a suit as impeccably tailored as her own, albeit in a dark blue instead of her strict black-and-white combo. “I didn’t know you were interested in this pile of junk.” 
 
    George finished with a laugh but she could see the apprehension in his eyes. He was right. Normally, she wouldn’t be interested in the old abandoned warehouse and adjoining manufacturing plant. She tended to stay with commercial and residential zoning. Industrial was something not normally up her alley. It was also the kind of space in which George was considered the biggest. 
 
    However, they both knew that if she decided to start dealing in industrial properties as well, there was nothing he could do to stop her. Hence why he looked so calm on the outside, but she could see his pulse pounding in his neck. He wanted to know why she was there. 
 
    “Normally I wouldn’t,” she replied, deciding to go easy on him. After all, she was in a good mood. “Big old warehouses are too boring for me. But, when an offer crosses your desk that you can’t resist, well, then you say yes.” 
 
    George frowned. “An offer you couldn’t resist, you say? Crossed your desk, for a property like this?” 
 
    She smiled, wondering just how much to tell him. Did it matter? She’d signed the paperwork, there was no going back now, not on her partner’s behalf, or hers. 
 
    Don’t. You never know what he might be able to use against you. 
 
    “Indeed. An offer I couldn’t, and didn’t, say no to.” She gave George a real smile. “Pleasure seeing you, George. Stick around? I have a few ideas we could talk about, deals to be made.” 
 
    George’s face wrinkled. “Deals with you always benefit you more than me,” he complained. 
 
    “Of course, they do George,” she laughed. “That’s why they’re my deals.” 
 
    George shrugged. “We’ll see. But probably not. I’m tired of getting screwed by you.” He said it with a smile but she could tell he meant it. 
 
    “That’s the nature of the game, Georgie-boy. The nature of the game.” She gave him a wave and moved deeper into the room. 
 
    “Only for you,” she heard muttered under his breath behind her. 
 
    “That’s why I’m number one!” she called back, letting it go after that. 
 
    There was no need to get petty. Not today. Not after the deal she’d just signed with some corporation out of South America. She couldn’t even remember the name, not that it mattered.  
 
    I’m going to be rich! 
 
    They had wanted to partner with her. Together, she would buy and help redevelop the property up for sale tonight, to make it ready for them to move a factory and distribution center into. Olivia had no idea why her, or why Plymouth Falls, but the deal was signed, and in a few months, her bank account would grow so much it added an extra digit to it. 
 
    To say she was giddy with excitement was selling it short. All she had to do now was secure the property, a sure-fire thing with the budget the corporation had given, combined with her ruthless position atop the real estate hierarchy of Plymouth Falls. 
 
    Arriving at the far side of the room, she eyed the closed set of doors. They were holding the auction at one of Plymouth Falls’ largest office buildings. From the sixth floor, she could look out over most of the town. It must be fate, she thought, recalling that she’d been the one to help the bank secure the top three floors of the building. A sign that she was destined to secure this deal. 
 
    “Please wait.” 
 
    She looked down to see a large arm blocking her path to the door.  
 
    “Is Charles in there?” she asked, casually dropping the name of the owner of both the bank and the property she was going to buy. 
 
    “He is,” the security guard rumbled. “But he’s with someone.” 
 
    “Please let him know I’m here,” she said. “Olivia Lawton. He’ll want to see me right away,” she said, flashing the guard a genuine smile. “Thank you.” 
 
    The guard nodded. “Of course. I do believe he’s been expecting you Miss Lawton.” 
 
    She nodded. Of course, he would.  
 
    The door opened before she could turn away, and Charles came out, talking to someone. Olivia frowned, not liking the excited manner with which he was conversing. It was too excited. Too happy. 
 
    Then she saw the person he was with, and all thoughts of the banker fled her head. He was tall, taller than the security guard by several inches, with a wider frame. He lacked the buffness of the guard, the large sculpted muscles, but the way he moved and the fit of the expensive three-piece tailored suit told her he was no slouch either. 
 
    Even the security guard seemed to know he’d met someone more dangerous than himself, bowing his head low as he shook the man’s hand. 
 
    “You have a good night too, Mr., um, I mean, Aaric.” 
 
    Aaric? What kind of name is that? Ahh, Rick? Did somebody stumble over their words when naming him? ‘Excuse me Ma’am, what do you wish your child’s name to be?’ 
‘Ahh, Rick?’ 
 
    She giggled at the byplay in her head, unable to stop herself. 
 
    Instantly, the man’s attention swiveled over to her. His eyes latched onto her. Olivia watched his mouth move but she was too focused on his lips, on the chiseled jawline just below them, to hear what he was saying as he walked toward her. 
 
    Walked toward her? 
 
    Oh God. He must have heard what I said. Yes. Yes, he did. I can see it in the gold of his eyes.  
 
    The gold? 
 
    Looking closer, her gaze fixated upon his, Olivia noted that his eyes were indeed a heavy golden-amber color, so bright that it nearly outweighed the brown that must be his natural shade. A trick of the light, perhaps? She didn’t know, but it was mysterious and intoxicating all at once. She couldn’t stop staring. 
 
    “Did you enjoy my joke?” he asked, face lighting up with a smile that tugged at the thick, stubble-length black beard adorning his cheeks and jaw.  
 
    “Joke?” she asked weakly, trying to tear her eyes away from him so that maybe she could regain some sense of composure. 
 
    “Yes. I heard you laugh. The others, they just groaned. But I do love a good audience,” he said. “Someone who can appreciate it. I’ve recently grown to love these bad-pun things.” 
 
    “Bad puns,” she echoed, trying not to roll her eyes. “I see.” 
 
    “Do you want to hear it?” 
 
    “Sure,” she said, not entirely confident of her reasoning, besides not wanting him to leave yet. 
 
    “Okay.”  
 
    He seemed so proud of himself, but she couldn’t stop staring at the way his shoulders filled out the suit. It was magnificent.  
 
    “Why,” he was saying, “Do people in Athens have a hard time waking up early?” 
 
    Olivia looked at him blankly. “Why?” 
 
    “Because,” he snickered, “Dawn is tough on Greece.” 
 
    She couldn’t help herself. Another very unprofessional giggle slipped out as she got the joke. It was so bad, what else was she supposed to do? 
 
    “Finally, someone with a sense of humor!” the man said, still just as excited as before. “I’m Aaric.” He stuck out his hand. 
 
    “Yes, I heard,” she said, finally managing to reassume her work persona, letting it slip back into place. Hopefully, not too many people had seen her break character. It wouldn’t do well for the impression she was trying to cultivate. 
 
    Reaching out, she shook his hand. His skin was soft and warm, the grip gentle yet filled with an underlying strength beyond anything she’d ever experienced before. Like he was so beyond confident of his grip, that there was no need to do more than just casually squeeze. Ever. 
 
    Then the tingles started, rolling up her arm as the handshake lasted for an eternity too long. After about a second of excessive touching, she pulled her hand back, trying to ignore the way her body had so abruptly responded to his touch. 
 
    Her nipples had been the first warning sign, stiffening under her suit jacket. Thankfully, she was still wearing it, so nobody would be able to see. Nor would anyone know of the blast wave of heat that had filled her lower body. 
 
    Who was this man? 
 
    “Olivia.” 
 
    She looked up to see Charles waving at her. It was her turn. Time to secure the deal. 
 
    “A pleasure meeting you, Aaric,” she said politely, patting him on the upper arm—his shoulder being awkwardly high to reach—and brushing past, trying to ignore the leather and oak scented mixture that tickled her nostrils. 
 
    Of course, he has to smell good too. 
 
    “Farewell, Olivia,” Aaric echoed, and then he moved out into the small crowd of real-estate agents and significant others. 
 
    But her attention was on Charles now. It was time to seal this deal. 
 
    “Charles!” she said with a huge smile, giving him a hug and a quick air-kiss on either cheek.  
 
    “So good to see you,” he said. 
 
    “And you,” she agreed, moving past him into his office. “Sorry I didn’t give you more notice I was interested in the property, else I could have saved you this whole shindig.” 
 
    To her surprise, Charles grew somewhat more somber. That wasn’t a good sign usually, but Olivia forged ahead anyway. 
 
    “I’ll be quick and to the point. The usual. Ten percent below offering. Cash deal, no financing.” She stuck out her hand, expecting Charles to shake it immediately. 
 
    Real estate in Plymouth Falls was a weird game. Everyone overpriced their properties. Unlike the big cities where there was often a bidding war of over-asking, in Plymouth Falls it was always the one who came in with the offer least under the asking price. Ten percent was generous, but that was how Olivia worked.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” Charles said, shaking his head. “But I cannot sell it to you for that.” 
 
    Olivia blinked. “What are you talking about, Charles?” she asked, not fully understanding. “How can you not sell it to me? That’s an amazing deal on a property like this. Most of those vultures out there will be at fifteen or twenty percent.” 
 
    “I know,” he said. “But you see, I’ve already sold the property. I cannot give it to you.” 
 
    Her façade cracked a little. “You’ve what?” she asked, confused. 
 
    “Someone offered me fifty percent over asking. Cash deal, done tomorrow.” Charles shrugged helplessly. “How was I supposed to turn that down?” 
 
    Olivia gaped at him. “Fifty percent?” she yelped. “Fifty percent over asking price. That’s a joke, Charles. A joke. A stalling tactic. Nobody in their right mind would actually sign for that.” 
 
    “Aaric already did.” 
 
    “Aaric. Like, tall, tanned and ridiculously handsome Aaric? Tailored suit Aaric? Mysterious guy I’ve never seen around before that looks like he doesn’t belong? That guy?” she asked. “Bad joke man?” 
 
    George was nodding throughout. “Yes. I’m sorry, Olivia. I am. But it’s done.” 
 
    She shook George’s hand and turned for the exit. 
 
    “We’ll see about that,” she said tightly. 
 
    Olivia had already signed a deal as well, and she wasn’t about to go back to her foreign client and tell them she’d failed. This wasn’t over.  
 
    Not yet. 
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    “Did you really have to promise him so much money?” 
 
    Aaric rolled his eyes. “Francis, really? It’s a fraction of my own personal account. It’s a fraction, of a fraction, of a fraction, of the House account. This is nothing. Plus, it was necessary.” 
 
    “Why?” Francis asked, pointing at pictures on the wall in front of them of the property Aaric had just bought. “For this?” 
 
    “It’s about the vision, Francis. The vision. I need to learn more about these humans. Help them out. To do that, I need to be able to interact with them on the regular. This outreach center will be perfect.” 
 
    “I’m not arguing the premise of what you want to build here, Aaric. I’m just asking if you had to pay so much for the property. We still have to build it, you know.” 
 
    “Parre said this place was important,” Aaric said, dropping his voice. “So, we’re going to have it.” 
 
    The outreach center was part of his reasons for buying it. Parre wasn’t able to articulate why it was important, but that didn’t matter to Aaric. Just like the price didn’t matter either. 
 
    Francis, one of the human stewards whose family had worked with High House Draconis for over a century, was also their financial manager. That was the reason Aaric had brought him along to the auction, to ensure everything went smoothly.  
 
    So far. So good. 
 
    “Construction must be started immediately,” he said. “Start lining it up, please, so that once the sale is official, there’s no delay.” 
 
    “Of course. I’ll speak to the others, get to work on that.” 
 
    Aaric nodded, already lost in his own thoughts once more. Francis was but one of a number of stewards the dragons of Draconis had entrusted to watch over their assets while they slept, passing down the responsibility from generation to generation.  
 
    “It must be done quickly,” he said, though he didn’t elaborate on why. 
 
    Only Parre and Elanna knew his reasons. The outreach center would introduce Aaric to many humans. Including women. Women who might potentially be his mate. It was imperative he found one soon, so they could bond and begin waking the other dragons. 
 
    “I don’t understand why this needs to go about so quickly,” Francis commented. “There are any number of ways to get it done quicker than this. There are other properties more suited to what you wish to do.” 
 
    “Then buy them too,” Aaric said absentmindedly. “Speed is of the essence. But we need this one.” 
 
    “Of course,” Francis said with a sigh. “I’ll see that it’s done.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Aaric replied. 
 
    The construction would take time. It was inevitable and unavoidable. Which meant in the meantime, Aaric would need to begin seeking out a compatible mate in other ways. That meant getting out and among the general public as much as possible, searching for one he could get along with. Someone who could understand what he truly was and accept it, someone with proper etiquette, and someone who— 
 
    “Hey. You.” 
 
    He stiffened at the rude and ill-mannered interruption. 
 
    “Yes?” he half-growled, realizing as he turned to face the speaker, that he recognized the voice. 
 
    It was the woman from before, the one from outside of Charles’ office. The one he’d told a joke to.  
 
    Except, he saw quickly, the happy smile and laughter had been wiped from her face. Instead, the rounded features were carefully pulled into an expressionless stare, just like her hair was pulled into a featureless ponytail. 
 
    Nice suit though. 
 
    She wore a feminine cut suit and buttoned-down shirt up top, with a strict skirt that came down just above her knees. Black jacket and skirt with white top. It was formal. Bland. Completely unremarkable in every way. 
 
    “Can I help you?” he asked, wondering just what it was this woman—what had her name been?—wanted from him. 
 
    “You’re Aaric.” 
 
    “I am…Olivia,” he said, remembering her name. “Though I don’t recall what I must have done to put such a stiff look on your face. Can I help you?” 
 
    He was trying to be polite, even if nothing about her made him want to be. She was attractive, or at least, she would be if she lost the scowl and relaxed a little. Then, he decided, she would be right up his alley. 
 
    Short, thick, with delicious features he would totally want to explore. Pale blue eyes glared at him from through the slits she’d made of her eyes, hiding the natural beauty of them that he’d noted earlier. 
 
    Lips that had been plump and primed for kissing were hidden so easily beneath a scowl that Aaric began to wonder if what he was seeing now was the real Olivia, and the person he’d caught a glimpse of earlier was something else entirely. 
 
    “We need to talk.” 
 
    He let his eyebrows dictate most of his response. They rose slowly, a fraction of an inch at a time, letting it show just how unimpressed he was with her attitude. 
 
    “Is that so? And what, pray tell, do we need to talk about?” He let some ice slip into his voice, cooling it slightly. 
 
    By the way her left nostril flared, it was obvious Olivia understood he wasn’t very appreciative of her attitude toward him, but just then Aaric rightly didn’t care. 
 
    He was a fire dragon, scion of High House Draconis, and the most powerful being for hundreds of miles around. How dare she talk to him this way? This puny little human, who thought she could boss him around. Him.  
 
    “Sire.” 
 
    Francis’ single word got through his rising temper, a reminder that Aaric was in public. That he had to behave decently and could not resort to intimidating her through other methods.  
 
    Taking a deep breath, he let it exhale, releasing some of his anger. The tension seemed to drop a level, and even Olivia recovered. 
 
    “We need to talk about the property.” 
 
    “Which property?” Aaric might be unable to give in to his temper, but that didn’t mean he was going to make life easy for her. 
 
    “This one,” Olivia said. 
 
    “The office building?” he said, looking around. “What about it? I’m not interested in buying it, if that’s what you’re asking.” 
 
    “Not…the office building,” she ground out from between clenched teeth. “I mean the one up for sale.” 
 
    Aaric blinked. “Charles is selling another one of his properties tonight? I didn’t realize that. What one?” 
 
    Olivia paused, taking a deep breath, her face reddening with anger. “I wish to talk with you about the property that Charles put up for sale. The one pictured on the wall there,” she said, pointing. 
 
    “Oh. That one. I bought it,” he said. “I need it.” He turned back to Francis. “Can you bring the car around? I’m ready to go.” 
 
    Francis smiled. “Of course.” He leaned in close, words barely audible. “Be nice.” 
 
    Aaric just growled wordlessly while fighting back a smile. Francis was a good person, he liked him. He was not afraid to talk back or to lay things out bluntly, all too rare in a human who knew they were dealing with dragons. 
 
    Aaric waited until they were alone. The rest of the people at the gathering must have sensed something because they were moving away now, subtly, but a large circle had appeared around the two of them.  
 
    “Sell me the property.” By this point, Olivia was practically shaking with anger. 
 
    “I just bought it,” he said, idly picking at the nails on one hand to demonstrate his indifference to the entire matter.  
 
    Why does she care so much? There’s nothing special about this property. 
 
    “Well, I need to talk about buying it from you then.” 
 
    Aaric shook his head. “I’m sorry, I’m not interested in selling it. I have plans for it.” 
 
    “You must not understand,” Olivia said very quietly. “I will own this property. Let’s talk about this politely.” 
 
    Keeping his anger in check was hard, but he recalled what Francis had said. There was no need to let this puny human get under his scales either. She was insignificant, of no matter to him. Once he left today, that would be the end of it. 
 
    “No,” he said.  
 
    Olivia hissed, and Aaric prepared to defend himself, stunned by the human’s malevolence toward him. 
 
    What the hell did I ever do to you?
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    No. 
 
    He’d said no to her.  
 
    It wasn’t a word Olivia had heard very often since moving to Plymouth Falls years earlier. She was number one in this town. Everyone knew that. 
 
    Everyone, it seemed, except the man in front of her. Not only did he not know or care who she was, but he wasn’t the slightest bit inimitable either. Olivia wasn’t entirely certain, but she got the impression he was actually holding back a smile, as if her attempts to force him into selling to her were little more than comedic entertainment. 
 
    What an asshole. 
 
    She was beginning to worry, though she wasn’t about to let that show. This property was essential to the deal she’d signed. Without it, the fat payday she’d been promised would evaporate in front of her eyes. It wouldn’t ruin her, but that wasn’t the point. 
 
    Olivia Lawton did not lose. Nobody said no to her. She’d built her entire reputation on that fact. If she lost a deal she wanted, here and now, it would make things much more difficult in the near future. Others would be willing to go up against her, to test her, to see if she’d lost her edge. 
 
    That couldn’t be allowed to happen. 
 
    “Let’s start again,” she said, stepping forward abruptly and taking him by the arm. Perhaps if the hard-nosed approach did not work, she could take a friendlier tack, talk to him about it. Figure out a way to make the deal work. 
 
    “With or without the rudeness?” he asked. 
 
    Olivia almost snapped at him, but instead she smiled. “Without.” 
 
    There was no point in getting upset over being called out. She’d charged in like a bull in a china shop, demanding this and that, expecting him to just bow to her demands and give her what she wanted. His comment was fair game, and they both knew it. 
 
    However, he hadn’t shunned her arm, which meant he was willing to give her the chance to talk some more, to perhaps adjust her strategy, try a different angle. That was what mattered most to Olivia, so she let him have the point. He could have as many points as he wanted, as long as she got the property. 
 
    “Where are we going?” he wanted to know as she guided them through the building. 
 
    “Rooftop. Charles has a nice relaxing garden and patio there. We can talk in private.” 
 
    Aaric lifted a singular eyebrow at her, but said nothing, allowing himself to be escorted along. 
 
    “I wish I could do that,” she muttered, pushing open the door that led to the stairway. 
 
    “Do what?” Aaric asked, reaching over her head to push the door open and hold it that way as she walked out. 
 
    “Thank you.” She waited for him and then they started taking the stairs together. “Lifting an eyebrow. Just the one. It’s a talent I always wished I had. But I can only make them go up or down together.” 
 
    Aaric laughed. “Wish I could tell you how. But I just sort of do it.” 
 
    “Genetics, I guess.” 
 
    “Maybe,” he agreed. 
 
    They climbed the rest of the stairs in a silence that was really not very uncomfortable. Olivia felt oddly at ease around Aaric, which was even more unsettling. She was supposed to hate him, did hate him, yet it was tough to keep that in mind. 
 
    “This is nice,” he remarked as they exited under the late afternoon sun. It was a pleasant day, enough warmth to be comfortable, not so much that either of them immediately went looking for shade. 
 
    “This is usually where Charles and I do business, on the occasions we’ve had our interests line up,” she said, sitting down on an outdoor couch. “It’s just so much less stuffy than the office. Plus, I’m not usually competing against anyone.” 
 
    “Oh?” Aaric asked, sitting down next to her, though he left a proper gap between them. 
 
    “I’m the biggest real-estate agent in Plymouth Falls,” she said. “That’s by the number of deals in a year, or value of the properties. Stats, not me trying to be an arrogant bitch.” 
 
    “Heaven forbid you do that,” he said quietly. 
 
    She snorted. “People don’t say no to me, Aaric. It doesn’t happen. There must be a way we can work this out. Come to some sort of compromise.” 
 
    “I don’t think so,” he said quietly, his handsome face twisting into something resembling remorse. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    Her clients were not going to be happy about this. Olivia had gone ahead and signed their offer without bothering to get the deal for the property in writing, because she’d been so confident. That was going to be a legal headache. A court may even find that she had to use her own money to buy it from Aaric, to satisfy the conditions of the deal. If that happened, she would be screwed. Not penniless, but most of what she’d worked so hard for in the past five years would be gone. 
 
    “How much?” she asked quietly. 
 
    “Pardon?” 
 
    “How much is it going to cost me?” she asked, as if it was a foregone conclusion that he would sell, and they were just negotiating the price. 
 
    “Olivia,” he said, reaching out to lay a hand on top of hers. “Please, this isn’t anything to do with you, but you need to know, I’m not interested in selling. For any price.” 
 
    “What the hell? Why not?” she snapped, abandoning any pretense of playing nice. “Everyone has a price. Tell me what yours is. I will have this property.” 
 
    Aaric looked at her strangely. “Why do you need this so badly?” 
 
    She hesitated. Should she tell him the truth? No. That would give him leverage over her, and Olivia had sworn she would never do that again. No matter how good looking he might be, or how nice his hand felt as it still rested on hers. 
 
    “I have my reasons,” she said, declining to elaborate. 
 
    Aaric nodded, still studying her. “Have dinner with me.” 
 
    She stared at him, needing a full handful of seconds to comprehend what he’d just said. “Did you just ask me to go to dinner?” 
 
    He nodded. “Yes, I did. Tonight. Have dinner with me.” 
 
    Hell, no, you arrogant prick! 
 
    That was the response that almost slipped out of her mouth. It was what she wanted to tell him. That she saw through his acting. He was having fun denying her what she wanted. It was obvious. Nobody was this kind, this nice, in her business. They were all ruthless assholes behind your back. It’s just how it was. 
 
    But then she saw an opportunity. A chance. Maybe Aaric was just old-fashioned about it. He needed to be wined and dined, so to speak. A little black dress, some flirtatious behavior, and he would have what he needed to sign the property over to her. 
 
    It was a bit exploitative, and absolutely not the method Olivia usually chose to employ. She tried to stay above using her body—and besides, most men weren’t into her that way either, which was tougher. Two of her competitors had tried to use their looks to get ahead, but both of them had been dumb enough to go and fall in love with a client along the way. 
 
    Been there, done that. Never again. 
 
    “Tonight?” she repeated. 
 
    I’m not sleeping with you, if that’s what you think, buster. Show some skin, bite my lip, sure. But I have my limits. I’ll find another way, if that’s what you’re after. 
 
    “Yes. I’ll pick you up at say, seven?” 
 
    “I’m not sure I’m ready for you to know where I live,” she said politely, the reality of everything sinking in. “But if you tell me where to go, I’ll be there.” 
 
    “Leblanc. Seven-thirty?” he responded without hesitation. 
 
    Already had a place in mind? Interesting. Leblanc is a good choice too. 
 
    “I’ll be there,” she said, finalizing the agreement. 
 
    Aaric slipped his fingers under her hand and lifted it to his mouth. “I’ll see you later then,” he said, brushing his lips and stubble against the back of her hand. 
 
    Then he was gone. No subtle implications in his voice, no leering of the eyes. If he was expecting her to sleep with him, he wasn’t letting it show. 
 
    What’s your game, Aaric? 
 
    She would figure it out. Sooner or later, she always did. 
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    Aaric killed the engine with a push of a button, listening to the throaty rumble fade away, taking its time as it echoed off the abandoned buildings and concrete exterior of the crumbling manufacturing plant. 
 
    “So, this is what my money bought me,” he muttered, lifting the gull-wing door of his car and standing up. 
 
    It was a bit of an exercise to extricate himself from the sleek hypercar, and for a bit, he’d considered bringing something else instead. But he’d been doing his research, and in the six months since he’d been awakened, he’d learned a lot about technology, including cars. 
 
    The Lotus Evija wasn’t the most expensive car in his swiftly growing fleet, nor was it the fastest, but he loved the fact it was electric. Plus, it had style. Nobody else in town would have one, that was for certain. 
 
    He thought about the first time he’d taken Parre for a ride in it. Watching his mentor’s face light up had been worth the over two-million-dollar price tag.  
 
    Reminded of Parre, he fell deep into thought, his mind revolving around what the elder dragon had warned him about. 
 
    Evil is coming. You must awaken the others. You must find a mate. 
 
    Aaric’s shoulders were broad and powerful, but even they could only bear so much weight. He was no Atlas, the mythological figure that held the world upon his back. At times, it felt like he was going to crumble, that he could no longer take the pressure of the task that had been assigned to him. 
 
    Why me, he often wondered in private. Why couldn’t they have chosen someone else, someone better suited to carry out the mission? Aaric would fight, he was good at that. Very good at that. But he was no leader, he couldn’t inspire others, nor was he particularly adept with women. Not when it came to finding one that would settle down with him. 
 
    Most just wanted to settle on top of him, which had its perks, but he was beyond that now, leaving his playboy days a century in the past. It was time to get serious now. The unknown fate of the world might be on his shoulders. He couldn’t afford to play around. 
 
    Overhead, the sun was sinking below the horizon, turning the sky a beautiful shade of red. Gazing at the beautiful sight, Aaric closed the door and wandered off into the property, his mind working to envision how it would look after the transformation. 
 
    Over here, would be the entryway, a tree-lined driveway off the street, leading to parking on either side. A beautiful building with smooth sides, gentle slopes and lots of greenery and glass would rise up to greet people. Aaric wanted as little concrete and pavement as possible in the construction of his building. Along with that, he was hoping to source lots of green projects to help lower the carbon footprint, something he was very keen on doing.  
 
    Dragons were a part of the world unlike the other shifters, at least according to legend. Whether it was true or not, Aaric didn’t see the point in taking chances. If he could help save the world, then he would. 
 
    “It’s going to be beautiful,” he said, eager for the construction to start. 
 
    The sale should be done and finalized in a couple of days, once the lawyers got finished with it. Francis was working on a construction and design team now. The concepts of the buildings had been laid out weeks before by an architectural firm while Aaric searched for an appropriate property. 
 
    And now I have it. 
 
    It annoyed him that everything was taking so long, but there really wasn’t any way around it. Neither Parre nor Elanna could tell him any more about the evil they sensed, and nothing immediate seemed to be happening, so Aaric was forced to work with what he had. 
 
    And I must focus my efforts on finding a mate, not tracking down this evil. If it’s truly bad, then it will be more than a single dragon can handle. I must awaken the others, and soon. Before it’s too late. 
 
    The sound of crumbling concrete caught his ear, and Aaric wandered over to see where it came from. Everything was being demolished anyway, but the entire process was still novel to him. After all, this building had been built and gone through its prime while he was asleep. Aaric was younger, and yet the construction was abandoned, without use. The contrast fascinated him. 
 
    Rounding a corner, he spied a door ajar. 
 
    That alone wasn’t alarming, but it wasn’t just open. It was swinging, still coming to a halt. 
 
    Someone was here. 
 
    Aaric ran forward, careful to hold back. He’d been warned extensively about video cameras and their proliferation in modern society, and the ease with which he could be recorded.  
 
    Diving through the doorway, he opened his mind, drawing lightly on some of his enhanced senses. The darkness of the interior evaporated before him as his eyes adjusted, easily drawing upon the dim lighting to make it look more like daytime.  
 
    The sounds of the building sharpened immediately. In the distance, he could hear the slow drip of water as it fell. Nearby, the sound of a mouse as it crawled along the floor. 
 
    But he heard nothing else. No footsteps. No heartbeat. No breathing. Whoever it was must be either long gone or hiding in a room that helped shield their breathing.  
 
    Stalking forward in near utter silence, Aaric looked in rooms. There was no smell in the building either, not of anything fresh. Just stale air and old rust and mildew. It felt abandoned. 
 
    There was no wind tonight, however, and the door had been visibly moving, more than enough for even a human to have detected. Something was going on. What he couldn’t figure out was what was going on. There was always the chance it was some sort of creature that wasn’t human, wasn’t part of the world. 
 
    One of the Fae, perhaps. Or an elf, though it seemed incredibly unlikely either one of them would just so happen to be there. Not many visited Earth anymore either, preferring to stay in their own realm, the last he’d heard. It was too dangerous. 
 
    Unsure of what it was he was tracking, Aaric turned his mind to who, who would want to be here of all places? There’s nothing here. 
 
    There was one person, he realized, who might want to be there. Who might have business of some sort on this particular property, at this particular point in time. 
 
    “Olivia,” he called. “The game is up. Come out now.” 
 
    Still he couldn’t hear any sound. No startled gasp of surprise as he figured out who it was. No hammering heartbeat. Just pure silence. 
 
    Something alerted him and he dove out of the way just in time to avoid a figure that billowed past him in black robes. Aaric stared, noting the way the figure’s feet never touched the floor. 
 
    What are you, he wondered, getting to his feet and racing off after the shadowy figure. Even with his superior eyesight, he was having an incredibly hard time picking up anything about his quarry. 
 
    They could float fast though, that was for certain. Convinced now that he wasn’t dealing with anything human, Aaric let his true powers spring forth. He raced along the hallway now at incredible speed, but still he couldn’t catch up. 
 
    At the corners, he was forced to slow down so his momentum didn’t carry him into the wall, while the figure he was chasing didn’t seem constrained by such petty rules as physics and gravity. 
 
    “Rude,” he muttered, not giving up the chase just yet, following it up a set of stairs, and then down some hallways, before going up another two floors. Bit by bit, he was gaining on it. Give him another ten minutes and he would catch it. Whatever it was. 
 
    Then the figure did something Aaric wasn’t prepared for. Instead of turning the next corner as he chased it around the perimeter of the building, it kept going, right through the empty window. 
 
    “Like that’s going to stop me,” he snarled, flinging himself out of the fourth story window and plummeting to the ground below. 
 
    He landed on the ground with a crunch, dirt and debris flattening under the impact as he bent his knees to absorb the force of his landing. Standing up he whirled around, looking for his quarry. 
 
    There was no sign of them. It was like they had just disappeared into thin air. 
 
    “Impossible,” he muttered. “Nobody can just disappear like that.” 
 
    But whether they could or not, there were no signs for him to follow. He couldn’t hear anything, nor could he hear or smell anything that might lead him to figure out who the mysterious figure had been.  
 
    He stepped back, considering the old factory. What would anyone see in this place, he wondered? Why would anyone be here? This wasn’t anything special, as far as he could tell, just the most suitable place for what he wished to build.  
 
    But someone else has taken an interest in it…I need to know why. 
 
    Looking around, he wished, not for the first time, that he could use his powers to simply fly up to the six floor. But he couldn’t. Instead, he would have to climb the stairs and then start his search. 
 
    Whatever this place is hiding, I’m going to find it… 
 
    He got up and headed inside to begin looking, his mind focused on nothing else. 
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    “Where is that arrogant asshole?” she wondered, sipping on her second glass of wine, wondering if perhaps she should switch to water. 
 
    Getting drunk now would probably not be the best idea. 
 
    Her embarrassment was reaching new levels. This was far from her first time visiting Leblanc. She was known by some of the staff as one of the bigger figures among Plymouth Falls’ wealthy, such as they were. To sit here now, at a table set for two, clearly drinking to pass the time, was almost more than she could handle. 
 
    “Are we still waiting, madam?”  
 
    She looked up as her server, one of the old hands, came by. 
 
    “No, no; I think I’m done waiting,” she said tightly, hoping Vincent wouldn’t think that her anger was directed at him. “Just the bill, please.” 
 
    Vincent looked offended. “No bill, Miss Lawton. The bottle was already open, I believe.” 
 
    She started to shake her head. Olivia Lawton didn’t take charity. She wasn’t that type. I earned my money, and I intend to pay for what I use or take. She opened her mouth to tell Vincent just that, but he smiled at her. 
 
    “I don’t know who that jerk is,” the graying server said with a cluck of a disapproval. “But whoever he is, he doesn’t deserve your money. This one’s on the house. It’s okay, trust me.” 
 
    “Thanks Vincent,” she said, swirling the last of the wine around, then downing it. No sense in wasting it. “You’re a sweetheart.” 
 
    “As are you,” the server said with a wink. “Under that fiery exterior, that is. But don’t worry. I won’t tell anyone. It’ll be our little secret.” 
 
    Olivia laughed, a smile gracing her face. Instantly, she felt better about her situation. “Thank you. I needed that.” 
 
    “Go home, watch a movie, go to bed earlier. Doctor’s orders,” he said, shooing her toward the door as he started to clean her table. 
 
    “Yes sir,” she laughed, giving him a pat on the shoulder and then heading for the exit.  
 
    Though she kept her vision straight ahead, Olivia felt more than one set of eyes turn her way. One entire table of very well-dressed and good-looking men all followed her, but she didn’t dare let them see that she’d noticed.  
 
    Those Ursa men are trouble. 
 
    She didn’t know much about the reclusive Ursa family or their rivals, the Canis, several of whom also dotted the restaurant. They kept to themselves, only coming into Plymouth Falls now and then, but if there was a royalty elite in the area, they were it. 
 
    They were also well known for their appetites with women, and while a pile of muscles atop her wasn’t the worst idea in the world, Olivia was well aware she wasn’t truly wanting it. Nor did she want to set tongues wagging when people saw her leave in the company of one of them. 
 
    So, she left alone, heading for her car. 
 
    She’d just closed the door, finger about to jab the ignition button, when her phone began to ring.  
 
    “Gee, what a surprise,” she snapped to the empty interior after fishing the device out of her purse. “A private number. I wonder who that could be.” 
 
    Against her better judgment, she answered it. 
 
    “You had better have a hell of a good reason for embarrassing me like that,” she snarled. 
 
    “Who are you?” 
 
    Her eyebrows went up at the growled accusation in a by-now familiar voice.  
 
    “Excuse me?” she shouted into the microphone pickup. “Who am I? Who the hell are you, you rude bastard, leaving me to sit by myself for half an hour while I waited for your sorry ass to pick me up? Who do you think you are, asking me a stupid question like that?” 
 
    There was silence on the phone. That surprised her. Had Aaric not been expecting her to fire back like that? 
 
    “What?” he finally said, sounding very unsure about everything. 
 
    “Are you suffering from memory loss or something, you oaf? Do you not recall, earlier today, you asked me, to dinner? Tonight. At seven-thirty. It’s now eight-ten, you jackass, and still no sign of you. I was in there, at a table, being watched by everyone as I sat alone, at a table set for two, without anyone showing up. Then I walked out, also alone, because I got stood up. So, don’t ‘what’ me. In fact, you know what? Don’t ever call me again.” 
 
    She went to hang up. 
 
    “Wait! Olivia, wait!” 
 
    Closing her eyes, she took a deep breath in, then exhaled. “What is it, Aaric?” she asked, wondering if she would regret staying on the phone. 
 
    “You’re telling me you were at the restaurant for the past forty minutes? That people saw you there?” 
 
    She frowned at her phone, as if he could see her confused face. Why did this matter? “Yes,” she said icily. “As I’ve told you twice now. I was in Leblanc, at a table, looking like an idiot.” 
 
    Aaric hissed. “I see. Okay. I’m sorry.” 
 
    Her eyebrows rose. That had sounded sincere. What was up with the sudden change in his attitude? From contentious and accusing, to apologetic and regretful?  
 
    “What the hell is going on?” she asked. “Where are you? Why didn’t you show up?” 
 
    “Listen, I can be there in about seven minutes. Please wait for me. I didn’t do this on purpose.” 
 
    “You want me to wait for you,” she said softly. “After all that, you want me to now sit in my car and wait for you to show up?” 
 
    “I promised you dinner,” Aaric said. “I don’t like breaking promises. I’m very sorry I was late, but I want to prove to you I wasn’t doing it on purpose. Seven minutes, and I can be there.” 
 
    Olivia knew she should just hang up the phone. Tell him to go to hell, to stay out of her life. But she couldn’t. Not because she didn’t want to, but because she still needed something from him. Something she couldn’t get without talking to him again. Seeing him. 
 
    “Are you still there?” 
 
    She bit her lip. “I’m thinking.” 
 
    “Oh.” Aaric fell silent again. 
 
    Waiting would go against everything she’d ever stood for in her personal life. Never let anyone walk all over her or stand her up. Certainly, never do it twice. 
 
    But I need him to sell the property to me. That’ll be impossible if I’m not talking to him. Maybe I can use this as leverage? 
 
    Now there was an idea. Guilt him into selling her the property. 
 
    “Six minutes,” she said abruptly. “Six minutes and I’m gone.” 
 
    She hung up without waiting for an answer.  
 
    This is a bad idea, Olivia. You should have just gone home. 
 
    She settled in to wait, wondering if he would make it in time.
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    Five and a half minutes, three ignored red lights, one near-accident and most of the rubber on his tires later, Aaric screeched to a halt outside of Leblanc. The valet parking attendant was staring at him like he was a bat out of hell. 
 
    “Be gentle with her,” he said, tossing the young man the keys. “She might be a bit temperamental after what I just did to her.” 
 
    Both he and the valet frowned at his language, then smiled a knowing smile at one another before resuming their interaction. 
 
    “Of course, sir,” the valet said. “I’ll be tender.” 
 
    “I’m sure you will, son,” Aaric said with a nod. 
 
    The click-click of heels on pavement caught his attention. Turning, he was greeted with a sight that was nine-tenths wonderful, one-tenth terrifying. 
 
    “You. Look. Stunning,” he rumbled as Olivia walked up to him, her face filled with anger. It wasn’t enough to detract from the rest of her, not even close. 
 
    “Thank you,” she said, accepting the compliment but saying nothing more. 
 
    “I am most sorry for embarrassing you the way I did,” he said, meaning every single word.  
 
    She might be a bit prickly, and likely using this as an excuse to try and butter him up to get him to sell his newly acquired property, but Aaric didn’t care. None of that excused him being forgetful of their date, and then assuming that, just because she wanted the property as well, Olivia was the one he’d chased around. 
 
    “Thank you for your apology,” she said tightly. 
 
    Aaric’s eyes took in her dress, a deep purple that was tight to just below her waist, and then loose but not billowy from her hips to the floor. It swayed and the satin rippled, colors reflecting wildly with every step she took. Her hair was straight and pulled back into a ponytail. Elegant, but simple. Black heels showed with each step. 
 
    “Truly, you do look beautiful,” he repeated, gesturing at the door. “Shall we get you that dinner I promised?” 
 
    “I am hungry now. I was thirty seconds away from leaving and getting a pizza to crush by myself at home.” 
 
    Aaric laughed. “That doesn’t sound too bad either. Maybe next time,” he said with a wink, pulling the door open for her. 
 
    Olivia stuttered as she groped blindly for a reply to his outrageous flirtation, further helping to diffuse her anger at him. Not that Aaric would deny her right to be irate, but they both would have a more enjoyable time if they moved on from his regrettable error in time judgment. 
 
    “Thank you,” she said as he pulled her chair out and pushed it in behind her. 
 
    Aaric had barely taken his own seat before she leaned forward, eyes focused on him with an almost eerie intensity.  
 
    “Yes?” he asked, trying not to sound as uncomfortable as he felt when suddenly confronted like this. 
 
    “I was just wondering,” Olivia said, her voice quiet yet just loud enough to carry across to him the emotions within as well as the words. 
 
    “Were you now?” he returned, not overly interested in playing games. 
 
    “I was.” 
 
    He just nodded, remaining silent. If this feisty human thought she could outwait a dragon shifter, she was in for a rather rude awakening. Patience was—when he chose—something that came easily to him. When it was a challenge to see who would blink first? Aaric never lost. 
 
    Nearly a full minute passed. He could see her cheek begin to tick as muscles screamed at Olivia to speak, to do something besides just stare at him. Aaric, meanwhile, remained calm, his mind wandering back to his newly acquired property. 
 
    He’d been fairly positive Olivia had been the mysterious figure. That she wasn’t actually human, but instead part of his world. Yet now he knew she’d been seated in very public view in the restaurant the entire time. 
 
    What the hell was I chasing? 
 
    There was another player in the game, it seemed, and Aaric was completely unaware. The bears of House Ursa weren’t an issue. They were busy with their own problems he’d found out, still recovering from an internal civil war. The wolves were in nearly the same place, having split between two factions, resorting to blows.  
 
    None of them was dumb enough, or strong enough, to consider taking on House Draconis. 
 
    Nor do they even know we are returning, though that will change soon enough, I suppose. 
 
    Aaric smiled to himself. He’d recently learned there would be an official coronation ceremony for the new King of House Canis. As was customary, a representative from each of the other shifter Houses would be present at the ceremony. He couldn’t wait to see the reaction when he walked in, the first member of House Draconis to reveal their presence in a century. 
 
    I don’t know how Parre and Elanna kept themselves so well hidden. It must have been tough staying out of the public, avoiding being seen. 
 
    It was then he realized Olivia was talking to him. 
 
    “Pardon?” he asked, returning his focus to the present. 
 
    “I asked you why you were late,” she repeated. “I’m curious as to what your excuse is.” 
 
    Aaric leaned back and shrugged, careful not to flex too much so that his suit didn’t rip. “I don’t have an excuse.” 
 
    Olivia’s forehead wrinkled in surprise. “What? So, you just didn’t show up?” 
 
    He shook his head. “No. I have a reason why I wasn’t here. It’s not one that’s acceptable to me, let alone you. It shouldn’t have happened. I screwed up.” 
 
    “You’re telling the truth,” she said softly, her eyes never wavering. 
 
    “What reason do I have to lie?” he told her. “The truth is often the best choice.” 
 
    “It’s always the best choice,” Olivia corrected. 
 
    “When it’s available,” he added. “Sometimes, we are unable to reveal the truth, for reasons outside of our control.” 
 
    “Is that the case behind your reason for being late?” Olivia asked, emphasizing his word choice over hers. 
 
    “I got caught up in work,” he said, answering the question without detail. “An unexpected guest, um, dropped in, I guess you would say, and I couldn’t get rid of them in time.” 
 
    Olivia nodded. “I see. Work. Business. That’s as good a segue as any.” 
 
    “Pardon?” It was Aaric’s turn to be caught off guard. 
 
    “I need that property,” she said firmly. “I must have it. Let’s work out a deal.” 
 
    Aaric sighed. “Olivia, I’ve told you this already. I cannot sell it.” 
 
    She leaned forward, eyes narrowing. “Why, Aaric? Why can’t you sell it?” 
 
    He bit his lip. What was he supposed to tell her? That he needed it because it was the perfect site for his dragon outreach center? Where he hoped to not only find a mate, but also help the community of Plymouth Falls? Of course, he couldn’t say that. Just like he wouldn’t be able to call it a “dragon” outreach center.  
 
    The truth, in this case, was simply something he was unable to reveal for reasons outside of his control. The human populace at large simply couldn’t handle the revelation they weren’t alone, that paranormal beings of all shapes and sizes inhabited the earth, and also several other dimensions that mirrored its appearance. 
 
    They would freak out. There would be massive manhunts and thousands would suffer, and many more die, plenty of them innocent. It wasn’t something he could risk. 
 
    “Because I need it,” he said, reaching across the table, taking her hand, giving it a squeeze to try and reassure her he wasn’t doing this just to try and screw her over. “I need you to understand that.” 
 
    Olivia, to his surprise, lay her other hand on top of his. “I need you to understand that I must have that property. Whatever it takes. Please, Aaric.” 
 
    It took a lot of his immense self-control not to raise an eyebrow or two at that last sentence. After leaving Charles’ place earlier that day with the winning bid and signed contract, Aaric had done some digging into Olivia and who she was. One thing he’d garnered from his brief research, was that she wasn’t the type to resort to saying please very often, at least not in her real-estate negotiations. 
 
    That must have cost her a lot. 
 
    “Why do you need it so badly?” he rumbled, bringing his other hand up to cover both of hers, feeling the soft, warm flesh underneath, the faint tremble of her pulse through her skin.  
 
    She was nervous, he realized, noting the speed with which her pulse beat through her system. Why would she be nervous? He was no threat to her, not even remotely. 
 
    “I just do,” Olivia said with sudden sharpness, trying to yank her hands away. 
 
    “As far as pitches go, that one wasn’t very convincing,” he said, holding her hands tight enough to keep them in his grip. “Maybe try again?” he suggested. 
 
    “I think this was a bad idea,” she said suddenly. “Thank you for the invite, but I should be going.” 
 
    “We haven’t even had drinks yet,” he protested as she stood up abruptly, pushing her chair out so fast it nearly tipped over. 
 
    She looked down at her hands, which he still had. Aaric abruptly let go, not wanting to hold her there against her will. 
 
    “I had enough drinks while I sat here waiting for you to show up the first time,” she fired back, heading for the door. 
 
    Aaric scratched his head, realizing it was almost time to shave it again as he did. “What the hell just happened?” 
 
    He sat at the table for a few more seconds, then he too got up and headed for the exit, still trying to puzzle out what was happening. 
 
    “Hey,” he called, his long legs easily catching up to her in the parking lot. “Hey, they have a valet service, you know.” 
 
    Olivia made some sort of noise and shook her head but kept walking. 
 
    A few seconds later, he came up alongside her, leaving room between them so she didn’t feel threatened. He hoped. 
 
    “They would have brought the car to you.” 
 
    She growled and came to a stop, the lights on the upscale four-door sedan blinking as she unlocked them. “This is my car.” 
 
    “The valets would know that.” 
 
    Olivia rolled her eyes. “Maybe I didn’t want to wait on the valets, because then I would have to stand somewhere you could easily bother me. Did that ever occur to you?” 
 
    He frowned. “Honestly, no. I don’t understand what went wrong in there. I thought we were past this, that we could have dinner now.” 
 
    “Dinner? Dinner? Are you sure that’s all you had in mind?” she asked. 
 
    “Yes?” Aaric was beyond confused now. 
 
    “What the hell was with all the hand-holding then?” she asked, reaching out and grabbing his hands, mimicking how he was holding them earlier. “Why do you need it so badly?” she asked in a poor mockery of his voice, though she didn’t let his hands go at the end. 
 
    “I’m not following why that got you so upset. I’m sorry if you didn’t like my hands on yours. I…I didn’t think about it that way,” he said, fumbling for an apology he’d never expected to have to make. 
 
    “Don’t act so stupid,” she snapped, stepping closer. “You know damn well that’s not the problem.” 
 
    “I do?” Aaric wasn’t so sure that he did. “Can we pretend I’m suffering from short-term amnesia, and then you fill me in?” 
 
    “The problem is how good your hands felt, though you know that. Or how hot you look in that suit. The way you were staring into my eyes. I could feel it. You wanted to kiss me over the table. Your pulse was practically hammering in your hands,” Olivia challenged. 
 
    Aaric lifted his eyebrows. “That was your pulse, Olivia. Not mine. Perhaps you, wanted to make out with me.” 
 
    “I didn’t say make out,” she retorted, looking away. 
 
    “You also didn’t deny it,” he pointed out, still holding her hands. 
 
    “Fine!” she shouted. “Maybe I thought for a moment there that you were hot and that I wouldn’t mind kissing you. So what?” 
 
    “So, do it,” he challenged, wondering where the words were coming from as he said them. This wasn’t his plan, not at all. Olivia was not his type. She was gorgeous, that part worked, he loved her curves and the idea of her body pressed against him was far from unappetizing. 
 
    But she was too prickly and standoffish for his tastes. Too wrapped up in her image of being the number one real-estate agent in the area. If she could learn to separate those two, then maybe… 
 
    “Do it?” Olivia echoed. “What, kiss you?” 
 
    “Yes. Like this,” he growled, tiring of her timidity and stepping forward. His right hand slid up the back of her neck to hold her skull, while his left wrapped around the small of her back, feeling the curve of her spine as he pulled her in close. 
 
    Olivia gasped, the sound silenced as his mouth closed over hers, tasting a faint hint of the red wine she’d had earlier. Her lips were much softer than the way she often spoke, and Aaric lost himself in them, his tongue flicking out to glide over hers and explore her mouth.  
 
    Two hands found his chest and pushed back, separating them. Olivia was staring straight ahead, directly at his pecs, her own chest rising and falling as she gasped for breath. 
 
    “Like I said, just do it,” he repeated, his voice deep, a surefire sign of the arousal threatening to overwhelm him. 
 
    “You just kissed me,” Olivia managed to get out. 
 
    “Did you hate it?” Aaric was surprised by how much he truly wanted to know the answer to that question. 
 
    “It, or you?” Olivia said, anger blossoming across her face again. “I need to go.” 
 
    Aaric stepped back as she all but fled into her car and raced out of the parking lot, leaving him standing there with nothing but the slightest taste of her mouth on his lips, and an overwhelming urge to have more. 
 
    Fat chance of that. She doesn’t even want to talk to you again. Time to move on, Aaric, you don’t have any time to waste. You must find your mate. 
 
    Before it was too late. 
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    She plunked herself down into her chair, fighting the urge to lean back and stare morosely at the ceiling. 
 
    “Shit.” 
 
    There wasn’t much else to say. Not just then. Her carefully crafted plan had gone down the drain. Her backup plan had joined it. Olivia was currently out of ideas on what to do. 
 
    She inhaled deeply, then cursed as the scent of leather and oak threaded its way into her nostrils. 
 
    “How is that possible?” she hissed to herself. “I showered twice!” 
 
    Yet despite the extra cleansing session, she was still smelling Aaric every time she breathed in deep through her nose. Of course, she could also feel his lips on hers every time she closed her eyes, but that was another problem, separate from this one. 
 
    “Angela,” she called out to her assistant. “Any messages?” 
 
    “No, boss. Quiet morning so far. Why, are you expecting anyone?” 
 
    “Not really,” she said. Now Olivia did lean back in her chair and stare at the ceiling. 
 
    What am I going to do? 
 
    Her eyes strayed from the roof of her office to a stack of papers in her mailbox. The only stack of papers in it. A contract. The contract, the one from her new clients down in South America. A signed contract. 
 
    If she didn’t get the property for them, Olivia would be on the hook for a portion of their losses in the deal. She could be ruined by this, all because Aaric was a stubborn asshole who wouldn’t just sell her the property. 
 
    “He could have his pick of any other place in Plymouth Falls,” she muttered. “Why the hell did he have to pick this one?” 
 
    “Boss?” Angela said, pushing back her chair, sticking her head into the open door. “Everything okay in here?” 
 
    “Everything’s fine,” she said tightly. “All good. Do me a favor, shut the door, will you?” 
 
    Angela gave her a reluctant gaze, but then nodded. “Of course. Just buzz me if you need me.” 
 
    Olivia nodded, waiting until the door was closed to bury her face in her hands, leaning forward onto the desk. She wasn’t going to cry. She wouldn’t cry. Not over this. Not like this. There had to be some way she could convince him to sell to her. 
 
    But what? 
 
    Her ears picked up the sound of the phone ringing outside. Maybe that was him now, calling to say he’d thought about it, and that she could have the property. Fifty percent over asking was higher than the budget her client had given her, but even if she used her own money to top up, the payout in the end would still ensure she came out more than ahead in the deal. 
 
    “It can be done,” she said, trying to reassure herself. 
 
    Angela’s voice came through her phone. “Boss? You have a Mr. Martinez on the phone? He says he’s from Northern Aspiration Charters, Holding & Trading.” 
 
    Olivia went still. It wasn’t Aaric calling to say he’d reconsidered. It was her new client, calling to see if she’d secured the property or not. 
 
    “Fuck me,” she moaned even as she composed herself, reaching out to punch the buzzer to Angela’s desk. “Thank you,” she said, then reached for the phone. 
 
    You can do this. 
 
    “Edgar!” she said, forcing a cheeriness into her voice that she didn’t feel. “How are you? It must be about lunchtime for you. I hope I’m not interrupting.” 
 
    “I called you,” the smooth, clipped voice of her South American business partner came back. “So of course, you aren’t interrupting.” 
 
    “Right,” she said awkwardly. “Of course. How silly of me. How are you though? Are you doing well?” 
 
    “I am, yes, thank you for asking. I will be doing better once I receive word from you that we can begin to proceed with our new factory. I admit I was hoping to hear from you by now with the good news.” There was a pause. “After all, you did promise us that this would be easy. That you would not encounter any problems in securing this property.” 
 
    Olivia swallowed nervously. “Yes, yes I know. I do apologize for not contacting you sooner, Mr. Martinez,” she said, hoping she didn’t sound as uneasy as she felt. “Unfortunately, we seem to have run into a problem.” 
 
    “I do not like that word,” Edgar said icily. “Problem. It is a bad word.” 
 
    “A slight delay,” Olivia said instead. “Another interested party has stepped up with an offer that, frankly, I don’t think they have any intention of following through with, given how ludicrously high it is, and—” 
 
    “I do not care for excuses either, Miss Lawton,” Edgar said in that same frigid tone. “We gave you what you assured us was a very generous budget to secure the property for us. Are you telling me you have broken your word to us?” 
 
    Olivia licked her lips. This phone call was not going the way she’d expected it in the slightest. Edgar’s polite and pleasant attitude from the day before was gone. This was an entirely different person. 
 
    “Not yet,” she said. “I just need more time. I will get the property for you. It’s just going to take me a bit more time.” 
 
    There was silence on the other end. Olivia waited, wondering if she should say more, or if that would just make Edgar even more upset with her. 
 
    “You will get us that property, Miss Lawton,” he said at last, his voice calm, controlled, and somehow more threatening than any tone he’d used before. “You will do whatever it takes, to get it. Use everything available to you as a woman. Do you understand me?” 
 
    She opened her mouth to protest at his chauvinistic ways, then snapped her mouth shut. How could she know that was what Edgar was truly referring to? It sounded like it, but if she was wrong, then he might become so upset with her he would cancel the deal entirely or come after her with lawyers for a larger share of their losses. 
 
    “Of course,” she said tightly, wondering just what she was getting herself into. “I understand.” 
 
    “Good. Because if you don’t get the property…” there was a long silence. 
 
    Was she being threatened? Olivia was close to panicking. She fidgeted, looking around her office, trying to figure out what to do next. 
 
    “It would not be good for your business reputation, considering you have already signed the contract with us. I trust you understand,” Edgar said with obviously false politeness. “A company as large as ours…well, we have to look out for our best interests.” 
 
    They would ruin her if she fucked this up, in other words. Olivia tried not to lose control at the thought of everything she’d worked so hard for being taken away from her. This was exactly what she’d left the big city to avoid, and yet somehow it was following her here! 
 
    “Miss Lawton?” 
 
    She blinked. “Yes, of course, Edgar, I mean, Mr. Martinez. I’ll get the property.” 
 
    “I thought you might.” 
 
    Click. 
 
    Olivia sagged backward, letting out a breath she hadn’t realized she was holding.  
 
    “Shiiiiit,” she moaned. “I am so screwed.” 
 
    Her mind went back to Edgar’s last orders. That she should use everything available to her as a woman. Insinuating that she should what, use her body to get what she wanted from Aaric?  
 
    On a physical level, the idea of sleeping with Aaric was far from off-putting. He was gorgeous, and she already knew he was a hell of a good kisser. If that translated to everything else… 
 
    You’re not seriously thinking about this, are you? Sleeping with him for a sale? How low are you going to sink? 
 
    Olivia leaned over her desk, head resting against the wood. This wasn’t good. Wasn’t good at all.  
 
    Unless…she sat up straight. Maybe she didn’t have to go through with it. Perhaps just the promise, the hint, that she would be willing to do that if he sold her the property, would be enough. 
 
    It still felt icky, like she was betraying a bit of herself by doing so, but if all she had to do was show a bit more skin, stick out her chest a bit more, and let him ogle her all he wanted, then maybe that was a price she was willing to pay.  
 
    After all, it was infinitely more pleasant to think about than Edgar and his huge corporation trashing her business name and taking her to the cleaners with lawyers. If she could get out of the situation with her dignity mostly intact, she would take it as a lesson learned on her part. 
 
    Never agree to anything without contingencies. You should know this. 
 
    Olivia did know that. But she’d been so blindsided by the profit figure floated in front of her, and the budget they’d given her to work with, that she’d gone ahead without bothering, not wanting to risk losing the deal by bringing it up. 
 
    Now it was going to bite her in the ass unless she did whatever it took to get the deal done. 
 
    Her phone buzzed again. “Boss? There’s someone out here to see you.” 
 
    “Not now, Angela,” she replied. “I’m busy. I have to go see someone about this deal.” 
 
    “He insists,” Angela said, her voice slightly thick. “Um…” 
 
    “Who is it?” 
 
    “He says his name is Aaric.” 
 
    Olivia’s jaw dropped open. “This is a fucking joke, right?” 
 
    “Pardon?” Angela sounded confused. “Why would I make a joke about that? Why, do you know this guy?” 
 
    “Kind of.” She cursed, sitting up straight, running her hands through her hair, trying to quickly straighten and tidy it. That done, she undid another button on her blouse. Looking down, she frowned. That wasn’t enough. She undid another, and then after a hesitation, one more. 
 
    “No, too many,” she hissed, doing the last one back up. Having two more undone revealed the curves of her chest but didn’t make her look completely like a working girl. 
 
    “What should I do, boss?” Angela asked, sounding increasingly uncomfortable. 
 
    “Let him in, I guess,” she said, sitting up straight, trying to adopt a look of feigned detachment. 
 
    Her door opened and Aaric walked in. 
 
    “Hello, Olivia,” he said politely. “I hope you don’t mind.” 
 
    “What’s the occasion?” she asked. “I don’t recall us having an appointment.” 
 
    “We don’t,” he agreed. “But I was thinking.” 
 
    “Don’t hurt yourself.” 
 
    He smiled at the not-so-veiled insult. “How about I take you to lunch?” 
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    Aaric tried very hard not to smile at the stunned look on Olivia’s face. That, unfortunately, meant he found himself staring past the open buttons of her shirt, admiring the smooth curves of her chest via the hints of cleavage visible to him. 
 
    Glancing up, he knew he’d been busted, but instead of acting apologetic or embarrassed, he just stared at her.  
 
    Establish dominance, let her know you don’t care that she saw you. After all, it’s obvious she undid those just recently. Show her you aren’t playing her games. 
 
    “Lunch,” Olivia said, chewing on her lip while she nodded at him. “You want to take me to lunch?” 
 
    “Yes. As a makeup for last night, I guess. I’ll be on time.” 
 
    She gave him a very obvious up-and-down stare, her eyes stopping just below his waist, unless he was misjudging distance. What the hell was Olivia up to? This was rather different from the woman he’d met the day before. There was a lot more sexual energy and tension going on than he’d expected. 
 
    “You’re actually more than on time,” she said. “You’re about three hours early.” 
 
    Aaric paused. Shit. He’d been so consumed in thinking up the actual way to ask her out to lunch, that he hadn’t even considered what time it was! What an idiot!  
 
    “Okay,” he said, thinking furiously. There had to be a way to salvage the situation. “How about an early brunch then?” 
 
    “Early brunch?” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “Good save,” she told him, laughing quietly. 
 
    “Well, what do you say?” he asked, not letting her steer the conversation away without an answer. 
 
    On the way over, he’d braced himself for rejection, thinking that there was no way she would say yes to him, not after how things had ended the night before. But now, upon seeing her, and seeing the way she was acting around him, Aaric was suddenly thinking he should have held off. 
 
    Something had obviously changed in Olivia. The unbuttoned blouse, the constant roaming of his body with her eyes, and even the body language all screamed sexual tension at him. It was far more upfront and direct than he’d sensed the night before, and it had Aaric on his guard now. 
 
    “I can do brunch,” Olivia said, standing up. 
 
    Aaric had been up most of the night thinking about her, replaying his interactions with the human woman in his head, trying to make sense of everything, trying to understand. Just when he thought he’d figured it out, she went and turned it all on its side, acting completely unpredictable. 
 
    Was she that regretful for stopping the kiss between them? Were her hormones just screaming at her to sleep with him?  
 
    No. She’s being far too blatant about it for that. Almost deliberately so. No woman throws herself at you this easily. Not unless she wants something from you… 
 
    Aaric sighed but it was too late for him to back out now. He’d asked her to brunch, and she’d accepted. That meant he was going to have to suck it up and go. 
 
    He watched as she got up from her chair, tugging at her shirt as if trying to ensure it stayed in place, though it only served to heighten the available cleavage visible at the top. 
 
    Calming an eyebrow that threatened to rise up, Aaric simply turned and gestured at the door. He could control himself. Would control himself.  
 
    “Where do you want to go for brunch?” she asked in a low voice as she passed dangerously close to him on the way out. 
 
    “You’re the businesswoman,” he said, emphasizing the last word, hoping she might realize he wasn’t comfortable with the whole seductress act she was putting on. “You probably have a better idea than I do of where is good or not.” 
 
    “I know just the place,” she said, tossing him a wink. 
 
    Aaric waited until she had passed before rolling his eyes. This was going to be a very long brunch. 
 
    It was disappointing to have all his thoughts and, dare he say it, fantasies, dashed. Thoughts of her had kept him up all night, trying to figure out who she was, what she was. But now he was here, now he was acting out the decisions he’d come up with, none of it was matching up.  
 
    Maybe he’d been wrong, then. Maybe she simply was a horny human who wanted in his pants. Aaric was used to them, used to having women all but throw themselves at him. That wasn’t what he’d expected from Olivia, not after the way she’d dealt with him the day before. 
 
    “I’ll drive,” he said, giving his keys a shake. 
 
    Olivia smiled at him. “Of course, you will.” 
 
    Aaric groaned to himself. 
 
    It was going to be a long lunch. 
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    Was it working? 
 
    She couldn’t tell. They were in public, so that would prevent Aaric from doing something as bold as leaping across the table to take her. Not that she planned on giving in if he did. Maybe some making out. After all, she’d already done that with him, what was a little more? 
 
    “I’ll give you credit,” Aaric said, looking up from his food. “You did pick a hell of a spot for brunch.” 
 
    She followed his gaze out the screened-in second story porch where they were sitting. A stone patio extended out below them on the ground floor before ending at the lawn as it swept down and away. A brief row of trees marked the edge of land and beyond that, water spread out onto the lake. 
 
    “I agree. The view is spectacular,” she said, lacing her words with enough tension to make it obvious she was talking about him as well. 
 
    Aaric smiled at her in response, but he didn’t say anything. She returned the smile, forcing her face to curve up into one instead of the frown she naturally felt coming on. 
 
    “I’ll be right back,” she said, getting up. “Gotta use the little girls’ room.” 
 
    Is that relief on his face? Why does he look relieved? 
 
    Once she was around the corner from him, Olivia sagged against the wall. 
 
    “What are you doing, girl?” she asked, catching a glimpse of herself in a mirror on the far side of the hallway.  
 
    You’re throwing yourself at him. He must be able to see through it. Why else hasn’t he reacted yet? 
 
    By the time she exited the washroom, she wasn’t any closer to a solution to her current dilemma. Nor did she have anyone she could contact about it either. 
 
    Who would I tell? Angela? I can’t go to anyone about this.  
 
    She sat back down, purposefully bending over at the waist, giving Aaric a double-eyeful of her breasts. He looked, taking his time, but still no comment. No flirtatious wink. Nothing to indicate he was interested. 
 
    Was the night before a one-time thing only? After all, she knew he was the one who had kissed her. There was no denying that. They’d been a foot or more apart and then suddenly, his arm was around her back, his hand on her head, tilting it back, and then his lips had covered hers. 
 
    She was getting tense now just thinking about it. There had been a tension before, between them, and the kiss had confirmed that. Although Olivia knew she’d done the right thing in stopping it when she had, there was a part of her that had wondered “what if”.  
 
    “So,” she said, leaning forward onto the table, squeezing her elbows together slightly to increase her cleavage. “Just why did you want to invite me to lunch?” 
 
    Aaric hesitated. Visibly. That was incredibly unlike him and made her wonder if he was going to deviate from his original answer, whatever it might have been. 
 
    “As I said. I felt bad about last night. It’s not normally in my character to leave anyone waiting when I say I will be somewhere at a certain time. I wanted to try and make it up to you.” 
 
    “Well that’s sweet of you,” she said, giving him a big smile, trying to appear friendly. 
 
    “If you say so,” he added with a laugh. “I just felt it was proper.” 
 
    “Proper,” she said, rolling the word around her mouth and off her tongue. “That seems like a fitting word for you. Very proper. Except when you’re in a parking lot sticking your tongue in a woman’s mouth.” 
 
    It was the most direct she’d gotten yet.  
 
    Aaric, for his part, covered up a sudden coughing fit that appeared to have overtaken him. Olivia just remained as she was, leaning forward, watching him like a hawk. Eventually, he recovered and straightened. 
 
    “Yes, well, about that…I, ah…” 
 
    “You’re rattled,” she said, slightly shocked herself. “I didn’t think that was possible. You seemed so calm, so suave and composed. What’s going on?” 
 
    Aaric’s eyes settled on her with a weight that surprised her. “I could ask you the same thing.” 
 
    She was the first to look away, unable to stare into those strangely golden circles for long. Not when they were boring into her with such gravity behind them, at least. How did he do that? How did he manage to make his eyes look older than the rest of him by a good amount, as if they had seen this scenario play out hundreds of times over a life she could never imagine? 
 
    A shiver ran through her body at the accuracy of her thought. That was exactly what it felt like. An old soul in a rather youthful-looking body then?  
 
    “Well, last night I was the one who was rattled,” she explained. “Today, I’m not.” 
 
    “I’ll give you that,” Aaric admitted. “You seem laser-focused on one thing today.” 
 
    Her cheeks grew warm. Olivia knew she was blushing. Him calling her out on her forwardness wasn’t how she’d imagined things going today. Weren’t men supposed to enjoy this sort of attention? Why was Aaric rejecting her advances?  
 
    Maybe he never truly was interested in you… 
 
    “You seemed focused enough on it, last night,” she fired back, using her anger, letting it fuel her.  
 
    There was something else going on here, something she couldn’t figure out. Where did his sudden change of attitude come from? Aaric was holding back, it was obvious. Last night, if she’d let him, he probably would have taken her right there in the parking lot. 
 
    More than her face grew warm at that thought. Of Aaric’s big hands grabbing her waist, bending her over the hood of her car, the metal warm on the summer’s eve. He’d have hiked up her dress, exposing her to him in the most primal of ways.  
 
    Her mouth grew dry as thoughts continued to fill her head. The sound of his zipper as he undid his pants. The pressure on her lower lip as she bit it in anticipation of what was to come, knowing it was going to happen, but not knowing when, unable to see as he lined himself up. 
 
    Then the first touch, the sensation of his cock against her opening, covered by the barest hint of fabric, soaked through already, betraying her arousal to the man she’d just met. The man that was going to have his way with her in public. It was incredibly exposing and raw, and just the imagery alone had her insides pulsing with a need. 
 
    A need that Aaric didn’t seem at all inclined to be fulfilling just then, much to her clit’s dismay. It craved his touch, his fingers, mouth and tongue, or even just the increased pressure from his cock as it filled her from the inside. Any or all of it would give her just what she wanted. What she needed. 
 
    “I won’t say last night was a mistake,” Aaric was saying, she realized. “But I did not think it through. I just sort of…went with it. Though I don’t have any regrets either. You were on my mind later.” 
 
    The warmth that had been growing between her legs exploded into a full-blown furnace. 
 
    “You were? I mean, I was?” she asked breathlessly. “Why?” 
 
    Aaric watched her, his eyes seeming to penetrate her exterior. She could see him filing away bits of information, like he was some sort of scientist and she was his experiment. How was it that a man like this had such sway over her? And so soon after meeting him? 
 
    Wasn’t she supposed to be the one doing the seducing today? 
 
    “I don’t wish to come across as arrogant,” Aaric replied. “But I’m not used to being turned down.” 
 
    “I can understand why,” she muttered, running her eyes up and down his body. 
 
    Aaric didn’t reply with words, but his lips did twist upward in a smile. 
 
    Olivia sat upright abruptly, clapping her hands over her mouth. “Oh God. I said that out loud, didn’t I?” she asked, horrified. 
 
    Aaric just nodded, sparing her further awkwardness by not using any words. 
 
    “Um. Wow.” 
 
    They were saved by the server returning to top off their waters—which they’d barely touched—and ask about their food, also barely touched. 
 
    Reminded of the fact that they’d come here to eat, Olivia lost herself in the act of shoveling food in her mouth, grateful for the interruption.  
 
    Things were spiraling out of control. She’d gone from trying to seduce Aaric, to acting like a sex-crazed fool who wanted to be spread open on the table right now like she was part of the buffet. 
 
    The image in her mind, of Aaric ordering her to do just that, so that he could take her then and there, wasn’t helping her brain focus on the present. 
 
    As if he could read her mind, Aaric looked up from his own food, his eyes watching her with an intensity that she’d never seen in another human before. It was startling just how much he could do with those twin golden orbs. Almost inhuman. 
 
    “How’s your food?” he asked, interrupting her train of thought. 
 
    “Delicious,” she admitted, for once not having to put on an act. “It’s actually really, really good.” 
 
    He nodded. “Mine too,” he echoed before returning to his meal. 
 
    Was she imagining it, or was he grateful for the interruption to their heated conversation? 
 
    “I should probably get going back to the office shortly though,” she said, spooning the last bite of her eggs Benedict into her mouth, savoring the deliciousness. 
 
    Aaric nodded. “I too, um, have business I must attend to.” 
 
    “Thank you for lunch though,” she said, feeling awkward about not paying. 
 
    Aaric just smiled and got up, leaving several large bills on the table that would more than cover their food. He’d made it clear on the drive over that he was treating her. 
 
    “I can pay for my own,” she said, gesturing at the table in one last attempt to split the bill. 
 
    “Next time is on you,” he said, gesturing with his hand for her to go first toward the exit. 
 
    Olivia gladly took the opportunity, hoping he couldn’t see her face as she reacted to his insinuation that there would be a next time. 
 
    Will there be a next time? 
 
    She wasn’t sure she had an answer to that question. It hadn’t even entered her mind until he’d brought it up. After all, Olivia had only agreed to going to brunch today because she’d had it in her mind to try and seduce Aaric, so that he would sell the property to her instead. 
 
    Now she was leaving without a property, and also without any sort of satisfaction. Everything was worse now than it was before, aside from the fact that she’d gotten to spend more time with him. 
 
    And even that was up in the air as to whether it was a good thing or not. When she was near him, she was either ready to strangle him, or jump on his face. There was no in-between, it seemed, and until Olivia could control her emotions and her hormones, maybe it would be best if she didn’t see him for a bit. 
 
    “We’ll see,” she said, trying to give a light giggle that would keep her seeming mysterious and alluring. 
 
    It came out as a sort of cough-honk, and several other patrons turned her way. Olivia covered her mouth and rushed for the exit, thoroughly embarrassed. Had she just done that? What was wrong with her today? 
 
    “Please, just take me back to the office,” she said as they got to his car, pre-empting anything he might have been about to say. “I…I have a lot I need to do.” 
 
    She got in and stared straight ahead, not talking or glancing to her left as Aaric drove them back to her office. The ride should have been enjoyable, the sports car was unlike anything she’d been in before. But she couldn’t focus on it. Couldn’t focus on anything that related to Aaric. 
 
    Every time she did that, her body lit up and told her to jump him right then and there. Unzip his pants while he was driving and take his cock into her mouth. Expose herself, playing with her clit while he watched, forced to keep his hands on the wheel while she pleasured herself. So many raw, debased things that she wanted to do to him, or for him, and yet none of them were things she would ever actually act upon. 
 
    How was it that he could elicit such reactions from her with nothing but a kiss and some extremely good looks? It was appalling how she turned to putty around him. Olivia Lawton was composed, a shark that others avoided. She was the one in control, always. 
 
    Except around him. 
 
    Her gaze strayed ever so slightly, taking in his chiseled features, perfectly swept back black hair, and the broadness of his shoulders. 
 
    Always in control, but with Aaric, she wanted to surrender it all completely. 
 
    How am I supposed to get this property away from him when I can’t even control my own body around him? This is a disaster waiting to happen. 
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    The next morning came and went, and it was well into the afternoon. All that time, and Aaric still couldn’t figure out quite what had happened at lunch with Olivia the day before. There was the obvious, but something else had happened. She had been…different. 
 
    “That was her, wasn’t it?” he muttered to himself several times, trying to reconcile the woman he’d met at the property sale, and then at the restaurant Leblanc, with the one he’d taken to lunch. 
 
    They looked the same. Had the same name, same career. That was about where the similarities ended. 
 
    Olivia, the day he’d met her, had been calm, collected, driven, smart, and beyond gorgeous. She’d also been slightly reserved, yet open enough that he hadn’t felt like kissing her in the parking lot was a bad idea. 
 
    The woman he’d taken to lunch yesterday was some sort of sex-crazed goddess that wasn’t able to take no for an answer until he called her out on it publicly. Even then, his nose had picked up her arousal. He’d seen the flush of her skin, the dilation of her pupils. 
 
    Aaric could have told her to crawl up on the table and strip for him, and there was a decent chance she would have done it. At first, he was certain her attitude had been an act, and he’d called her on it. It had been faked, over-the-top sexualized in a way that he could not miss. 
 
    “But why?” he muttered, drumming his fingers on the steering wheel, looking out on one of the other properties he wanted to buy. He hadn’t gone inside yet, too busy trying to understand what was going on with Olivia, and also with him.  
 
    It all came back to that damned property, the one that she seemed intent on getting him to sell to her. That had to be it, he decided. She’d basically thrown herself at him yesterday, in hopes…in hopes of what? That he would accept? What then? So they slept together. Why would he sell anything to her after having his way with her? 
 
    No, that’s not it. That’s not how she views it. This would have been a transaction. She was thinking you would fall for it, let yourself be caught up in her hyper-sexuality, distracted by the gorgeous curves of her body, and then when you were hot to trot, she would stop. Tease you. Make you ready to do anything just to have her. 
 
    Anything, like selling his newest property of course. Yes, he was certain now that was the game he’d spoiled by not playing, by calling her out on it, and not caving like he was only capable of thinking with one of his heads. 
 
    Two centuries of life, of adapting to changing cultural norms and being blessed with genetics that made most women attracted to him had taught Aaric a few things, one of them being how to resist sexual temptation. 
 
    That’s why what had happened next, however, was even more confusing. He’d watched Olivia throughout lunch far more intently than she suspected. That was what had allowed him to see the way her pulse began to race harder. He’d seen the skin of her neck and upper chest ripple and tighten, tiny bumps rushing outward, followed by a slight flow of blood. 
 
    Her fake arousal and overt sexual nature had transformed itself as they’d sat there, eating, talking. It had taken on a life of its own, and he suspected that not even Olivia had expected that to happen. He certainly hadn’t. 
 
    By the end of it, he felt bad for leaving her so unsatisfied. It was obvious she was ready to explode. The slightest graze of his pinky finger would likely have set her afire, and it wouldn’t have taken much more than that to push her over the edge.  
 
    It was then that he’d had to fight himself, waging a war inside his mind, trying not to give in to temptation. To keep his body under control. The second the doors had closed around them in his car, he’d seen her tongue flick out and over her lips, probably without Olivia truly knowing it, and Aaric had nearly lost it. 
 
    Her fake sex act in the office and at the start of lunch had left him uneasy and uncomfortable. But as it morphed into true arousal, he’d found his own hormones rising to meet it, feeding off her, amplifying his need to have her. To take her. 
 
    Maybe he still would, at some point, but not now, he thought, gazing in his rear-view mirror as if he could see her office building in the distance behind him, wondering if she was thinking of him at this very second the way he was of her. 
 
    Inhaling deep, he blew out the air slowly, trying to send some of his tension with it. He wouldn’t be able to go home just yet. There were several more properties he wished to view and potentially acquire, including the one he’d been sitting outside of for an hour.  
 
    For a long time, the dragons had been silent, and the other two great Houses had bought up much of the prime real estate of Plymouth Falls, establishing their control over the area. It was time the dragons began to challenge that. To show the young ones just how a city was truly built.  
 
    The wolves and the bears still had a thing or two to learn about real power. 
 
    Suddenly feeling like he needed more time to think, Aaric did up his seatbelt. Pushing the ignition button, he smiled as the engine came to life, the throaty rumble filling the inside of the cabin. A lot of changes had occurred in the century he’d been asleep, not all of them good—but some of them, he thought, putting the car into gear. 
 
    Some of them were good. 
 
    The dash lit up abruptly with the icon for an incoming phone call. Pushing a button on the steering wheel, he answered it. 
 
    “Hello, Francis,” he said, greeting his steward. There was only one person besides Parre who had his number, and the old dragon and his mate spent most of their days sleeping now. 
 
    It wouldn’t be long before— 
 
    Aaric shook his head, focusing on what his aide and friend was saying. 
 
    “You need to get over to the new property. Now.” 
 
    “I was just there last night.” Aaric froze, something about Francis’ tone getting through to his distracted mind. “Did you find out something on the person that was there?” 
 
    “No,” Francis said tersely. “But it’s on fire.” 
 
    Aaric blinked. “Did you say on fire?” 
 
    “Yes. I’m here now. It’s on fire.” 
 
    “What the fuck!” he growled, accelerating out of the parking lot, weaving his way through traffic, going from a near stop to sailing past traffic in a few car lengths. “The place is mostly concrete and metal. How is it on fire?” he wanted to know. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Francis replied. “But it’s burning real hot. It must have just started though, because the smoke is just starting to rise.” 
 
    “Francis,” Aaric said, drawing out his name. “Did you start a fire?” 
 
    There was an audible sigh. “Yes. I started a fire for no reason, now I’m calling you here to expose my arsonist inner self so you can just toss me into the fire and get rid of the evidence. That’s how much I hate working for you.” 
 
    Aaric chuckled, despite the news. “Alright, alright. Sorry, my friend. I’m just trying to find out who would set fire to—” He fell quiet as he had an unsettling thought. 
 
    “Aaric? What is it? Are you okay?” 
 
    “I’m fine, Francis,” he assured his aide. “Just…I’ll see you shortly, I’m a few minutes out.” 
 
    The old factory had been on the far side of town, usually ten minutes or more, even in Plymouth Falls. But Aaric wasn’t obeying the speed limits, his car dodging around vehicles as if they were parked.  
 
    Less than three minutes later, he screeched to a halt besides Francis’ thickly-built luxury sedan, a House Draconis-owned vehicle. Stepping out, he viewed the factory. 
 
    True to his word, the place was on fire. The blaze was licking up out of windows now, black smoke curling into the air. 
 
    “The fire department?” he asked. 
 
    “Another fifteen minutes,” Francis said. “Apparently, there was a house fire they were already attending to. On the exact opposite side of town.” 
 
    Aaric frowned thoughtfully. “Well that’s awfully convenient timing, now, isn’t it? A house catches fire just shortly before a big abandoned factory with nothing else close by goes up in flames. I wonder which one the fire department puts a priority on.” 
 
    His thoughts darkened as it became clear this was no accident. Whoever had done this, had done it on purpose. 
 
    Whoever. You know who it was. 
 
    “Are you just going to stand around there brooding?” Francis asked dryly. “Either tell me what it is you’re thinking, or, you know…”  
 
    Aaric turned an eye toward the other man as Francis waggled his fingers in the direction of the fire. 
 
    “Fine,” he muttered, walking forward. “You’re sure we’re clear?” 
 
    “Go inside just in case,” Francis suggested. “But be careful. Don’t ruin your suit.” 
 
    Grumbling about his over-protective nanny, Aaric walked toward the main factory building where the fire was strongest. The closer he got, the stronger the heat became. To most, it would drive them away, forcing them to seek shelter. 
 
    Not Aaric. For him, the fire was an old friend reaching out for an embrace. He welcomed it with open arms, basking in the wonderful glow of the blaze.  
 
    Then he reached out and took hold of the fire, feeling it pulse through his veins, burning. It was a living thing in its own way. Not sentient, no soul, but yet alive in a way most things on earth were not. Not many could feel that connection, but Aaric was one of them.  
 
    He was a fire dragon, and this was his element. The doors opened under a casual kick and he entered the building. 
 
    Flame shot out toward him, and he greeted it with an upraised palm. The inferno came at him with a shriek, but as it grew closer, it shrank in size, increasing in intensity to compensate.  
 
    It hit his hand, and then was absorbed into his skin. Scales appeared, outlined in fire as the energy of the flames filled him, starting at his fingertips and working its way back up his arm, and then out across his chest and entire body. His eyes grew yellow-orange as he called the fire to him, taking its essence. 
 
    A reflection in a nearby mirror caught his attention and Aaric turned to face it, seeing himself. The face that looked back at him was so bright it nearly blinded. The lines of his scales under his skin threatened to burn through to the surface, so bright was his body. 
 
    Then, just like that, the last of the fire disappeared into his palm, and the moment was over. Aaric inhaled, and then a small puff of smoke exited his nostrils as he exhaled, the energy raging with him, though it was calming by the second. 
 
    His skin slowly dulled as the scales faded, the light leaving them. The ovals of his eyes dimmed, and his pupils became visible once more, instead of one giant golden shape.  
 
    Tugging on his jacket, brushing it clear of some ash, Aaric turned and strode out of the building. 
 
    “There, are you happy?” he asked. “Old decrepit building saved.” 
 
    Behind him, the structure creaked, and then parts of it began to crumble as it collapsed in on itself. 
 
    “Sort of saved,” he corrected with a wince. 
 
    Francis shrugged. “Oh well, you tried your best.” 
 
    Nearby sirens signaled the imminent arrival of the fire department. 
 
    “Yes,” Aaric said slowly. “I tried my best. Just like someone else tried their best to burn it down.” 
 
    His fury grew, causing Francis to direct a stern warning look his direction. “With all the energy you just consumed, even the slightest emotion is going to have you dancing with flames. Maybe you should put those away for a bit, hmm? Stay calm. Collected. That sort of thing?” 
 
    “Maybe,” Aaric replied, shoving a hand into his pants pocket, withdrawing his phone, preparing to text the culprit of the fire. 
 
    Maybe not.
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    “Stop it,” she hissed after catching herself staring at the office phone again. 
 
    She’d been waiting for it to ring, knowing it was coming, dreading it—yet unable to do anything at all about it. Some things were…inevitable. 
 
    Yet so far, it hadn’t rung. Her anticipation, her nerves, they were all on edge, and it only grew worse. To the point Olivia began wanting it to ring, just so that she could get it over with.  
 
    Telling Mr. Martinez that she wasn’t making any progress on acquiring the property would be one of the more nerve-wracking things she’d ever done. He wasn’t the type to take failure well, she knew now. Hopefully, he would simply cancel their contract and ignore her. 
 
    But what if he follows through to destroy my business? To leave me with nothing? What then? 
 
    She swallowed hard. Angela didn’t deserve to be out of a job, but she suspected both of them would soon be looking for employment in another field. All because Olivia had been far too eager to sign a document, her own arrogance her downfall. 
 
    A phone went off. 
 
    Not her work phone, however, but her cell. Was Martinez calling her on that instead? He had the number, but he’d never used it before.  
 
    Then she realized it was a text message, not a phone call. From a private number. 
 
    Aaric. 
 
    He was the last person Olivia had expected to hear from. After he’d brought her back to the office the day before, it had been radio silence on his end, absolutely no contact. She’d assumed she’d blown it. 
 
    Blown what? There was nothing there to begin with. You just made a fool of yourself in front of him and anyone else that happened to be looking over. 
 
    She eyed her phone for several minutes, deciding whether to open the message and see what it said, or wait until later to respond. 
 
    Curiosity won out fairly quickly however, and she pulled it up. 
 
    “What the hell?” 
 
    Angela stuck her head in the door. “Everything okay, boss?” 
 
    Looking up, Olivia realized in surprise that she must have spoken louder than intended. “Um. Yeah. Everything is fine. Sorry, didn’t mean to say that so loudly.” 
 
    She bent over her phone, analyzing the message again. 
 
    I expected better of you. 
 
    “What the hell does that mean?” she wondered to herself, typing out a reply that said the same. 
 
    Within seconds, her phone went off again. 
 
    Never thought you would stoop this low. 
 
    Olivia scowled at her phone. “Really? You don’t talk to me for a day, and then when you do, you scold me for my actions yesterday like I’m a child? That’s not cool.” 
 
    It took you an entire day to come up with that rebuke? Next time, try just not talking after you drop me off. 
 
    She re-read the message, decided she didn’t care about the acidity of her words, even in text format, and hit the send button, throwing her phone down on the desk. 
 
    What games was Aaric playing at now? He didn’t seem the type that would be affected by something like yesterday. Quite the opposite, in fact. So, what had changed his mind, she wondered? What had spurred him to send those texts in the middle of the day? 
 
    Her phone went off, but she ignored it for the moment, not eager to read whatever evaluation of her actions he was going to come up with next. Why subject herself to punishment, right? 
 
    A second buzz was much harder to ignore. The curiosity was burning within her to find out what he’d had to say in response, and so with an impatient sigh at her lack of willpower, she snatched up the phone and read his message. 
 
    Just like you had an entire day to plan this.  
 
    You need to accept that it’s my property, and I’m not selling. If you keep this up, I’m going to turn you in to the police. 
 
    “What the fuck are you talking about?” 
 
    Angela’s head appeared again, pushing the door open. “You sure everything is okay in here, boss? You seem kind of…agitated.” 
 
    “I am,” she admitted. “But right now, I need to make a phone call. Thanks.” She smiled and waited until her assistant had closed the door, and then punched the call button next to his name in her phone. 
 
    An entire day to plan what? What is he talking about?  
 
    The phone rang twice. Then a third time. If the bastard let her go to voicemail, she was going to lose it over his pettiness. 
 
    At that moment, her work phone lit up with the silent red flashing of an incoming call. Could that be him, she wondered, calling on the work phone? 
 
    No, of course not. He didn’t have that number. Then again, it was publicly available. That would be inordinately childish, however, and she doubted that Aaric even had it in him. 
 
    “Hello?” 
 
    That was Aaric, on the other end of her cell phone, finally picking up the call.  
 
    “Hi,” she said, distracted by the number showing up on her work phone.  
 
    That isn’t a number from anywhere around here. It looks like… 
 
    She looked up, staring out of her door where Angela had picked up the call, knowing who it was. 
 
    “I have to go,” she said abruptly and hung up her phone. 
 
    This was it. This was the call she’d expected to come earlier this morning. 
 
    “Boss?” Angela stuck her head through the door again, not using the intercom this time. She looked a little unsettled. “It’s Mr. Martinez. He says he wants to speak to you about the deal.” 
 
    “Yeah. I’ll take it,” Olivia replied, trying to put on a strong front. The concern in Angela’s eyes told her she’d failed. 
 
    The phone was slowly blinking red, indicating the call was on hold. She had to pick up. Keeping Mr. Martinez waiting would not be a wise idea. Not with the news she had to give him. 
 
    Trying to keep the tremble from her hand as it shook at the prospective end of her career on the other line, she picked it up. 
 
    “Mr. Martinez,” she said, trying to sound like she was happy to hear from him. 
 
    “Miss Lawton,” came the cold, measured reply, with barely a trace of accent to betray his South American heritage. 
 
    At least, she assumed that was what it was, given his location and name. Maybe she was profiling him, however, given that she’d never actually seen what he looked like. 
 
    “Have you secured our property yet?” 
 
    There it was. No small talk, no preamble. Just straight to the heart of the matter. 
 
    “I’m working on it,” she said, mustering as much confidence as she could possess. “The other party that has bought it is proving to be much more reluctant to sell than I could have ever anticipated.” 
 
    There was silence on the other end for several seconds. When Mr. Martinez replied, his voice was as cold as an arctic night. “We had a deal, Miss Lawton.” 
 
    “I know, Mr. Martinez, I know. I’ll get the property. I just need more time. That’s all. A little more time.” 
 
    “Where I come from, when someone says that they will do something, and signs a contract, it is expected that they do it. I do not take the breaking of a contract lightly.” 
 
    Olivia swallowed. It wasn’t her fault! She had tried, but Aaric wasn’t willing to sell it to her. What was she supposed to do? 
 
    “I haven’t broken the contract, Mr. Martinez. I’ll get you the property. I’m still working on it. I can show you some other suitable sites, however, maybe ones that will work—” 
 
    “I do not want another site. I must have this one.” There was an audible sigh. “I fear I must take matters into my own hands.” 
 
    Click. 
 
    Olivia stared at the phone. What the hell was that supposed to mean? Take matters into your own hands? She wondered if she should be worried about her own safety. Having her reputation tarnished was one thing, but now Olivia wasn’t so sure that was all Edgar Martinez had in mind. 
 
    She slowly became aware that her cellphone was buzzing. Looking at it, she saw she had a missed call from Aaric—no surprise there—and also seven messages from him. 
 
    The number flicked to eight as she waited. 
 
    “This had better be good.”  
 
    Already rattled by the call from Mr. Martinez, Olivia was ready for a fight, for something she could sink her teeth into.  
 
    Face it, you want an argument you can win, because your new client is scaring the piss out of you. 
 
    It wasn’t untrue. However, the fact that Aaric was blaming her for something he seemed to think she had done was enough to get her irate all on its own. How dare that ass simply assume she’d done something to him. 
 
    Opening her phone, Olivia stared in shock at what she was seeing from Aaric. It was pictures, all pictures, in fact, no text, that simply showed the property she had been so desperately trying to buy. It was blackened, however, and smoking still. Like it had just been on fire. 
 
    Is that sonofabitch trying to accuse me of burning his precious abandoned building down?  
 
    Olivia was on her feet, shoving her phone into her purse before her brain caught up with her body. When it did, she only moved faster, the corners of her vision tinged slightly with red. If that asshole truly thought he could get away with something like this, then he was out of his mind. It didn’t matter how sexy he was; she was going to go give him a piece of her mind.  
 
    She needed to see him. To tell him where he could cram it. And also why he thought she would ever do something like that. 
 
    “Boss?” 
 
    “I’ll be back later,” she growled, and stormed out of her office, leaving a bewildered Angela behind her. 
 
    You’re going to be sorry you did this, Aaric. Very sorry. 
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    Aaric surveyed the property with a tired sigh.  
 
    It wasn’t the fact that the building was irreparable. He’d been planning to tear it down anyway. If anything, this would save him some money as crews could simply come in and begin cutting it up and hauling it away without having to worry about demolishing it. Time and money, he thought. The two most valuable currencies. 
 
    No, it was the persistent fire chief, who hadn’t left his side since showing up and ensuring the fire was actually out. 
 
    It was completely extinguished. Aaric didn’t miss. Firemen knew fire, but the flames were his partner. It was a completely different relationship. If a single flame had been left standing in the building anywhere at all, Aaric would have felt it. There was simply nothing left for the firemen to worry about, except the rest of the building coming down. 
 
    And that will conveniently fall later tonight, I think. Once it’s dark and nobody can see me in my other form. No sense in screwing around and waiting now. 
 
    “The fire just sort of…went out?” 
 
    Aaric sighed again. “Yes, sir. As I’ve been saying since you got here. The flames were starting to come out the windows as I arrived. They went higher and higher, and then just sort of died out. As if they’d run out of fuel to burn. Not all at once. It wasn’t magic,” he added with a wry chuckle, trying to diffuse the situation and reassure the Chief that he wasn’t making his story up. 
 
    “Of course not,” the fire chief scoffed. “But it’s still highly unusual.” 
 
    “You’re telling me,” he said with a laugh. “I watched it happen. But I promise you, it did happen. I’m not seeing things. I’m not that old yet.” He chuckled, reaching out to poke the Chief in the shoulder. “See, you’re real.” He leaned closer. “Aren’t you?” 
 
    They shared a laugh, which ended with the Chief shaking his head. “Well, I have to admit, I just don’t understand how that’s possible, given how big the fire was. But like you said, strange things happen sometimes.” 
 
    “That they do, Chief Harwood,” Aaric echoed, his gaze returning to the partially collapsed factory. “That they do.” 
 
    And I intend to find out how this all began. 
 
    “Just call me Ric. Do you have any further need for us?” 
 
    He shook his head. “No Ric. I’m having this whole place demolished anyway. Just going to bring in a wrecking ball and such. No need for your men to waste time checking structural integrity of anything. I’m razing it to the ground, going to rebuild from scratch.” 
 
    “I understand Mr…” 
 
    “Just Aaric,” he said politely.  
 
    Chief Harwood nodded, but then tapped a clipboard he held in one hand. “I understand, but the government,” he said. “Well, they want more information than that, you see.” 
 
    “Of course.” Aaric shrugged. What were the odds? “Aaric D-r-a-k-o-n.” 
 
    Ric wrote out the last name. Aaric watched the man as he read it, then started visibly, reread the name, then looked up at him. 
 
    “Drakon? Like, of the Plymouth Falls Drakons?” he asked quietly. 
 
    “One and the same,” he admitted, trying not to roll his eyes. There were times Aaric wished he could punch whichever part of him had assumed the chief wouldn’t recognize the name. 
 
    “Like, The Drakons, Ursa, Canis. Founding families of Plymouth Falls?” Chief Harwood was no longer looking at him with that confused, puzzled face about the fire, but something more like awed shock. 
 
    “Correct,” Aaric said, lowering his voice. “But I’d appreciate if you kept that between us as best you can. I don’t want rumors going around, you understand.” 
 
    “Of course. Of course. But, we thought you all died out,” Ric went on, scratching at his face. “Like, a hundred years ago.” 
 
    “Not so, Chief. Not so at all. We’re still here.” 
 
    “We? Are there more of you?” Harwood asked, looking around as if expecting the entire Drakon family to step out of the shadows. 
 
    “I hope there will be, Chief Harwood. I hope there will be.” 
 
    They both were distracted by sudden shouts from the far side of the pair of fire trucks. He exchanged a look of worry and surprise with Chief Harwood and then the pair of them ran over to see what was going on. Aaric almost forgot to hold back, but he remembered at the last second not to speed by the Chief. 
 
    You’re human. Act like it. Cameras everywhere, don’t forget that. 
 
    They cleared the ladder rig, and Aaric came to a dead stop. 
 
    “Chief,” he said in a strangled voice. 
 
    “You know her?” Harwood asked, looking at the woman in a long black coat struggling in the arms of a pair of firefighters, trying to get closer to the scene. 
 
    “I do.” Unfortunately. “I’ll handle this. Call it a payment for not spreading my name around to your crew or anyone,” he said with a wink. 
 
    “Absolutely. Fire is one thing,” Ric chuckled. “A fiery woman, well, we’re not trained for that.” 
 
    “Are any of us?” Aaric agreed, bracing himself as the Chief called out for his men to let her through. 
 
    At this point, the woman had oriented herself on the pair of men and, the instant the restraining arms disappeared, she began marching right over to them. 
 
    “You!”  
 
    “Run, Chief,” Aaric said under his breath. “Now.” 
 
    “Yup. On it.” Chief Harwood vanished faster than Aaric would have thought possible. 
 
    Smart man. 
 
    “How dare you!” the woman shouted. 
 
    “Hello, Olivia,” he said, his voice dry, unenthused. “What brings you back to the scene of your crime?” 
 
    In hindsight, it wasn’t the best way to start the conversation. 
 
    Olivia went apoplectic, her face burning red while a supernova of bright blue fury burned in her eyes. Her lips, once so luscious and plump disappeared into a thin line, like the blade of a dagger she was about to wield. 
 
    “I cannot believe the nerve of you,” she hissed in white-hot undertones. “The nerve. The sheer unapologetic nerve.” 
 
    “Prove me wrong,” he challenged. “Show me it wasn’t you.” 
 
    Her mouth opened and shut several times. “And how would you like me to do that? Hmm. Show you the tapes of me laying on my couch last night watching some stupid reality TV in my pajamas until I went upstairs to bed? Would that make you happy, spying on me like some creep?” 
 
    Aaric frowned. After several centuries of life, he liked to think he’d become half-decent at detecting when someone was lying. The trick, he’d learned, was to become just as good at knowing when someone was telling the truth. Master both arts, and then it became easier to know one from the other. 
 
    Everything he’d ever learned screamed at him that she’d actually done just that the night before. There was the mild embarrassment at admitting to what she’d watched. A lack of hesitation in spitting it out, and also the certainty in her challenge that if he had been spying on her, he would have seen just that. 
 
    “I dropped you off at two in the afternoon or whatever it was,” he said calmly. “There was plenty more time than just last night for you to see these up.” 
 
    Olivia looked around, confused. “These? What are you talking about? You only sent pictures of the factory. What else do you think I did now?” 
 
    There was something in her voice there, though. He frowned. Was she lying? What wasn’t she telling him about her efforts to acquire this property?  
 
    “I didn’t expect such tactics from you,” he said, deciding to ignore her question. She was hiding something, and he needed to find it out. Soon, before she tried something else. 
 
    Olivia hissed. “You are an unbelievable asshole, you know that?” 
 
    Watching the way her face scrunched up the angrier she got, Aaric felt something stir inside him. He wanted to stay angry at her. To show her that he was pissed she’d stooped to such levels, playing dirty. It didn’t become her. 
 
    But he couldn’t. Not when she kept getting hotter the more pissed with him she became. It was like a moth drawn to a flame. He should be stepping away, but he didn’t want to. He wanted more. 
 
    Pissing her off even more will eventually backfire on you though. Don’t push it. Not if you want to see her again. 
 
    Aaric frowned at himself. Since when had he wanted to see her again? Where did that idea come from? 
 
    “Listen,” he said, thoroughly not understanding the way his brain was working at the moment. He needed space. Some time to clear his thoughts and figure out what sort of voodoo magic this annoying real-estate agent was working on him. 
 
    “I’m listening,” Olivia said. “Still waiting to hear an apology from you.” 
 
    “Could you wait right there then?” he asked. “I need to go.” 
 
    “You’re joking. You don’t actually expect me to wait here for you, do you?” 
 
    Aaric stepped around her, confused, and more than a little unnerved by his desire to pick her up, throw her over his shoulder and carry her back to his House. It wasn’t just mere arousal either. It was… 
 
    “I gotta go,” he said abruptly. “Please don’t burn any more of my stuff down, okay?” 
 
    “Where are you going?” 
 
    “Space,” he mumbled, walking away hurriedly. 
 
    “Space?” he heard from behind him, though the words didn’t really register. “So, you’re an astronaut now too? Or is that some sort of joke about trying to get as far away from me as possible?” 
 
    Aaric didn’t respond. His mind was elsewhere. Focused on Olivia, not the present. He needed to think about her. To think about whatever was up with his brain. 
 
    Talking to her wouldn’t help. 
 
    His car came to life and he sped off. 
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    “He just left you there?” 
 
    Olivia nodded. “Yup. Just got into his ultra-fancy sports car and zipped away. Like I was nothing.” 
 
    “Did he say why?”  
 
    “Yeah.” Olivia reclined in her chair, staring at the ceiling.  
 
    The night had come and gone, and now she was back at work, sitting there venting about Aaric to Angela. It probably wasn’t the healthiest thing to do, bringing her personal issues into a work setting, but the truth of it was, Olivia didn’t know who else to go to. 
 
    Besides, Angela was a good person, and they had gone out for drinks several times before.  
 
    “He said he was going to space,” she repeated. “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “Going to space,” Angela wanted to know. “Or he needed space?” 
 
    “Either way, he wants to get away from me,” Olivia sighed. “What does it matter?” 
 
    “Well, one is because he doesn’t want to be around you. The other is because he needed to think about something. It could be anything. It could be the fire. Money. It could be you.” 
 
    Olivia was shaking her head slowly as her assistant spoke. “It could be space.” 
 
    Angela laughed. “Oh man.” 
 
    “What?” she asked, sitting upright, not sure she understood the tone completely. “What was that for?” 
 
    “You,” Angela said, her thick cheeks pulled back in a wide grin, teeth fully visible.  
 
    “What about me?” 
 
    “You can’t see it, can you?” 
 
    “See what?” Olivia growled. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    Angela chuckled. “You’ve got it bad, boss. Like, real bad.” 
 
    “Got what? I’m not sick.” 
 
    “Oh, and you’re in denial too. That’s so cute.” Angela reached out and patted her on the back of her hand. “But you need to accept it.” 
 
    “Care to be a good helper and tell me what it is I need to accept?” she asked dryly. 
 
    “You’ve got it bad for him, Liv. You like him. A lot, if I don’t miss my guess, based on the way you talk about him.” 
 
    Olivia’s chair slammed back into its upright position as she sat forward abruptly. “Excuse me?” 
 
    “Don’t get mad at the messenger,” Angela said, still laughing. “It’s written all over you. The way you care so much, your emotions, the fact you’re so caught up in this guy. If you could see this from my perspective, you’d be telling any of your friends the exact same thing. You’ve got the hots for him. Plain and simple.” 
 
    “Fuck off.” 
 
    Angela just laughed harder. 
 
    “That’s so not true,” Olivia denied hotly. 
 
    In her head though, she couldn’t forget the words. You like him. Was that the vibe she was giving off? That she was interested in the prick?  
 
    Sure, he was hot. Beyond hot, really. Almost too good-looking. It brought to mind the saying, ‘if it sounds too good to be true, it usually is’, and with Aaric, that was definitely the case. He was far too good-looking to actually be interested in her. 
 
    But Angela never said he was into me. Just that I liked him. Which is impossible. You take away his looks, and he’s just some arrogant dick, who… 
 
    Who had taken her to dinner, and then a lunch after, to make up for it, all while she’d basically thrown herself at him. He’d dealt with it and hadn’t left. He’d been polite every time she’d tried to get him to sell to her. Never rude. He’d held every door. Opened the car doors for her. 
 
    He had apologized profusely for dinner as well, after being late. For the most part, she had to admit, he’d acted like a gentleman. A few quirks, and some odd language choices, but overall, if she looked at it in a vacuum, he hadn’t been bad. 
 
    Until today. Today, things had changed, when he’d accused her of burning down his factory.  
 
    “You look like you’re having some serious contemplation over there,” Angela commented. 
 
    “Why would he think I would do something like burn down his property?” she said, answering the question with a question. 
 
    “Because it makes perfect sense?” Angela suggested. “You burn the property down, it decreases the value, even if he plans to demolish it. Higher insurance rates, etc. Less appealing. Maybe it makes him open to selling. Who is the only person that we know of trying really hard to get him to sell the property?” 
 
    “Me,” Olivia said heavily. “Fuck. Okay. But still, this asshole thinks that I would stoop to that level? Me? I’m ruthless in a negotiating room. That’s about it. I would never do anything like this.” 
 
    “I know that,” Angela agreed. “But to an outsider, I can easily see how he could make the connection. You have, um, been trying rather hard to get him to sell.” 
 
    Olivia arched an eyebrow. “We’re not going to talk about the other day. Bad choices were made.” 
 
    “And I take it he didn’t, uh, accept?” 
 
    “No,” she said. “Which I’m actually grateful for. I’m not sure I could have lived with myself if I did that. But at the same time, I don’t understand. He kissed me the night before. Why would he be so reluctant for more?” 
 
    Angela’s eyebrows shot up. “Excuse me? Tall, tanned and super-sexy made out with you and I’m just now finding this out?” 
 
    “Get your mind out of the gutter,” Olivia chastised with a laugh. “It was a kiss, nothing more.” 
 
    “Right,” Angela said with a snort. “Is that why your eyes are all of a sudden staring off into nothing, and you’re breathing a little deeper while you think of it? Hmm? Don’t pull that shit on me.” 
 
    “Okay, it was really good,” Olivia confessed in a rush. “But I screwed it up when he came here. I don’t think he’s interested.” 
 
    “Of course he’s interested. He just doesn’t want you to act so needy. He was interested when he saw you. Not the person he saw here the other day. That’s not who he wanted to kiss. So, he didn’t.” 
 
    “When you put it that way it makes a lot of sense,” Olivia admitted.  
 
    Could he really be interested in me? Am I interested in him? Shit. I need some space to think about this… 
 
    Just like Aaric had needed space before as well. Could it be the same? Or was it just coincidental? 
 
    Probably just coincidental. This is all probably just me over-thinking it, making things up in my head. 
 
    “I really was something else the other day, wasn’t I?” she said ruefully, thinking over the way she’d acted toward Aaric. How overt she’d been about what she was “offering” him. 
 
    Angela cringed a little. “Yeah. Yeah, kind of.” Then she leaned in, her features filling with concern. “Why are you so desperate, boss? We’re doing fine. Yes, the money from this deal would have been amazing. But we can manage without it. I’m just your assistant, and I’m not struggling. I know the finances here, we’re doing pretty well.” 
 
    “I signed the contract,” she said quietly. “With Northern Aspirations, Charters, Holding & Trading. I signed it.” 
 
    “Oh shit,” Angela whispered, sitting back. “And now you don’t have the property you said you’d get for them.” 
 
    “No, I don’t,” she agreed unhappily. “And Aaric isn’t going to sign it over.” 
 
    “How much will we owe them?” Angela wanted to ask. 
 
    “A lot. But we could probably get the money. But Edgar, the bastard, is threatening to destroy me. Ruin my reputation, ensure I never work in the industry again.” 
 
    “Asshole,” Angela snarled angrily. “What a fucking prick.” 
 
    “Tell me about it,” Olivia muttered. “But it’s my fault, Ang. It’s all my fault. I’m really sorry about it. I didn’t want to risk losing the contract to George or someone else. Plus, how often do I lose a property I really want? I thought it was a surefire thing, and now…now I’ve ruined us,” she moaned, burying her face in her palms. 
 
    “Have they done anything yet?” Angela asked, stabbing a finger onto the desk. 
 
    “No? Not yet. A few threatening phone calls. Nothing more.” 
 
    Angela nodded. “Right. So, we still have time then.” 
 
    “Time?” 
 
    Her assistant was still nodding, slowly, as if a plan was coming together in her head as she spoke. “To figure out how to get this new guy in town to agree to sell you his property. Without burning it down.” 
 
    “How are we going to do that?” Olivia complained, hopelessness closing in. 
 
    “The same way any good person in a position of power gets their way. We read the contract and loophole the shit out of it.” 
 
    “Which contract? With Martinez and his company? How will that help us?” 
 
    “Nope. Not that one. The one between Charles and this Aaric fellow.” Angela grinned. 
 
    “Has it been filed?”  
 
    “Only one way to find out,” Angela told her. “Let’s get to work.” 
 
    Olivia felt a spark of hope stir within her. She wasn’t alone now. Someone else was there with her, helping her find a way out of the mess she’d created. 
 
    “What did I do to deserve you?” she asked, pulling up the Plymouth Falls municipal website. 
 
    “Pay me a nice yearly salary that I don’t want to lose,” Angela answered. 
 
    The two of them smiled. 
 
    Yes, Olivia decided. They could do this. They would do this. 
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    “Here.” 
 
    Olivia looked up from the pile of papers on her desk.  “What is that?” she asked, her features brightening as the aroma hit her. 
 
    “I had some coffee and food delivered,” Angela confessed. “I looked up from my computer half an hour ago and realized just how long we’d been at this without a break. So, here’s some coffee. Have a sip.” 
 
    “Why must I stop at a sip?” she wanted to know with a smile. “Thanks, Ang. You’re amazing. I’ve been really grateful to have you on my team. If I haven’t already mentioned that.” 
 
    “You can always do it again,” Angela said. 
 
    They laughed, and some of the tension of the past twelve hours faded. They’d been at it all morning, afternoon, evening, and now late into the night. Paragraph after paragraph. Reading and re-reading. Discussing language of clauses. Trying to come up with some way to null and void the contract. 
 
    “You come up with anything?” she asked, though the answer would be the same. 
 
    “No. Nothing. Yet,” she added with a defiant look that said But I will. 
 
    “Me neither. Whoever this guy is, he’s good.” Olivia tapped the first page of the contract with a finger. “What kind of name is Drakon anyway? Aaric Drakon.” 
 
    Angela was looking at her funny. 
 
    “What?” she wanted to know. “Did I say something funny?” 
 
    “Right. You wouldn’t know,” Angela said suddenly. “You’re not from around here.” 
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    Angela plopped herself into the seat on the far side of the desk. “The Drakons are sort of local legends here, in a way.” 
 
    “Legends?” Olivia was confused. “He seems real enough.” 
 
    “Not like that. What I mean is, the Drakon family, along with the Ursa, and Canis family, are like, the founders of Plymouth Falls, I guess. Three families, all very secretive, don’t interact with us much, but they own a huge amount of town through various holding companies and fronts. You have to go through layers to find out they’re behind it, which is usually more work than we bother with the few times we’ve tried to buy or sell properties to them.” 
 
    “I see.”  
 
    “Anyway,” Angela continued. “The Drakons haven’t been heard from in nearly a century. It’s like they fell off the planet. Now that this guy’s back, I wonder if we’ll see more of them.” She frowned. 
 
    “What?” Olivia sat forward. “What is it?” 
 
    “Well, I wonder if maybe we should look into this Aaric a little more. See if he’s got all his proper paperwork filled out to be able to legitimately buy this property. After all, nobody has heard of him before. Where’d he get all this money?” 
 
    Olivia smiled. “Now we’re thinking!” 
 
    Before they could proceed, there was a heavy thudding at the door. 
 
    “Did you order anything else?” Olivia wanted to know, uneasy at the force being used on the door. “They seem awfully insistent.” 
 
    “Not a thing.” 
 
    Olivia frowned, pulling up the security cameras on her computer. Her office was a standalone single-story building. Not overly flashy, but she liked the space from any other businesses. It allowed her to set the tone of exclusivity she preferred to give her clients.  
 
    Now, on the camera that viewed the front of the office, she could make out four men outside. One of them lifted his fist as she watched and knocked on the door again. The other three stood nearby, one to the right of the knocker, and the other two directly behind each of them, in a square formation. None of the other three moved. 
 
    Weird. 
 
    Reaching for the phone, she pressed a button on it. “Who is it?” she asked, the phone connecting her to an outdoor microphone and speaker next to the door. 
 
    “I’m with Northern Aspirations, Charters, Holding & Trading.” 
 
    The two women exchanged glances. “It’s a bit late for business, don’t you think?” 
 
    “You’re still at the office.”  
 
    Angela frowned. “A real personality on that joker, isn’t there?” 
 
    “Yeah, he seems rather bored by all this, doesn’t he?” 
 
    “Just a little bit,” her assistant agreed. 
 
    Olivia punched the button again. “Please come back in the morning during business hours. Thank you all for coming by.” 
 
    The man looked up at her words, probably realizing he was on camera once she confessed to knowing there was more than just him. His face landed on the camera and stayed there for several seconds. Then he waved, a smile appearing on his face. 
 
    “Mr. Martinez was very insistent that I speak with you as soon as possible,” the man said. 
 
    Olivia took her finger off the button. “What should we do?” 
 
    On the screen, the man crossed his arms, and she could see his foot tapping on the stone walkway. He didn’t seem to care one way or another. 
 
    “I get the feeling they aren’t going anywhere. But I’m not exactly thrilled at the idea of having four strange men in the office at ten o’clock at night either,” Olivia admitted. 
 
    “Same.” 
 
    Olivia leaned forward and pushed the button again. “I’m sorry, but we’re closed. Please come back tomorrow after nine. We’d be happy to help you then.” 
 
    The man shook his head at the camera and extended a hand toward one of the others. 
 
    “This is weird,” Angela said. “The other three look like statues.” 
 
    As they watched, the one the leader had motioned toward pulled something out of his pocket. The leader opened it, took something out, and then went to work on the door.  
 
    “What’s he doing?” 
 
    Olivia barely managed to get the words out before they heard the chimes of the external door as it opened. 
 
    “Did he just pick my lock in ten seconds flat?” Olivia asked, fear starting to spike. 
 
    She reached out for her phone and started to dial the police. There was no point in taking chances. Before she could finish dialing, a finger descended on the ringer, pushing it down. The tone died. 
 
    Olivia looked up. He was there, in her office. 
 
    “How the hell did you get in here so fast?” she wanted to know, taken aback by his sudden presence. 
 
    Angela, still on the other side of the desk, all but launched herself into the wall as she too registered that someone was suddenly there, in the room with them.  
 
    “There will be no need for that,” the man said, taking the phone from her hand and setting it back down on the receiver. 
 
    “You just broke into my office,” Olivia snapped. “Tell me again why I shouldn’t call the police? And it had better be a damn good reason.” 
 
    “Because that would be…unfortunate.” 
 
    Olivia’s blood went still at his icy tone. There was no doubt in his voice about what he meant with that singular word. Things had just escalated.  
 
    I guess I will have to take things into my own hands. 
 
    That was what Edgar had said to her last. She’d assumed he meant he would have to talk to Aaric, taking over the negotiations directly. Now…now she wasn’t so sure. 
 
    “You can let her go,” she said, pointing at Angela. “She’s just my assistant. Brought me coffee, that’s about all she’s good for. She doesn’t know what’s going on.” 
 
    There was a rustle and one of the others appeared at the doorway. Olivia watched as he made eye contact with the leader, shook his head once, then disappeared. 
 
    “You’re lying to me,” the leader said quietly. “That’s not a good start.” 
 
    Olivia swallowed, her throat suddenly dry and constricted. “What are you going to do to us?” she wanted to know. 
 
    “Do to you? Why do you think we’re going to do something to you?” the man asked innocently. 
 
    Olivia just stared at him. She wasn’t going to play his games. It was obvious to all of them what she meant. 
 
    “You are going to get us that property,” the leader of the group of thugs growled. “You will do whatever it takes. Am I understood? Use any means necessary to you, to get him to sign the deed over to you, and therefore us.” 
 
    “Why do you care about this place so much?” she wanted to know. “Why does it have to be here? There half a dozen places in Plymouth Falls that are big enough for your proposed factory. Two of them are actually even better located. I could get any of them for you.” 
 
    “First, you said that about this place,” the leader said. “So, we don’t exactly trust your word. You seem to not care about breaking it. Secondly, this is the property we need. You will get it for us.” 
 
    “And if I don’t?” she challenged. 
 
    “Then you will be of no use to us,” the leader said bluntly. “Neither of you.” 
 
    That was the most bold-faced threat they had made yet. Get us the property, or we kill you. 
 
    “Um.” She didn’t know what else to say. 
 
    “You have twenty-four hours.” The leader just stared at her. 
 
    Olivia stared back. 
 
    “Twenty-three hours, fifty-nine minutes,” he said, emphasizing the fact that the clock was ticking. 
 
    Olivia looked around wildly. What the hell was she supposed to do? They had looked for hours and hours for some sort of loophole and come up with nothing. 
 
    Use every method at your disposal. 
 
    She groaned, suddenly understanding what they were telling her to do. 
 
    “I don’t even know if that will work,” she protested, looking up at him. 
 
    “Make it,” he growled, his eyes flicking over to Angela.   
 
    He didn’t say anything more, but the implication of what would happen if she didn’t was obvious enough for Olivia to understand. 
 
    “I can’t do that from here,” she said. “I’d have to leave. I have to find the owner and, um, convince him, to sell it.” 
 
    “Then go.” 
 
    She got up to leave but a thick arm blocked her way.  
 
    “What?” she snapped. 
 
    “Your cellphone. It stays here. You will not contact the police. Is that understood? That would be a very bad idea.” 
 
    One of the thugs entered the office and went to stand behind Angela. The unspoken threat was, once again, clear. 
 
    “I won’t,” she said. 
 
    But I’ll tell Aaric everything, and he can go to the police. 
 
    She handed over her cellphone and left the office. Twenty-four hours to find Aaric, tell him what was going on, see if he would just sell her the property to help her out, and if not, notify the police so they could solve the issue. 
 
    I can do this. 
 
    She would. Because Angela’s life was on the line if she didn’t. 
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    The headlights appeared again over a hill in the distance. 
 
    Aaric frowned to himself as he contemplated his options. Whoever it was behind him had been on his tail since sometime shortly after he’d departed Charles’ office. He’d received a call from him, asking to come by just as a thank you for his generous offer on the property. 
 
    Having no reason to say no, Aaric had gone. They’d enjoyed a fine meal, had some laughs, and then he’d gone on his way. Nothing had seemed amiss about the meal at all. But now he wondered if someone was watching either him or Charles. 
 
    The tail had been unnoticed at first, staying far enough back and changing lanes enough he hadn’t noticed it. But as the traffic quickly thinned as they drove through town, it became more apparent that whoever was driving was going the same way as he. 
 
    Now, this far out into the country, it was clear they were after him. There was one last farm on his left, and after that, there was nothing else on the road. It connected with a county highway farther on, but that road could be accessed from much closer to Plymouth Falls. Driving out this way would add an extra hour of drive time or more.  
 
    No, he was being tailed. The few glimpses he’d gotten of the car revealed it to be a newer model four-door sedan, but other than that, he couldn’t make out anything about it. The headlights made it tough for him to see detail, even with his vision. The glare at night was annoying like that. 
 
    It was unlikely whoever was piloting it was aware of what he really was, and so the danger to him was likely minimal. However, the fact that anyone was tailing him at all meant that the danger was greater. 
 
    Whoever it was knew who he was and wanted to find out more about him. It could just be some innocent history buff desperate to know more about the three founding families of Plymouth Falls, but he doubted it. Only two people knew his last name. Charles, and the fire chief. He couldn’t see either of them spilling the beans. That wasn’t their style. 
 
    “Who are you,” he muttered, pushing the pedal down. 
 
    His car leapt ahead at the sudden injection of fuel, the engine rumbling louder as his speed increased. Advanced vision and reflexes let him take the corners with a speed and skill his tail couldn’t hope to match. He quickly left his tail far behind. 
 
    He went along, eventually pulling into the driveway of Drakon Keep. He punched a button on his mirror and a signal went out to the gate, which started it retracting. He twiddled his fingers as it opened, and then began to drive through. 
 
    The honk of a horn stopped him. 
 
    “You have got to be kidding me,” he said, somewhat irritated as his tail, whoever it was, whipped around the turn off the road and came to a stop behind him, flashing the car’s high-beams at him. 
 
    Angry at being followed, but also somewhat impressed at the person’s determination to find him, Aaric got out of his vehicle. They were already this far. Now he was at the seat of his power. It was time to find out who wanted to find him so badly. 
 
    He extended a finger at the tail and crooked a finger at them.  
 
    “Get out of the car,” he called, his deep voice booming out through the dark. It was close to midnight now. This wasn’t random. 
 
    The other car kept running, the brightness of the headlights obscuring his view of the occupant. Whoever it was, they needed to get out now, before things got worse.  
 
    “Now!” he roared, taking a step toward the idling vehicle. 
 
    The engine shut off. The door opened, and the occupant stepped out. 
 
    “Olivia?” he questioned, jaw opening in astonishment as the straw-blonde real-estate agent exited the vehicle. 
 
    Right away, he could see she was trembling. 
 
    “What do you want?” he called. “Come to finally admit that I was right? That you did have something to do with the fire at my property? I know you weren’t telling me everything.” 
 
    The trembling stopped abruptly, and Olivia slammed her car door shut, stalking across the distance between them. 
 
    “You need to get it out of that big oafish head of yours, mister. I had nothing do to with that. Nothing. Zip. Zero. Zilch. Nada. Crap all. Nein. Am I making it clear yet?” 
 
    She stopped abruptly with about two feet separating them, her normally soft-blue eyes hardened into fierce sapphire as she glared up at him, waiting for an answer. 
 
    “Whether you set it or not, you’re hiding something from me,” he growled. “We both know it.” 
 
    Olivia looked away. “Listen, can we talk?” 
 
    “I thought that was what we were doing.” 
 
    Her glare intensified so quickly Aaric almost took a step back involuntarily. Catching himself, he returned the hard look, both firing lasers from their eyes like some sort of mutant, waiting to see who would break first. 
 
    “I meant, inside,” she bit off, her vision not wavering. 
 
    “Why would I want to bring you into my House?” he asked. “There’s a lot of flammable stuff in there.” 
 
    Olivia’s nostrils flared, and she took a half-step closer. “I. Didn’t. Do. It.” 
 
    “Then what is it you aren’t telling me?” he grilled, letting himself sway closer to her, using his height to try and intimidate her. 
 
    “Shockingly, you have no right to my personal life. Or any part of my life, really,” she said adamantly, her eyes never once wavering. 
 
    There was something going on here. Something he was missing. Olivia was usually hard-headed and stubborn, but she wasn’t usually so…feisty? So challenging. At least, not in his previous encounters with her. Before, he’d gotten more of an impression of a well-polished politician, just as able to use words as she was able in her actions. 
 
    This Olivia though, this Olivia looked hard. 
 
    That was it, he realized abruptly. She looked hard, but it was a brittle exterior. If he pushed much harder, it would shatter. She was hiding something, and whatever it was, it was forcing her to act this way. 
 
    “Why are you here?” he asked suddenly, changing the topic. “Why did you come to see me? We have nothing to discuss.” 
 
    “I’m not going to stand out here in the dark and talk,” she fired back. “Are you going to be a gentleman and invite me in? Or should I turn around and go back to Plymouth Falls?”  
 
    She came a half-step closer as she spoke. Aaric’s nose picked up her scent now, even with the wind at his back. It was… 
 
    Fearful? 
 
    What the hell was going on here? Why would she be scared to talk to him? He wasn’t going to hurt her. Not unless she attacked him. 
 
    Coming to full alert, he quested out with his senses, scanning the area around them, listening for even the slightest sound. A boot on gravel or creaking of a branch. The rustle of leaves as someone dragged a heel through them. A heartbeat hidden in the car. 
 
    But he couldn’t hear anything.  
 
    “Why are you scared of me right now?” he asked, stepping forward inside her circle of space, his hands sliding up into her armpits. “Are you going to attack me?” 
 
    He patted her down without waiting for approval, checking for weapons, all the while ready to use his strength to put her down if need be.  
 
    “Attack you? What are you talking about?” Olivia yelped, pushing his hands away. “Get your hands off me. I didn’t say you could touch me.” 
 
    “I’m searching you for weapons. Calm down.” 
 
    “Weapons? Why the hell do you think I’m here?” 
 
    Aaric stepped back. “Why are you here?” 
 
    Olivia closed her eyes, taking in a deep breath and then exhaling it slowly. “I need to talk to you. Can we please go inside?” 
 
    “Fine. Your car stays here. You ride with me.” 
 
    “Whatever,” she muttered, moving past him to the passenger side of his car and opening the door. Without waiting for him, she got in. 
 
    A second later, the horn beeped. “Let’s go!” she called from the interior. 
 
    Thoroughly confused and more than a little intrigued, he walked back over, surveying the exterior one last time for any sort of trap. 
 
    “You sure are paranoid,” she muttered as he got in. 
 
    “I have my reasons,” he informed her. 
 
    “Are you going to tell me?” 
 
    “Probably not,” he said, then fell silent, guiding the car along the driveway up to the house. 
 
    “Oh my,” Olivia gasped as they exited the trees. 
 
    “Welcome to my home,” he said gently, as the grandeur of Drakon Keep spread out before them. 
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    “This is your house?” she gasped. “It’s a castle.” 
 
    Olivia didn’t feel it was an exaggeration. The stone edifice rising up out of the ground would have given most medieval-era castles a run for their money. It was massive. She counted at least six stories, and half a dozen minaret’s as well, not including the giant tower that thrust up from the center, with the others spread out in a six-sided star around it. 
 
    “Welcome to Drakon Keep,” Aaric said. 
 
    “Drakon Keep. Yeah, accurate name,” she mumbled. “Where’s the moat?” 
 
    “Oh, we got rid of it a few centuries back,” he explained. “It was impractical, and ultimately, because it froze in the winter, unnecessary. So, we just filled it in.” 
 
    “Very funny,” she said with a laugh. “This place is massive.” 
 
    “It can feel like that sometimes,” he agreed. “But other times, it feels just cozy.” 
 
    She looked at him sideways, wondering how something so big could feel cozy, but he didn’t seem to be pulling her strings. 
 
    The car took a turn off the main driveway, following a smaller roadway around the back of the Keep where it dove down underground. Something she could only describe as a true castle-like portcullis rose up as they approached, all steel and grated, but rising with modern fluidity. 
 
    Then they were among the underground garage. The lights must have been sensor-driven, because sections lit up as they approached them. 
 
    “Holy shit.” Olivia just stared. The space seemed to go on forever. Most of it was empty, but as they slowed down, she saw they were approaching a space with a number of exotic and luxury vehicles occupying it. “Are these all yours?” 
 
    “Yes,” he answered, without going into detail. 
 
    “I have no idea you were so, um, rich,” she finished lamely as he parked the car and they got out. 
 
    Aaric looked around uncomfortably. “I try not to advertise it much.” 
 
    “Right,” she said, stretching the word out while running her eyes over the fleet of hyper-cars and extreme luxury vehicles. “Very low-key.” 
 
    “So, I like cars,” he muttered. “I’m allowed to have a passion.” 
 
    “Nobody said you weren’t passionate,” she muttered without thinking, her brain remembering their kiss, in a parking lot filled with much more mundane cars. 
 
    Abruptly realizing what she’d said, Olivia bit her lip and looked down at her watch, checking the time. There was no rush. She’d gotten lucky, locating Aaric that very night. They could still do this. All she had to do was not alarm him and ask for his help. 
 
    So why haven’t you already blurted out why you’re here? What are you doing, girl? You could have told him at the gate. Just told the truth. 
 
    “Got anything to drink?” she said abruptly, trying to cut the tension between them. 
 
    It didn’t help that Aaric was still staring at her, looking superb in his three-piece suit. God, why was it that when men decided to add a vest to a suit, that they just took everything to another level? It wasn’t fair. 
 
    “Yes. This way,” Aaric said, and she followed after him. 
 
    A very old-looking door creaked open, the gate retracting into the wall, revealing a rather small box. 
 
    “Elevator,” he informed her politely, stepping in, then gesturing for her to follow. 
 
    Olivia entered, the two of them crowding the space. She was abruptly aware of his presence. His smell invaded her nose and she drank deep, enjoying the rich masculinity of it. It was the aroma of the outdoors, mixed with just the faintest bit of sweat that somehow made it all the richer. Not rank sweat, but… 
 
    Stop it. Stop it right now. If you’re finding the smell of his sweat attractive, you’ve got a problem. Focus. Remember why you’re here. 
 
    The elevator jolted into motion without warning and she stumbled off-balance. Thick arms reached out and wrapped her up in their muscles, preventing Olivia from falling or slamming into the door. 
 
    “Sorry,” Aaric said, his voice rumbling through her shoulder where it rested against his chest. 
 
    “No, it’s fine,” she mumbled, extricating herself from his arms, throat drier than the Sahara all of a sudden. “Thank you.” 
 
    “I need to get it replaced with something more modern, but I…I like its charm.” 
 
    “Very charming,” she said, the words rushing out of her. 
 
    Remember. Use whatever method it takes. Every means at your disposal, to get that property. 
 
    The words of Martinez’ thug echoed in her head.  
 
    No. She wouldn’t do that. Couldn’t do that. 
 
    Aaric’s hand landed on her shoulder, holding her tight as the elevator shuddered to a stop. Without thinking, she reached up and placed her hand on top of his. 
 
    Don’t do it. Don’t… 
 
    Turning around, Olivia placed her other hand on his chest and shoved him backward, advancing on him.  
 
    She wasn’t thinking straight. Couldn’t figure out what she was doing. Yet she kept going, kept pushing until Aaric was pressed against the elevator wall. 
 
    Powerful fingers gripped her jaw, tilting her head upward. “Olivia,” he said. 
 
    The way her name rolled off his lips was heavenly. The thick timbre, the movement of his lips, those lips she knew tasted so good, and that had kissed her so hard.  
 
    “Again,” she whispered. 
 
    Aaric frowned. 
 
    “My name. Say it.” 
 
    “Olivia.” 
 
    Her spine trembled at the sound. 
 
    “I thought you wanted to talk,” he added as one arm slid around her waist. 
 
    “I did,” she mumbled between lips that seemed to refuse to obey her commands. “I do.” 
 
    “What do you want to talk about?” Aaric asked, leaning down toward her. 
 
    Her reply was lost in his lips as they grazed hers at first, then smashed hard against her as the final string holding them back broke.  
 
    Olivia gasped as Aaric flexed his strength, scooping her up from the ground and pinning her to the wall of the elevator, the tiny cage shaking from the impact. 
 
    “Aaric,” she moaned, his heated breath splashing across her neck, igniting the skin there moments before he buried his teeth in it, sending jolts of electricity racing down her spine and between her legs. 
 
    “Olivia.” 
 
    She couldn’t help herself, she moaned wordlessly at the way he growled her name. Just hearing him say it turned her on.  
 
    Fumbling fingers got the buttons to his suit jacket undone, and then a moment later his vest, but she lost track of what she was doing when his mouth returned to hers. Her lips parted, and their tongues danced across their counterpart, soft, warm and promising of other things to come. 
 
    “Where—” Aaric started to say, but she stopped him with a finger to his mouth. 
 
    “Here,” she said, fingers fumbling with the much smaller buttons of his shirt. “Right here.” 
 
    Aaric set her down carefully. For a moment, Olivia was dismayed, but then his hands went to her clothes. Together they undressed the other, eyes locked. Her fingers could find the buttons and undo them just fine, though she trembled as more and more of her shirt parted, revealing the boring black bra underneath. 
 
    Then she watched the way Aaric’s face lit up, his strange golden eyes seeming to come alive a bit more with every inch of her skin that he could see. 
 
    “So sexy,” he growled, pulling her shirt down from her shoulders as the last button slipped free. 
 
    Olivia bit her lip as fingers traced their way up her spine, and a moment later her bra unclipped and fell forward. Slowly, tenderly, Aaric stripped her to the waist. He paused for just a moment, just long enough for self-doubt to start to fill her. 
 
    “Unbelievable,” he groaned, his hands finding her waist before sliding up, while his mouth closed around one of her hard nipples, alternating between sucking it and running circles around it with his tongue. 
 
    Leaning her head back against the tiny elevator’s walls, she basked in the attention for just a moment. That was all the time she had before Aaric dropped a hand between her legs, running his fingers up the inside of her thigh all the way to the peak. 
 
    She was on fire by this point, and the slightest hint of a touch was enough to cause her to jerk unsteadily. So, when two of his fingers traced their way up across her clit, exerting a solid pressure, she gasped and spasmed. 
 
    Fabric tore, and she realized abruptly that her hands had been clenching onto his mostly undone dress-shirt, the last few buttons still done up. When he’d touched her, however, she’d ripped them free. 
 
    “Oh shit, I’m sorry I—” 
 
    Aaric just laughed, and smothered her apologies in more kisses, silencing her for the moment. His fingers returned to between her legs, and in seconds Olivia had completely forgotten the damage to his shirt. 
 
    She wanted him. Had wanted him, she realized, since the day they’d met, though only now was she finally admitting it. Her body ached for him, for Aaric.  
 
    “I need you,” she moaned, trembling with every caress of her clit, each swipe of his finger bringing her more pleasure, pushing her ever so closer to the edge. “Please.” 
 
    Aaric stopped what he was doing, and in the blink of an eye, had her pants undone and was pulling them and her boring black thong to the ground. 
 
    Why couldn’t I have worn something more exciting today?  
 
    “Now this isn’t fair,” she giggled as he stepped back to drink her in with his eyes, something Olivia wasn’t entirely used to. With her curves and thickness, the men who had been in her life didn’t often take the time to stop and look. 
 
    Aaric, however, was staring. Flat out staring, his eyes wide. She could see his pants growing tighter as his cock grew harder. 
 
    “Glorious,” he said in a low, deep voice. “So lush.” 
 
    He finished the last word in a growl and once again his hands gripped her waist and lifted her from the floor, pinning her to the wall. 
 
    This time, she wrapped her legs around him, uncaring of how exposed it made her feel. She was somehow comfortable around him. Beyond comfortable. 
 
    “How are you going to take your pants off like this?” she challenged between kisses. “It’s not so fair that I’m naked and you aren’t, you know. I want you too.” 
 
    To emphasize her point, she pushed one hand between them, below his belt and ran her fingers and then her palm across the very evident bulge of his cock. 
 
    It was hard. So hard she could feel its entire length and thickness.  
 
    “Everything okay?” Aaric wanted to know as he shifted his grip, using one hand to hold her up from below, instead of two hands from the sides. 
 
    “Oh yeah,” she mumbled, biting her lip. “Just fine.” 
 
    She lost herself in his lips some more, until she heard his pants drop free. Then there was no more time to think about it, because Aaric had both hands back around her waist, and was lowering her onto him. 
 
    “Oh my God,” she moaned as the tip of his cock found her entrance. 
 
    Aaric hissed. “You’re so wet.” 
 
    “Yeah. Just a little,” she confirmed with a laugh. “You have that effect on—ohmygod.” 
 
    Her words were cut off as he slipped inside her, several inches of his thick cock spreading her open. “More,” she gasped. The tease had only intensified her need to have him inside her, to take him entirely. It was a burning, pulsing ache that threatened to turn to real pain unless she got what she wanted and got it now. 
 
    Aaric lowered her a little more, and Olivia’s eyes rolled back into her skull, resting the back of her head on the elevator. “Oh, fuck, Aaric. Oh fuck.” 
 
    He was big. Her body trembled. 
 
    “More,” she ordered, barely able to get the word out. “More.” 
 
    She didn’t know what happened next. Whether he lowered her all the way, she slipped, or what happened, but more cock than she’d ever experienced filled her, and the world disappeared as she closed her eyes. 
 
    Her body exploded. Everything clamped down around Aaric, and he grunted in surprise. “Holy shit, Olivia.” 
 
    Hearing him say her name tight with pleasure and arousal sent her into overdrive. She writhed in his grip, head buried in his chest while her body jerked uncontrollably. Pleasure flooded out from between her legs, filling her entire body, blasting it and her mind into mush. 
 
    “Aaric!” she cried, nails digging tight into his neck. “Fuck me, Aaric.” 
 
    He gripped her waist and lifted, then settled her back down. Slowly. Too slowly. 
 
    “No,” she moaned needily. “Faster. Harder. Please.” 
 
    Cable-like arms flexed, and Aaric pulled her away from the wall. He held her upright, then pulled her off his cock. She whimpered at the emptiness he left behind, but it was short lived as he set her down on her feet, in full control of her body. 
 
    “Face the wall,” he commanded, his voice deep and expecting obedience. 
 
    Olivia spun, spreading her palms on the elevator wall, sticking her ass out toward him in a wordless beg for him to enter her again. 
 
    Obliging, Aaric stepped up to her. She was so wet he slid right in, until she thought she couldn’t take it anymore. Then he pushed a little deeper, his hips pressed into her ass. 
 
    “Yess,” she hissed as his hands closed around her waist from behind. “Take me.” 
 
    And Aaric did. He wasted no time, fucking her hard, sliding all the way out before ramming his cock back home. Every time she cried out, sometimes just noise, other times shouting his name. She’d never been used like this, someone else in complete control. She couldn’t be, her brain didn’t respond. All it did was cum. 
 
    Over, and over. Sometimes, it was from the feeling of Aaric deep inside her. Other times, he reached around and played with her clit until she gushed. But never did he stop thrusting, stop fucking her. 
 
    “Olivia,” he moaned, and somehow, she knew from the tightness in his voice that he was near the end. 
 
    “Do it,” she commanded, regaining control of her body. Pulling away from him, she dropped to her knees in front of him. Her hand wrapped around his shaft, feeling the slickness of her own juices, which she used to stroke him swiftly. 
 
    It was all he needed. Olivia watched, looking up at Aaric as his face contorted. A second later he groaned loudly and his cock jerked in her hand. Thick, warm liquid splashed out across her breasts. 
 
    She gasped in delight and kept stroking him, using both hands as he shot jet after jet across her skin, trailing fire wherever it landed. 
 
    Finally, he shivered and a hand weakly waved at her to stop.  
 
    Biting her lip, she watched his cock pulse several more times. Feeling naughty at what they’d just done, she reached out and took the last bit hanging from his tip and added it to the already copious amounts covering her breasts and collarbone. 
 
    “Well,” she said, sitting back against the elevator as Aaric sagged down next to her, both of them spent. “That was fun.” 
 
    Aaric looked at her, then he began to laugh. 
 
    A few moments later, she started to share in it, her chest shaking.  
 
    A bit later still, she leaned over, still tired, resting her head on his shoulder. 
 
    “If this is what you wanted to talk about,” Aaric said softly, “You can come over to chat anytime.” 
 
    Olivia hissed as her brain snapped back into place, and guilt flooded her mind. 
 
    What had she done? She was here, sleeping with tall and handsome, while back at the office, Angela waited at the mercy of Martinez’ thugs! 
 
    “Olivia?” Aaric asked, sitting up. “Olivia, is everything okay?” 
 
    Trembling, she shook her head. 
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    He frowned. 
 
    “What is it? Was it bad?” he asked, jumping to the first thought in his mind. “Was it too hard? Did I hurt you?” 
 
    He thought he’d been careful to rein in his strength, to keep it contained. It was always a little tougher during intense moments such as sex, but he couldn’t recall her having cried out. Not in pain at least. 
 
    “No,” she said, looking down at her chest, where the evidence of their encounter was drying on her skin. “No, of course not. That’s not it at all,” she moaned. “It was great. It’s just…I should never have done it.” 
 
    “Oh,” he said sourly, looking away. “I get it.” 
 
    “You do?” she asked, sounding surprised. 
 
    “Yeah. I do. There’s someone else. I understand.” 
 
    Olivia sputtered. “What? No, that’s not what I meant at all! There’s nobody else. Just you. I mean, I didn’t mean it like that. Not that, like, you’re the you, or that it’s you. That you’re you. I mean…” she trailed off. 
 
    “I don’t understand,” he said bluntly. “I’ll be honest, this caught me off guard. I…I thought you hated me. Was this a hate-fuck? Is that what this was?” 
 
    “Maybe,” she muttered. “No. No it wasn’t. I wanted that too.” 
 
    “So, what is it? What’s going on?” 
 
    She shifted, removing her head from his shoulder, much to his dismay. Aaric hadn’t realized how much he enjoyed being so close to her. How much he craved her touch, her presence. 
 
    “Well.” Olivia looked at him, then looked away. 
 
    “Well what? Come on, what is it. Just tell me, so that I can help you.” 
 
    She slumped down a little lower, inching away from him as well. “Can you sell it to me now?” 
 
    Aaric’s eyebrows shot upward as he barely made out the whispered words. 
 
    “I’m sorry, did you just ask if I’ll sell you the property now? After we’ve had sex?” He stiffened. “Oh, I get it now. This was a bribe, wasn’t it?  You give me your body, I give you the property. Something like that?” 
 
    “No,” she moaned, burying her head in her hands. “But I need it. Please. I’ll do anything.” 
 
    “I think you’ve already done everything,” he said nastily. “And I’m still not selling.” 
 
    He went to get up, but a hand grabbed at his wrist. “Aaric, wait.” 
 
    “What now? What lie are you going to tell me next, hmm? God, I can’t believe I was so stupid that I thought you might actually want to sleep with me. That you might not hate me.” 
 
    His cheeks burned as he admitted his thoughts. Thoughts he hadn’t realized he wanted to be the truth until he spoke them aloud, but his thoughts nonetheless. 
 
    “I don’t hate you,” Olivia moaned, and she got up.  
 
    It was awkward, the two of them arguing, while her breasts were still covered in his seed. He felt strangely vulnerable and aroused all at once, and honestly didn’t know how to act. 
 
    “Maybe you don’t hate me, but you just tried to bribe me with sex, like it was some sort of currency.” 
 
    “No!” she cried, shaking her head. 
 
    Aaric frowned. There were tears forming in her eyes now.  “Olivia, what the hell is going on?” he demanded, stunned at the turn of events. 
 
    “I screwed up,” she said at last. 
 
    “Yeah, I know.” 
 
    “Not with you,” she said, then stopped. “Well, also with you. But I screwed up bad, Aaric. Really bad. I don’t know where to go.” 
 
    Something was wrong, he could tell. Something that he wasn’t aware of. Could this be what she hadn’t been telling him before? Whatever was it that was driving her to such desperate lengths? 
 
    “I need your help,’ she whispered, blue eyes pleading with him for understanding. 
 
    “Tell me everything,” he ordered, taking one of her hands. “No more secrets.” 
 
    Olivia shuddered, taking in a shaky breath. “Okay. No more secrets.” 
 
    “Now, start from the beginning.” 
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    The beginning. 
 
    She closed her eyes, both to help with her memory recollection, but also to avoid seeing the judgment on his face. Judgment of her. 
 
    “It all started the morning before the auction. It was like any other day, I had no reason to think anything was out of the ordinary, you know?” 
 
    “I understand.” There wasn’t any empathy in his voice, but neither was he moving. 
 
    Olivia felt suddenly exposed, and she crossed her arms over her breasts. Immediately, she regretted that decision as the almost-dried remnants of Aaric’s cum stuck to her forearms. 
 
    “We’ll get you a shower after,” Aaric said. His lips never twitched toward a smile. 
 
    At least he isn’t laughing at my expense and is willing to hear what I have to say. 
 
    “I got a phone call,” she continued, shifting uncomfortably, unable to cover up her naked body. “From a man named Edgar Martinez. He represented a company from South America. They wanted to build a plant here, a manufacturing plant. It was a big one.” 
 
    “So, you said yes.” 
 
    “Of course, I said yes,” she growled. “It would have provided nearly fifteen hundred jobs to the community. A multi-million-dollar investment. This was the biggest thing Plymouth Falls would have seen in decades. It would have spurred a whole new era of growth in our town. We needed it. And I was going to be the one who made it happen.” 
 
    “What did this Martinez want from you?” Aaric rumbled suspiciously. 
 
    “He forwarded me a contract. I was to secure the property, and help his company develop it. A joint partnership. He wanted someone local to work with, that would have a reason to make sure it proceeded smoothly.” 
 
    Aaric’s jaw worked. “He offered you money to help, in other words.” 
 
    “Yes. A lot of money. It seemed like a no-brainer. I’m the biggest agent in town. Everyone knows me. I get what I want,” she said.  
 
    The words had been her mantra for years, but now they felt hollow, empty. She hadn’t gotten a single thing she wanted. 
 
    “So, what happened?” 
 
    “He sent over a contract. I signed it, not wanting to risk that he would go somewhere else.” 
 
    Aaric’s head nodded, and she could see him processing the information. “And then you went to Charles to buy the property, only to be rebuffed. And now you’re desperate, because that contract is a legal document. This Edgar person will be able to exploit you for it. Damages, bad press, you name it. Am I right?” 
 
    “Bang on,” she said. “That’s what I thought too.” 
 
    “Thought?” Aaric’s expression grew more intense. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “That was before several angry, threatening phone calls. And before four men I can only describe as hired thugs barged into my office after-hours and threatened both my life and the life of my assistant if I didn’t use every means at my disposal to get the property.” 
 
    Aaric’s eyes glowed gold as he shook. “Someone threatened you?” he rumbled dangerously. “Someone made a threat on your life?” 
 
    “And my assistant,” she said, guilt filling her. “And then I had to find you. Because they took my phone. Then I tailed you out here. I was hoping you could call the police. The FBI maybe, I don’t know. Someone to go in there and rescue Angela, and deal with this asshole.” 
 
    She was trembling now. Aaric reached out to her. 
 
    “I need you to answer one question, with complete and utter truth,” he said heavily. 
 
    “Anything,” she said. “Anything at all. No more lies. No more games. It’s all out there now, you know how badly I’ve fucked up.” 
 
    “This,” he said, gesturing back and forth between them. “Just now. What was that?” 
 
    “That was me being weak,” she said. “Giving into a temptation at the complete wrong time. That was me satisfying an urge, while my assistant is fearing for her life. That was me getting my brains fucked out while four men wait to snap her neck.” She glared at Aaric. “There? Are you happy now? Go ahead, judge me. I guarantee you, it’s no worse than I’m already judging myself. I don’t give a shit.” 
 
    “So, you didn’t sleep with me in an attempt to use your body to get what you wanted?” 
 
    She stared at him. “No. I just said that. I almost did the other day, at lunch. I had a moment of weakness. I acted like an idiot. But not now, not today. That was something else. Something lingering from the parking lot, I guess. I didn’t expect it.” 
 
    “Okay. I believe you.” 
 
    Olivia brightened in surprise. “You do? You believe me?” 
 
    “Yes. And I’ll help you.” 
 
    Her spirits soared. “You will? You mean, you’re going to sell me the property?” 
 
    Aaric shook her head and everything crashed back down. 
 
    “No, I’m not selling it to you. I need it. But there are other ways I can help.” 
 
    “Like what?” she challenged. “That’s the only option.” 
 
    “No,” Aaric said slowly. “There might be another.” 
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    Olivia was thoroughly confused. 
 
    “Another option?” she asked slowly. “Like what? You mean calling the authorities? The police. Maybe the CIA? NSA? Who should we call? They only gave me twenty-four hours, so we can’t take too long.” 
 
    Aaric frowned. “Twenty-four hours? As of when?” 
 
    She looked at her watch, one of the few things she was still wearing. “As of four hours ago.” 
 
    “Still twenty hours then,” Aaric said slowly. “Plenty of time.” 
 
    Olivia was growing more confused. “More time for what? What is it you’re planning?” 
 
    “I’m planning on getting your friend back,” he stated, speaking with a confidence that stunned her. 
 
    “These are hired criminals, Aaric. They probably have guns. Training. They’ll shoot you without thinking, I’m sure of it.” 
 
    To her surprise, Aaric pulled her close, uncaring of what was on her skin. He kissed the top of her forehead fiercely. 
 
    “There are things you don’t know about me either, Olivia. I can help them, trust me on that.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes. “Oh, secrets, eh? Is this where you drop your voice and say, ‘I am Batman’ or something ridiculous?” 
 
    “No,” Aaric said with a smile. “This is where I pick you up.” 
 
    Olivia yelped as he put action to word. “And then I take you to my room, and we shower. Because nothing is going to happen while either of us looks like this.” 
 
    “Are you sure this is the right time for that?” she asked as he padded out into a huge hallway, with high arched ceilings that practically faded into darkness, they were so tall. 
 
    “Positive,” he rumbled, the word pulsating through her body from the vibrations in his chest. “We’re both covered in ourselves and in each other. We need to get cleaned up.” 
 
    “Then will you tell me what’s going on?” 
 
    “Unlikely,” he said. 
 
    “I don’t like that,” she pouted, her arm around his neck.  
 
    Despite that, despite the secrecy, she felt a sense of calm descend over her. To her surprise, Olivia realized she trusted Aaric. That she believed him when he said he could handle this.  
 
    “This is crazy, you know that, right? You’re not some armored vigilante. Call the police.” 
 
    “After,” he agreed. “But nobody threatens you and gets away with it,” he growled, his eyes staring ahead, doing that strange thing where they seemed to glow even more golden than usual. 
 
    Olivia shivered. “What are you going to do to them?” 
 
    Aaric didn’t respond right away. When he did, there was a gravity to his voice she’d not heard before. “I’m going to ensure they know to stay far, far away from you, your assistant, and this town. They aren’t welcome here.” 
 
    “But what about the factory?” she moaned. 
 
    “If Plymouth Falls needs jobs,” he said. “Then I’ll bring them jobs. Me. Aaric Drakon. My family founded this town. We’ll look after it if it’s suffering.” 
 
    “Um. Okay,” she said, not sure what else to say to that. “Thank you?” 
 
    “It’s my responsibility, there’s no need to thank me.” 
 
    Olivia was starting to realize there was a lot more to Aaric than the arrogant exterior she’d thought at first, or the extreme good looks. There was a heart in there, someone who cared. Not just about her, though she was starting to get that impression, but also about the town. 
 
    What other layers did he possess? 
 
    “What do we do now?” she wanted to know. “I mean, after the shower.” 
 
    Aaric didn’t respond at first, walking them down hallways, most of them dimly lit. Doors passed on either side, the walls in between filled with portraits, paintings, statues and carvings. 
 
    “Does Drakon mean dragon?” she asked after the twentieth image of a dragon. 
 
    “Yes,” he said quietly. “It does. We…uh, we like them.” 
 
    “I can see that.” She laughed. “I have a friend who likes unicorns. Her place looks like yours. I mean, much smaller of course, and no dragons. But lots of unicorns. Lots. She’s a bit kooky. Should I be worried about you?” 
 
    What a question to ask while he’s got you naked, in his arms. 
 
    “Uh, no. I’m pretty sure I’ve got it all together,” he said. “But if you see anything, let me know.” 
 
    “Anything out of the ordinary?” she asked as they stopped in front of door that looked no different than all the others.  
 
    “Yes,” he said, pushing open the door to reveal a brightly lit room with other doors and openings branching off from it. 
 
    “Like, being all mysterious and saying you’re going to “handle” four tough bad guys all on your own? ‘Cause that’s not exactly ordinary. Most people call the police for that.” 
 
    “I’m not most people,” Aaric rumbled, bringing her into the bathroom. 
 
    “Yeah, I’m picking up on that,” she agreed, looking around at the brightly lit room and its gorgeous white tile marbled with black throughout. It looked expensive. 
 
    “Hopefully in a good way,” Aaric teased, walking them straight into the shower. 
 
    “This shower could fit ten people in it,” she said, taking a seat on a bench in one corner of the glass-walled enclosure in the middle of the room. 
 
    “I like space,” Aaric chuckled, punching some controls on the far wall. 
 
    Water sputtered and began falling from a third of the ceiling. She looked up, noting that if he wanted, over half the area of the shower could be a falling rain-shower.  
 
    “This is amazing,” she said, walking under the perfectly warmed water, feeling it wash away more than just dirt and the evidence of their earlier activity. It also swept away her stress. She was safe here, she knew. With Aaric.  
 
    “What are we going to do after?” she wanted to know as he started to scrub her body down. She jerked in surprise at first, but then let him work. After all, he’d already seen everything. May as well let him clean what he’d gotten dirty. 
 
    “You’re going to stay here,” he said, giving her ass a playful smack. “I’ll handle it.” 
 
    “Here,” she said. “You want me to stay here, in your house. Your massive, empty, castle of a house.” 
 
    “A keep,” he corrected. “Castles are bigger.” 
 
    “Right,” she drawled. “’Cause that definitely makes it better.” 
 
    They shared a brief laugh, but Aaric sobered. “Yes. I want you to stay here. Where it’s safe.” 
 
    “I see.” Olivia bit her lip, but then nodded. “Okay, fine. I’ll stay.” 
 
    It was weird, she realized. For the first time she could remember, they weren’t actively going after one another, with jabs or insults, disdain or rudeness. They were talking, working together. As a team. 
 
    What does that mean, I wonder? 
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    “You’re really in it now,” he muttered, waving at the rear-view mirror as he pulled out of the underground parking garage. 
 
    He watched the image of Olivia, now clad in an oversized sweatshirt and matching pants, receding in the little rectangular mirror. 
 
    The road sloped upward and he lost himself in the drive, trying to ignore the mess he was busy creating.  
 
    You’re supposed to be out there looking for your mate. You need a mate, if you’re going to awaken any of the others. Parre isn’t long for this world, which means the fate of awakening all the dragons to face whatever is coming rests on my shoulders. 
 
    His shoulders. They were broad, but that was a lot of responsibility to put on a dragon who was, in human terms, in his late thirties at most. 
 
    As if to demonstrate how unready he was to be thrust into a position of authority, instead of doing his duty toward his House and finding his mate, Aaric was busy gallivanting around with an—admittedly gorgeous and fun—real estate agent. 
 
    “Not only that, you promised you’d build a factory here, bringing jobs. What are you thinking!” he moaned.  
 
    Going after the guys from some South American gangsters’ “company” who were threatening her and her assistant was one thing. Aaric hadn’t been joking around when he said those types weren’t welcome in Plymouth Falls. This was a job more suited to the wolves, but they weren’t aware of it, and they most certainly were not aware of him. 
 
    Not yet, at least. The other Houses would know the dragons had returned. None of them had recognized him at Leblanc the other night, the restaurant that catered heavily to shifter clientele, even though they didn’t know it.  
 
    Why would they know me? I’ve been asleep for a century. All the Canis and Ursa who I knew back then are dead.  
 
    Soon, though, that would change. He would present himself as a Lord of House Draconis at the coronation ceremony for the new Canis King in a few short days, and then the fun would truly begin. He cracked a smile at the imagined shock of the assembled personage of both House Ursa and Canis, all of whom would be in attendance.  
 
    Aaric loved a good surprise. 
 
    Until then, he had his own issues to deal with. 
 
    In the morning. Starting in the morning, I will find my mate. I can’t waste any more time. 
 
    Thinking of Olivia as a waste of time wasn’t polite, but it was true. He needed to find his mate, and soon. He couldn’t stay occupied with her thoroughly delightful self. Not anymore. His House demanded he put it before everything else. 
 
    First, though, he would ensure she was not only safe, but that she would continue to be safe. Which meant dealing with four armed men. Four humans were nothing for a dragon like Aaric. He could wipe the floor with them without breaking a sweat. 
 
    The issue would be the secretary. Assistant. Whatever. The second would be the office itself. Aaric was going to have to act like he was a human. Work at human speed. Human strength. 
 
    And preferably without demolishing the entire office building while he was at it. 
 
    I’m not that clumsy, he thought, remembering Olivia’s plea to please not destroy everything. As if she could know about the newspaper factory… 
 
    It had been one incident. One clumsy incident, a swipe of his tail without looking during a wild night out to celebrate the end of the war with the mages over a century before. Just before the dragons had gone to sleep, the danger to the world averted for a time. 
 
    Just like they had gone to sleep after the vampires had been killed, over sixteen hundred years earlier, though that had only last a hundred and fifty years before the war between the shifters and mages had gone “live”, so to speak. 
 
    “What a mess,” he muttered, remembering his history. Always, there was something. 
 
    First, it had been the vampires masquerading as the Roman Senate, ruling the Emperors from behind the scenes, expanding their empire across the world. At one point, their grip on the human and paranormal worlds had been absolute. None threatened them, not even the mighty faery Queens. 
 
    Then the shifters had arrived. Aaric hadn’t been there for that, of course. He’d been born much later. But they had appeared in the hundreds, then thousands, all within the span of a few years. Aaric knew little of their origins. He suspected even the leaders of the various shifter Houses didn’t know as much as he did. The dragons were different like that; with their massively elongated lifespans, far more knowledge was passed down. 
 
    He drifted his vehicle through a wide left-hand turn, out onto the two-laned highway that would take him back into Plymouth Falls. Rubber screeched, the engine roared, and then he took off, accelerating quickly. His mind returned to the past. 
 
    The shifters, he knew, had not been born. Not at first, at least, though they had been in subsequent generations. No, those first few years, the shifters had been created. That was all Aaric knew, but it was more than the wolves or bears, or their minor counterparts all remembered. They assumed they had just been born. 
 
    But they were wrong. 
 
    None of the records he knew of said who or what had created them, but they all agreed that it wasn’t natural.  
 
    So, the shifters had ended the vampires’ hold on the world, eliminating every last one of them. They’d thought the world saved, and so the dragons had retreated into their sleep. But a century and a half later, the human mages and the shifters had gone to war, both trying to step into the power void left by the absence of the vampires. 
 
    Once more, the dragons had been awakened and they had fought the mages for fifteen hundred years, until the early twentieth century. Then, at a place called Novarupta on the Iberian Peninsula, things had come to a head. Massive forces of shifters had battled the strongest of the mages. 
 
    The landscape had been torn up, fires everywhere. Bodies had lain strewn across the battlefield as the shifters pressed their attacks home. Aaric could still remember it now. Dodging the blasts of deadly blue magic that would kill anything they touched. 
 
    He and his other kin—those of the dragons like him—had soared over the battlefield, raining fire down upon all those below who defied them. Mages by the score had evaporated as the white fire touched them, instantly incinerating them. 
 
    To his left, Morath had been too slow to dodge, and a lance of blue magic impaled him, the mighty dragon falling from the sky. 
 
    Then the ground had shifted and hurled itself up at the dragons. The entire mountainside erupted in fire as the mages tried one last attempt to win. They had awoken the sleeping volcano, and now molten lava spit high into the air and flowed down the broken landscape. 
 
    It had nearly worked. Nearly. But the dragons, with their land-bound allies, had managed to escape the attack, and had eliminated the last of the mages on the battlefield. The war was over. They could sleep once more. 
 
    Now I’m awake again. Something else threatens this world, threatens its stability, and I am needed. 
 
    Aaric’s mind had wandered far, but it returned now to the point that had spurred his trip down nostalgia lane. He feared what it was, but more so, he feared facing it alone. There were wiser, stronger dragons sleeping underneath Drakon Keep. Once they were awake, he wouldn’t have to be the one doing this alone. 
 
    He would have help. Just like tonight, he would help Olivia. 
 
    The miles passed under his tires at a frantic pace. At this time of night, he had nothing to fear from police, and so he raced across the ground as fast as he was comfortable, taking corners at speeds most humans would pale at. 
 
    Soon, the buildings of Plymouth Falls appeared and he slowed his breakneck pace slightly. There was little traffic, and he reached the lone building that housed Olivia’s office. The lights were still on, and two SUV’s were parked out front, along with a small white hatchback. 
 
    Aaric’s sportscar came to a stop, the red of his Lamborghini Huracan clashing intensely with the black of the intimidating SUV’s. He’d chosen this car because he felt the color matched his intentions for the night. 
 
    There would be blood. 
 
    He exited the gull-wing door, closing it behind him as he noted movement in both the vehicles. So, they did leave some sentries outside after all. 
 
    That upped the total to six men sent to intimidate Olivia. That was a lot of manpower to dedicate to a simple real-estate agent who had failed to secure a property. Who was this guy, and why did he want it so badly? 
 
    “Hey, you. Stop.” 
 
    Aaric arched an eyebrow at one of the men getting out of the vehicle. His brow was as thick as his arms, and probably his brain as well. This was one was a pure muscle hire, then. A quick glanced showed his compatriot to be of the same breed. Intimidation. 
 
    Well, two could play that game. 
 
    “Boys,” Aaric said, stepping toward them. “I heard you were looking for me.” 
 
    “Who the hell are you?” one of them wanted to know, his hand hovering near his waistband, obviously ready to grab for a gun. 
 
    Aaric would have to prevent that from happening. Plymouth Falls was a peaceful town. Gunshots were not common and would immediately bring a police presence. 
 
    “I’m the guy,” he said, arms wide, big grin on his face as he sauntered toward the two thugs. 
 
    “The guy? What guy? We don’t know no guy.” 
 
    The broken English grated on Aaric’s nerves. If he could learn the language in six months, then there was no excuse for these punks. 
 
    “The guy you wanted to see. The reason you’re here,” he said, gesturing at the office. 
 
    “How do you know why we’re here?” the secondary grunt asked, seemingly clueless. 
 
    Enough of this. 
 
    Aaric paused to look around, ensuring nobody was in sight. It was clear.  
 
    “Sorry you came all this way for nothing,” he rumbled, then darted forward. 
 
    The lead thug-for-hire had little time to react before Aaric was on him. His hand found the pistol and with a flash of dragon muscles, he crushed the barrel. A “light” tap on the man’s groin had him writhing on the ground, where an accidental foot to the jaw as Aaric pivoted knocked him out cold. 
 
    “Night night,” he whispered as his other fist blew past the second man’s upraised arms and cracked him right above his nose.  
 
    Aaric watched the eyes rolled up, and then he caught the man before he fell back onto his head. Casually, he opened the door to the SUV and tossed him in. The first victim followed a second later, his face landing in number two’s crotch.  
 
    Suppressing a giggle, Aaric walked up to the office and opened the door. 
 
    “I’m here,” he called out. “You wanted to see me?” 
 
    There was a shuffling of feet, and then four men appeared out of the door on his left. Aaric frowned as they came out and arrayed themselves against him. There was something off about them. Something he couldn’t quite place. 
 
    “Have we met before?” he asked, thinking furiously. 
 
    There was no response. Aaric blinked several times. Then he stepped twice over to the right. Almost as one, the faces moved to watch him. 
 
    What the hell is going on here? He was creeped out by the way they were acting. Still none of them had spoken. 
 
    “What do you want?” One of them spoke now. His voice was…strained? As if it was being forced out against his will. 
 
    Aaric took a moment, sizing up the four men inside the office. Unlike the two outside, these four did not have the look of hired muscle. They, in fact, looked like normal men. Dressed all the same, with the same hard, slightly blank look on their faces. 
 
    His senses were screaming at him that something was going on here. Were they from his world, instead of the humans? Was that why the other two had been left outside? Because they weren’t part of this group. 
 
    There was very little on the planet that could challenge a dragon shifter solo. Some of the Faery Lords. The Faery Queens. An elf warrior master, perhaps, though they never ventured forth from their realm. A few other creatures from the depths of the other realms. The list was short. 
 
    It grew quite a lot larger when the odds were four against one, however, and Aaric kept his guard up. He had no idea what he was facing, or who, and it bothered him. 
 
    “Go home,” Aaric said. “Leave this town, and never return. It’s under my protection, is that understood? You aren’t welcome here.” 
 
    The four heads tilted nearly simultaneously. 
 
    “Okay, that’s just creeping me out,” he said, pointing at them. “Go, now. Before you get hurt.” 
 
    “We’re not leaving without the property.” 
 
    “Why does everyone care about this damn property so much,” he growled. “It works perfectly for what I’m doing. I don’t feel like selling it, especially now you’re acting like this to try and get it. That’s reason enough for me to just not sell. I don’t know what you see in it, but too bad, so sad. You were too late. Now be a good loser and screw off.” 
 
    Before he got the last word out, the four were advancing. Aaric prepared himself for a fight, feeling the powers of his dragon flowing through him, though he didn’t draw upon them yet. 
 
    The nearest of the quartet reached him, his movements becoming surer of themselves as he dropped into a martial arts stance and flowed past, the four trying to split around him like a river around a stone, to come at him from four angles. 
 
    Frowning at the uniformity to their movements, Aaric tried once more to puzzle out what was going on. If he’d run across them on the streets, he’d have said they didn’t know one another. Their dress was different, their hairstyles, facial hair. Even the way they had held themselves before attacking spoke of different backgrounds. 
 
    Yet here they are, working as one to fight me. What’s going on? 
 
    Aaric ducked below two punches and then slipped between them with a burst of speed no human could match. A kick nearly caught him, however, and he brought an arm up to protect his head. The foot impacted upon it, and dragon-bone hardened skin popped to the surface. 
 
    The bone shattered. Aaric felt it explode under the impact. He knew it had happened. But the owner of the leg simply withdrew it and balanced himself on one leg. No wince, no cry out of pain. Absolutely no reaction whatsoever. 
 
    Aaric stared in shock, only barely recovering to block a punch aimed at his temple. He spun away from the follow-up blow, and then slammed his own fist forward. Knuckles met knuckles, and once more his armored skin shattered fragile human bone as he punched through the attacking fist. 
 
    Still there was no acknowledgment of the blow. 
 
    “Who are you people?” Aaric wondered out loud. They were no faster than a human, no stronger, but there was something abnormal about them. 
 
    He quickly finished off the other two with short, vicious jabs to the head that knocked them out cold. Then he did the same with One-Leg. That only left the man with one hand. 
 
    “Here’s what’s going to happen,” Aaric said coldly, standing up straight. “I’m going to take you and all of them and put them in a vehicle. You’re going to take that SUV and drive back to wherever you came from. And you are never going to return. Am I clear?” 
 
    There was a pause. Then the man nodded. 
 
    “We accept.” 
 
    Aaric looked at the unconscious men warily. Now this man was speaking for all of them? Weirder and weirder. 
 
    Motioning for the conscious man to precede him, Aaric casually grabbed two of the others by their ankles and hauled them outside.  
 
    With the SUV loaded up with all six of the men, Aaric motioned for the driver to get in. “Stay out of Plymouth Falls,” he snarled. “Or next time, you go home in body bags. Or not at all.” 
 
    The man did the same pause, head-tilt, then he nodded. “Of course.” 
 
    Aaric couldn’t stop a shiver from running down his spine at the eerie tone. Something was amiss here. He hated not knowing. 
 
    Going back into the office, he found Angela unharmed, sitting in a chair. 
 
    “You’re safe now,” he said. “You can go home. This is all over. It’s safe.” 
 
    “Where’s Olivia?” the woman asked, facing him with a stern look on her face. 
 
    Aaric smiled, appreciative of her protectiveness despite her own recent captivity. “Olivia is safe. I left her at my place, where she will remain unharmed. You may call her cell phone at any point. I’m sure she’s looking forward to hearing from you.” 
 
    “Right.” Angela looked around, frowning. “And you? Who are you?” 
 
    “My name is Aaric Drakon. Now please, gather your things and go home. I cannot stay.” 
 
    Aaric needed to get back to Drakon Keep. He needed to talk to Parre, to find out what he’d just been through today. Because he had a feeling this wasn’t over yet. 
 
    Not by a long shot.
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    Olivia stood in the hallway outside Aaric’s room.  
 
    “It certainly looks like a castle,” she muttered to herself, arms crossed below her chest in nervousness. “It’s a keep,” she said, mimicking Aaric’s deep voice as best she could.  
 
    Who gets defensive over insisting their thing is smaller? Like, this doesn’t fit to the title of castle? Weird. 
 
    It had a strange, haunting beauty to it, she had to admit. Olivia hadn’t wandered far. The complete foreignness of the building made her want to stay somewhere she knew. On top of that, all the doors looked the same, and she feared that she would get lost if she wandered. 
 
    The phone in her pocket buzzed abruptly. She yanked it out. 
 
    “Aaric?” she yelped. “Is everything okay?” 
 
    “Olivia?” 
 
    “Angela!” she cried out. “You’re okay? Is everything alright?” 
 
    “Everything’s fine,” her assistant assured her. “They didn’t touch me, and I’m home now. Your friend said I would be fine, that it was over, and that they won’t come back. He was very certain of that.” 
 
    Olivia nodded to herself. “Yeah, he’s kind of like that, isn’t he? Unbelievably confident, without being arrogant, and yet you believe him when he says it, don’t you?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Angela said slowly. “Yeah I do believe him. But Olivia, where are the police? Why weren’t they called?” 
 
    “I…don’t have a good answer to that,” she admitted. “But everything worked out, you’re safe. The bad guys are gone.” 
 
    “Just be careful with this guy, Liv. He could be trouble.” 
 
    “I am,” she said tightly, not wanting to say more. If she revealed to Angela that she’d slept with Aaric, she might not ever hear the end of it. 
 
    “Good. Listen, I’m home now, and I need to go drink some wine. Call me in the morning, okay? Just to say you’re still fine.” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    She hung up, a smile blossoming on her face. He’d done it. Aaric had done it, though she didn’t understand how. 
 
    “Was that Angela?” 
 
    The voice out of thin air ripped a shriek from Olivia’s lungs. Turning, she saw Aaric stride up the hallway.  
 
    “Don’t do that!” she yelped, beating one fist against his chest as he swept her up into a hug. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” he rumbled. “I thought you heard me coming.” 
 
    “You move like a ghost sometimes,” she complained. “It’s not fair. No sneaking up on me.” 
 
    “Would you like me to hire a marching band to follow me around?” 
 
    “Not a whole band,” she said thoughtfully. “Maybe just a drummer.” 
 
    Aaric laughed, leaning down to kiss her forehead, arms still tight around her. Olivia snuggled in close, enjoying the feeling of being so intimate with him.  
 
    “I’m glad you’re back,” she whispered. “And that you’re okay.” 
 
    “I told you it would be okay.” 
 
    Olivia shrugged, the movement made awkward by their embrace. “I know, but that doesn’t mean I believed you. I don’t know who you are. What you’re capable of. I still don’t even know how you managed this? There were four of them!” 
 
    “Six, actually,” he corrected. “Two outside in the SUV’s as lookouts.” 
 
    “You took on six men, and won?” she asked, astonished. 
 
    “Yeah,” Aaric replied, his head twisting to look down the hallway.  
 
    “Everything okay?” she wanted to know, slipping from his grasp. 
 
    “Yeah. Yeah everything is good.” 
 
    Aaric might be a lot of things, she knew, but he was a terrible liar. It was obvious that he was distracted, his thoughts no longer on her, but on something else. 
 
    “What are you thinking about?” she wanted to know, staying close, resting one hand on his thick chest, feeling the muscles below his plain white t-shirt. 
 
    “It’s…complicated,” he muttered. “Listen, I, um, I’ll be right back.” 
 
    He tried to pull away, but she snagged his hand, holding it tight. “I want you to stay with me,” she said. “I don’t really want to be alone right now.” 
 
    Aaric looked down, meeting her worried gaze. Fingers found her chin and held it while he bent down to kiss her. “It’ll be okay,” he promised, after. “I’m not leaving the Keep.” 
 
    “Then where are you going? Why can’t I go with you? I want to see more of this place. It’s really magnificent.” 
 
    Aaric’s face looked pained. “This is something I had to do for myself,” he said. 
 
    “What are you doing?” she wanted to know, not understanding the secrecy between them all of a sudden. 
 
    “I need to talk with someone, okay?” Aaric looked very uncomfortable with that admission. 
 
    “Talk with someone,” Olivia repeated. “So, what you’re telling me, is that we aren’t alone in here? That there are others?” 
 
    “I never said we were alone?” Aaric replied. 
 
    “You kind of implied it when you stripped me naked in the elevator and we had sex!” she yelped. “Someone could have seen us! I was naked as we walked down the hallway. Your cum was all over my tits! Anyone could have come upon that.” 
 
    Aaric chuckled, then stopped abruptly as her glare turned icy. Realizing laughter was the wrong thing, he held up both hands in protest. “Nobody saw us. Nobody heard us. I promise you that.” 
 
    “How can you know?” 
 
    “Because I know,” he rumbled. “They’re…look. I can’t explain, okay? But you can trust me when I say we were all alone. I wouldn’t have done it otherwise. I’m not that disrespectful.” 
 
    She had to admit he didn’t strike her as the type to do that if someone might have caught them, but then again, hormones and lust could make people do crazy things sometimes. 
 
    “Can I come with you?” she asked, changing the subject. What was done was done, there was no changing it, and she certainly hadn’t noticed or heard anyone herself. 
 
    “Not this time,” Aaric said. “There are some things about me you don’t know yet.” 
 
    “Should I be worried, Aaric? You’re acting really scary all of a sudden.” 
 
    The big man shifted uncomfortably. “I’m sorry. I know I’m not really explaining it, but I can’t. You just have to trust me in that you aren’t in any danger. You’re safe.” 
 
    There it was again, that confident nature, and the feeling she could believe him. That she could trust him. Even if Olivia had no reason to understand why. 
 
    “Okay,” she said, making up her mind. “I’ll stay.” 
 
    “Thank you,” he said, kissing the top of her head. “Hopefully, I won’t be too long.” 
 
    He wrapped her up in a hug, and then, his mind already putting her aside, he walked down the hallway. 
 
    Olivia watched him go, biting her lip, trying to understand everything that was going on. 
 
    You aren’t going to get any answers here.
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    His mind was so distracted he nearly walked right past Parre’s quarters. 
 
    Slowing, he knocked politely. 
 
    “Come in.” 
 
    Pushing open the door, he nodded at Francis, who was sitting on the couch in the common area, reading a book by lamplight. 
 
    “That’s horrible for your eyes,” Aaric muttered, the familiar banter between them helping him relax. 
 
    “Working with you on a regular basis is horrible for my mind,” Francis shot back. “What is it?” 
 
    “Is he awake?” 
 
    “At this hour? Most normal people are asleep,” Francis said, shooting Aaric a look that said he should know better. 
 
    “I need to talk with him.” 
 
    “He’s sleeping. They both are,” Francis nodded, the steward doing his best to protect the elder dragons. 
 
    “I know, but I need to talk with him. It’s urgent. Something came up.” 
 
    Francis frowned. “I don’t think that would be a good idea, but when have you ever listened to me?” he complained, picking his book back up. “Have at it.” 
 
    “Come with me,” Aaric said. “You need to hear this too. Maybe your insight will be helpful as well.” 
 
    That got Francis’ attention, as he realized that whatever it was, Aaric was serious about it. It wasn’t often that the stewards were invited into private dragon discussions. But Aaric needed to know what it was that was bothering him, and he didn’t care how he found out. 
 
    “Parre,” he called softly, entering the sleeping chambers. “Parre wake up.” 
 
    “I am awake,” a cranky voice called back in the dark. “You two yammering away out there like construction workers. No respect for the soon-to-be dead.” 
 
    “Be nice,” Elanna chastised tiredly. 
 
    Even with their life nearly run its course, the two were still a pair. Aaric envied that and hoped that one day, he too would find someone as important to him as Elanna was to Parre, and vice versa. 
 
    “Well, speak up,” Parre ordered. 
 
    “I had an encounter tonight,” he said, relaying everything that had happened with the thugs at Olivia’s office. “They were acting very weird. Very strange. Yet it almost felt familiar. Any ideas?” 
 
    Parre frowned, his face lined with weariness. “I don’t recognize that behavior. But you say they weren’t any stronger or otherwise unusual compared to a human?” 
 
    “Not that I could detect. But Parre, I broke multiple bones. Badly. They didn’t even wince. It was like they didn’t actually feel the pain. And then at the end, the one who could still talk kept using the word ‘we’, as if he wasn’t alone.” 
 
    “That’s unusual indeed,” Parre agreed, his voice weak. 
 
    Aaric hated seeing his friend like this. Knowing that the end was close, that the mated pair would soon be gone. In his prime, Parre had been a mighty earth dragon, but now he was bedridden, and on the last of his life. 
 
    And it’s because of me. He and Elanna used their energy to awaken me. Yet what have I done, besides nothing?  
 
    “I need your guidance, Parre,” he said quietly, crouching down next to the bed. “Please. What should I do? What does this mean?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Parre said with a shake of his head. “I’m sorry Aaric. Like you said, it sounds familiar. Sounds like it should be something we know. But I can’t place it.” 
 
    Aaric bowed his head. 
 
    “And don’t give me that shit about needing guidance,” Parre snapped with a sudden burst of strength. “You don’t need that. You’re stronger and wiser than you give yourself credit for. You think I know everything just because of the fact that I’m old and about to pass on? Ha! I’m over here about to shit my pants, if I had anything left in me, at how scared I am for what happens next.” 
 
    Next to him Elanna stirred, moving a hand to rest on his chest. Parre grabbed at it and missed, his strength fading swiftly again. Aaric watched as Francis leaned in and connected their hands, both the elder dragons seeming to draw peace from the touch of the other. 
 
    “You can do this, Aaric,” Elanna said. “We have faith in you. You will figure it out.” 
 
    “Thank you,” he mumbled, bowing his head, overcome with emotion. 
 
    “Believe in yourself,” the elder dragon added, her voice frail. “We do.” 
 
    Aaric nodded. He sensed something changing, but by the time he looked up it was too late. They were gone. 
 
    “Together,” Francis said with a sigh. “Now there’s true love.” 
 
    Not trusting his voice, Aaric just nodded again, looking on, watching as the two bodies hardened into stone. Seconds earlier, they had been his friends. His mentors. Now they were gone. Dead. 
 
    “What do we do now?” Francis asked. 
 
    “Did they have any wishes?” he asked, his voice hanging together by the barest thread. 
 
    “Just to be together until the end. After that, well…” 
 
    Aaric knew. They weren’t the first dragons he’d watched die, though they were the ones he’d been closest to, besides his parents. His father had died in the war with the mages, and without him, his mother had simply been human and had perished soon after. Leaving Aaric alone. 
 
    That was when Parre had picked him up, a dragon in only his fourth decade on the planet, desperately in need of guidance and a firm hand. They had been close ever since. To Aaric, it was like having his parents die all over again. 
 
    “Take the remains down to the caverns,” Aaric ordered. “Scatter them in their favorite sleeping area.” 
 
    “Of course,” Francis said, bowing his head. 
 
    A moment later, they watched as first Elanna’s, and then Parre’s stone bodies cracked and crumbled into dust in front of them, as happened with all dragons. Nobody understood why, but they did. 
 
    “Thank you, my friend,” Aaric said softly. “For everything.” 
 
    Then he got up from the edge of the bed and moved aside. From the door behind him, he heard a gasp. Whirling, he saw a figure silhouetted in the doorway. 
 
    Hand over her mouth, Olivia was staring at the bed where the bodies had just disappeared.  
 
    “What the hell just happened?”
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    Olivia couldn’t believe her eyes.  
 
    It was impossible of course, what she’d just seen. Therefore, they had to be lying to her. It was a trick, a magic trick.  
 
    “Olivia?” Aaric was suddenly there, blocking her view. “You shouldn’t be here.” 
 
    “Aaric, what was that?” she asked, barely recognizing her own strangled voice. “What happened in there?” 
 
    “Nothing.” 
 
    “Bullshit,” she hissed. “You were in there. Talking to two people on the bed. Then they stopped talking, and you two acted like they had died. But then they just crumbled into nothing, Aaric. Into nothing. That doesn’t happen!”  
 
    She was getting hysterical, but that was okay, wasn’t it? After what she’d just seen. 
 
    “You need to go,” Aaric ground out. “You don’t belong here.” 
 
    “Where is here?” she asked, looking around wildly. “Where am I anyway? What sort of place is this? Who calls their house a Keep? Who are you, Aaric?” 
 
    “Leave!” Aaric bellowed, his voice and body language changing abruptly. 
 
    Olivia backpedaled swiftly as Aaric strode forward, filling the open doorway. 
 
    All at once, he wasn’t the kind, protective person she’d come to know. He was a huge threat, a scary visage, anger mixed with pain in his features as he stared at her, tears forming in the corners of his eyes. 
 
    “Just go,” he said, the energy abruptly leaving him. “Please. Leave me alone now. You weren’t meant to see any of this.” 
 
    “Maybe I wasn’t,” she argued, her temper flaring at the dismissal. “But I did, Aaric. I saw it, I saw them just disappear. What did you do to them? What is going on?” 
 
    “I didn’t do anything!” Aaric shouted at her. “I should have, but I spent all my time with you, can’t you see that?” 
 
    Her eyebrows shot up. “Excuse me? I didn’t force you to spend time with me. You asked me to dinner. You asked me to lunch. You kept in touch with me. Yes, I came here tonight, but only because I needed your help, and you were already involved. I didn’t force you to be with me. So, you can take your attitude and fuck right off with it, mister.” 
 
    Aaric sagged. To Olivia’s surprise, another person appeared. Smaller, more normal-sized, he looked at Olivia with compassion. “You should come back. If he won’t explain everything later, I will. But right now, he needs some time alone. To grieve.” 
 
    “I’m fine,” Aaric protested. “I’m strong. I don’t need to go run off somewhere to cry. There’s business to take care of.” 
 
    The other person shook his head. “You need to grieve, Aaric. Strong people accept this need, and let themselves do so. Only idiots repress their feelings and hide them. Are you going to ignore everything Parre and Elanna ever taught you now, just because you don’t want this woman to know you’re capable of crying over the passing of our friends?” 
 
    Aaric’s eyes blazed with that golden light she’d seen on several occasions before, though this time, it was directed elsewhere, not at her or at those who threatened her. 
 
    “How dare you,” he snarled. 
 
    “I dare,” the other man said, “because you’re acting like a child. She will help you. She’s good for you, if you can take off your blindfold. Go, now. With her. Talk to her. Let her help you grieve. If you weren’t so busy being an asshole, you’d see she wants to help you. Isn’t that so?” 
 
    Olivia frowned. “Before he was an asshole, yes. I would have been there for him if he asked, if he needed me.” 
 
    Aaric bowed his head. “You’re right. Both of you. I’m letting my grief, my sadness, turn into anger that I’m directing at anyone nearby.” He looked up, pinning Olivia to the spot with a stare. 
 
    “You should not have followed me, especially after I asked you not to. That was rude of you, because you witnessed something not meant for you. That you were not invited to be a part of.” He paused, taking a deep breath. “But I should have told you that. Not yelled it at you. I should have explained. So, partly, that is my fault. I am sorry, Olivia.” 
 
    “I understand,” she said softly, her arms trembling as she realized the gravity of what she’d witnessed, even if she still didn’t understand how. “I’m sorry for intruding on something private. Something personal. You’re right, that was wrong of me. For that, I am sorry.” 
 
    “Happy now, Francis?” Aaric muttered. 
 
    “Not really. Go hug her and get out of here. There’s nothing more either of you can do. I have my duty to perform. I don’t particularly want the two of you bickering over me while I do it.” 
 
    “Just do it by more than lamplight,” Aaric ordered, a wry tone returning to his voice. 
 
    The other man, Francis, smiled. Olivia was thoroughly lost, the byplay meaning nothing to her, but she just waited. 
 
    “I’ll try,” Francis said. “Take care of him. He’s a bit rough around the edges, but there’s a heart of gold under there.” 
 
    “Tell anyone else and you’ll regret it,” Aaric muttered as he wandered over to Olivia. “Can you forgive me?” 
 
    “I want some answers,” she said, taking him by the arm and guiding him out of the room, back into the hallway. “If you give me the truth. Tell me what the hell is really going on, then probably. But no more lies, Aaric. No more mysteries. That’s my condition. Take it or leave it.” 
 
    She waited for his reply as they walked, barely able to force her lungs to breathe as he started to respond. 
 
    What was he going to say? 
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    Aaric glanced over his shoulder, back the way they had come. 
 
    Back to the chamber where the remains of two people he’d cared for deeply were now being gathered up by Francis, in preparation of being scattered in the caverns below Drakon Keep, where the dragons slept. 
 
    All the dragons. Every one of them. Except for him. Except for Aaric.  
 
    The weight on his shoulders pressed down heavier, and he felt his frame creak under the added stress.  
 
    He wandered in silence, staring at nothing, only the actions of his subconscious preventing him from walking into a wall. What was he supposed to do now? There was nobody to guide him, nobody to help him understand his place in the world. He was alone. 
 
    “Aaric.” Beside him, Olivia shook his arm gently, trying to get his attention.  
 
    He should tell her to go. To leave the Keep and return to her life. Before she met him. It would be for the best, wouldn’t it? They were done. They had to be done. There was only one mission ahead of him. 
 
    “Talk to me, Aaric. I’m here.” 
 
    “What is there to talk about?” he mumbled, his voice wavering. 
 
    All this time he’d spent asleep, while the two elder dragons carried on with the duties of caring for their House. He could have been there. Could have stayed awake to help them.  
 
    No, you couldn’t. You know better. That’s not the way it works. Dragons are only called upon when the world needs us. When evil is rising and must be countered. 
 
    It was part of the magic that made dragon shifters different than their brethren. Somehow, in the process that had created shifters, they had been altered. Made into a creature out of fantasy, instead of reality. On top of that, they were imbued with a bit of magic. 
 
    Nothing like what the human mages could wield but tied more to their dragon side. As a fire dragon, Aaric had power over fire. He could create it. Dismiss it. It didn’t burn him, and in fact, it actually helped him heal, much like a mother’s embrace. He was fire, in many ways. 
 
    Earth dragons controlled the very fabric of the earth. Dirt, metals, rock, all rose to obey the commands of the mighty earth dragons. Water dragons held sway over the seas, lakes and rivers, the world’s water at their command. Wind dragons ruled the weather, able to summon great storms that would ravage the earth below. Ice dragons were most at home in the winter, where their powers were magnified. Blizzards and glaciers, ice ages and more were the results of the ice dragons. 
 
    Each one of them, in their own way, was tied to the earth itself, to its magic. Through that magic, they knew if they were needed in the world or if it was safe for them to return to their deep sleep where they would pass away the centuries until needed once more. 
 
    “You can tell me about them,” Olivia was saying, he realized. “About who they were, what they meant to you. Remember them by sharing their story.” 
 
    He snorted, gently extricating his arm from her grasp. How was he supposed to do that? What would he say? I just watched my mentors, my friends, the only two people like me in the entire world, crumble to dust. After five centuries of life, gone, just like that. Do you understand now? 
 
    Of course, she didn’t. Olivia couldn’t understand. She wasn’t a dragon. Wasn’t mated to a dragon. She was just a human. 
 
    “Aaric.” 
 
    He spun to face her. “What?” 
 
    Olivia took a visibly angry breath, steadying herself. “I understand you’re hurting right now. But I didn’t do that to you. I didn’t hurt you,” she said quietly. “It’s not right of you to take it out on me.” 
 
    She was right, he knew. The anger in his tone had been inappropriate. “I’m sorry,” he grated. “It’s hard.” 
 
    “I know,” she said, coming close, grabbing his hand. “I’ve lost people in my life too. People very close to me. I may not know exactly what you’re going through, but I’ve been through similar. I can help you grieve. I can be there for you.” She paused, biting her lip, blue eyes filled with tenderness and care. “You just have to let me, Aaric. Let me in.” 
 
    He stiffened. “I can’t.” 
 
    “Yes, you can,” she insisted. “You just don’t want to.” 
 
    Aaric turned away, unable to face her without an answer. How was he supposed to tell her without revealing everything? It was impossible. He needed to talk to someone else. 
 
    “I’m right here,” Olivia said, moving around until they were facing each other once more. “Right in front of you. Standing here, asking you to let me in, Aaric. Why won’t you let me? Why are you resisting this? Why are you resisting—” she stopped speaking abruptly but they both knew what she was going to add. 
 
    Why are you resisting me, Aaric? That’s what she had been about to ask. 
 
    “Because you don’t understand,” he growled, answering all of her questions at once, his anger bubbling up some more. 
 
    “Then make me!” Olivia shouted, her own emotions piercing her usually calm exterior. “I can’t understand if you don’t help me!” 
 
    “I need to find my mate,” he snarled. “Okay. The one woman I’ll be with for the rest of my life. I have to find her, so I can bring the rest of my kind back. I can’t keep wasting my time!”  
 
    Olivia frowned and her eyes clouded over. 
 
    “See, I told you that you wouldn’t understand. But I tried.” 
 
    “I’m a waste of your time?” she asked quietly, her voice quivering. 
 
    For some reason, hearing Olivia say that pierced through his pain, his grief, striking him in the core. Aaric’s jaw dropped open as his arms came up. What was he doing? Going to hug her? To console her? Why did that matter? 
 
    “I am,” Olivia said, swallowing so hard it was visible, her jaw trembling. “That’s how you see me then. Just a waste of time? Something you don’t care about and can discard whenever you want?” 
 
    “That’s not true,” he protested, wondering where his sudden caring, sudden desire to prove she was anything but a waste of time was coming from. There was no time to think about it though, no time to process, because he had to focus on the present. On the here and now, lest he lose Olivia. 
 
    “You just said it was.” 
 
    “I…I’m just hurting,” he said, fumbling for words. “I don’t know how to tell you everything.” 
 
    And I shouldn’t tell you. 
 
    “Then can you show me? Just start small, and we’ll work from there, Aaric.” She blinked rapidly, swiping at tears as they started to fall. 
 
    Aaric’s chest thundered with pain at the sight, and he ached to move closer. To hold her tight, to tell her it would be okay. That they would work it out. 
 
    Why do you care? What is the matter with you? You’re a fire dragon! Get a hold of yourself, Aaric. You’re better than this. 
 
    “I don’t know if you could handle it,” he found himself saying. “It’s tough to believe.” 
 
    Olivia crossed her arms, a last pair of tears falling from each eye as she sniffled loudly. “Try me,” she challenged with more strength than he’d thought she had. “I just watched two people crumble to dust. I’m pretty ready for things I shouldn’t believe.” 
 
    Aaric snorted. “Twenty bucks says you are dead wrong.” 
 
    Her hand flashed out in a nanosecond. “Deal,” she said fiercely. 
 
    “You don’t even have it on you,” he said with a low laugh. 
 
    Olivia dipped a hand into one of the baggy pockets of her sweater and pulled out a small rectangular clutch. “Wrong. Now, are you ready to tell me what’s going on?” 
 
    He shouldn’t. Aaric knew it was improper and broke all the rules. Everything House Draconis had built rested on secrecy, on the world at large not knowing who they were. The only ones to be brought in were the mates of individual dragons, and only after they were judged as being able to keep the magnitude of this secret. 
 
    Right then, Aaric didn’t care. He didn’t give a shit about the rules, the regulations. I am the only dragon left alive. I make the rules. I’m the one in charge. No stuffy elders to tell me what to do, where to piss and when I can or can’t go flying. None of that. This is my time. 
 
    “No,” he said abruptly. 
 
    Olivia frowned. “What do you mean, no? I thought we just agreed…” 
 
    Aaric took her by the hand, gently, letting his fingers slide through hers, wondering why it felt so right. So natural.  
 
    Later. You can think about that later. 
 
    “I’m going to show you,” he rumbled, giving her hand a tug so that she followed along with him. 
 
    “Show me?” 
 
    “Yes,” he said, falling silent as they wandered through the veritable maze of hallways, each of them tall and wide. 
 
    Large enough to fit a dragon. 
 
    Eventually, they reached a grand set of arched wooden doors surrounded by beautiful crafted stained glass inlaid with metal crafting that looked ornate, but also helped provide structural defenses to the door. 
 
    “Wow,” Olivia said, looking up. The doors were easily thirty feet tall, each one half that wide. “What need is there for such big doors?” 
 
    Aaric just chuckled and pushed through a human-sized door off to the right. They exited onto a courtyard of interlocked stone perhaps five hundred feet wide and twice that deep, extending out toward the forest that lay at the back of Drakon Keep. 
 
    “That’s a big patio,” she quipped. “Big doors. What is this place?” 
 
    “Is your cellphone on you?” he asked, ignoring her question. 
 
    “Yes. I was talking to Angela. Why?” Olivia pulled it out, looking puzzled. 
 
    “I’m going to need you to turn it off and leave it here on the ground,” he said, gesturing next to her. 
 
    “What, why?” 
 
    Aaric just waited. He was tired of explaining, of giving reasons. If she wanted to know the truth, she was going to know the truth. But for him to trust her, she was going to have to do the same. He wasn’t about to risk everything just because he was tired of being alone, of being the only one besides Francis and a few other stewards who knew his secret. Knew what he truly was. 
 
    “Fine,” Olivia said, powering it off and setting it down. “There. Now you can take me into the forest and kill me and nobody will know,” she said with a nervous twitter. 
 
    “I’m not going to kill you,” he said, doing his best to reassure her. “That I swear. You’ll understand why I needed that done in a second here.” 
 
    Taking her hand, he guided her out into the middle of the massive courtyard. “Are you sure you’re ready for this?” 
 
    “Yes,” she said without hesitation. “What are you going to show me? Is the Batmobile out here somewhere?” 
 
    Aaric rolled his eyes. “Try not to pee yourself,” he rumbled, stepping back from her. 
 
    And back. 
 
    And back. 
 
    “What are you going to show me?” she called. 
 
    Aaric steeled himself, closing his eyes. He reached into his core and called to his dragon. 
 
    “This,” he rumbled, eyes snapping open as they began to glow gold, his body surging with power. 
 
    In front of him, Olivia gasped. 
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    “That’s not possible.” 
 
    Olivia rubbed at her eyes in wonderment as she craned her head upward, trying to take in the spectacle before her.  
 
    Aaric was gone. Just gone. She’d watched as, over the span of a second or two, his body had transformed. His eyes had turned gold and then his entire body had exploded with size, his neck elongating while two huge humps on his back swelled and then burst into magnificent gold wings. 
 
    Scales of the same brilliant burnt gold plated his body, though in many places, streaks of fire-engine red slashed across his body and crisscrossed his scales, giving him a mottled pattern more beautiful than if he’d been pure gold, she thought. 
 
    “It’s not probable,” Aaric corrected, the massive jaws moving as somehow, the creature spoke perfect English. 
 
    “Well, fuck me, you can talk,” she said, sitting down abruptly as her legs failed to work. “The…the…oh well now I get it,” she said, shaking her head, smacking her palm against her forehead. 
 
    “What? You get what?” Aaric rumbled from where he stood. 
 
    At least, it sounded like Aaric. But how could that be? 
 
    “Dragons. Drakon. Right. Okay. I’m going to faint now,” she pronounced, lying back on the cool stones of the courtyard, staring up at the sky. 
 
    It was beginning to brighten, she realized. Dawn was almost here. They’d been up all night. 
 
    The ground shook slightly, and high above her the massive head of the red-gold dragon appeared, looking down at her with one golden eye. 
 
    “So that’s why your eyes glow every time you got mad, or when you, um…” she looked away in embarrassment. “I had sex with a dragon,” she said, saying the words out loud, forcing herself to say it. 
 
    “No, you had sex with me,” the dragon rumbled. 
 
    “You are a dragon,” she said, reaching into her pocket and pulling out her clutch. 
 
    “What are you doing?” 
 
    Olivia pulled out a twenty-dollar bill. “Paying my end of the bet,” she said, dazed, still not quite understanding everything going on. 
 
    Am I in shock? 
 
    “I can’t, um. Where am I supposed to put that?” Aaric asked, looking down at his scaled underside. “This thing doesn’t come with a change holder, you know.” 
 
    Despite the absolute impossibility and ridiculousness of what she was seeing, Olivia laughed. “What about cupholders?” 
 
    “None,” he admitted. “But it’s got a hell of a cigarette lighter.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    Olivia regretted asking the question almost immediately. Aaric turned to one side and belched flame. The heat was immense, washing over her and she was forced to shield her face from the fire streaming out of the dragon’s mouth. 
 
    “Okay!” she shouted over the thunderous roar of the flames. “I get it. You’re the world’s biggest zippo. Got it. You can stop now!” 
 
    The fire stopped, but the noise didn’t. Clapping her hands over her ears, Olivia looked around wildly until she realized it was still Aaric making the noise. Only this time, he was laughing. 
 
    “You’re taking this incredibly well,” the gold dragon rumbled. “You didn’t even faint.” 
 
    Sitting up, she shrugged. “I think I’m still having a hard time believing it. This could be some sort of magic trick.” 
 
    “I guarantee you, it’s not. I can take you for a ride, if you want? Here, hop on!” 
 
    One magnificent golden wing dipped down to land at her feet, providing a leathery membranous ramp up to the dragon’s back. 
 
    “Oh, hell no,” she said, shaking her head repeatedly. “Nope. Nuh-uh. Nice try.” 
 
    “It’s perfectly safe,” the dragon said, rolling one golden eye at her. 
 
    “Says you. You’re the one with wings!” She covered her face. “You have wings. What the hell. This is crazy. You can turn into a dragon. That’s not possible.” 
 
    “Yes, it is. There is lots that’s possible. You just don’t know about it, because we’ve hidden it from humanity, ensuring we remain as little more than legend, nothing else.” 
 
    “That’s supposed to make me feel better?” she fired back lightly. 
 
    “You wanted the truth. I told you that you couldn’t handle the truth. But you insisted. Now you’ve got it. So, get your shit together,” the dragon commanded. “It’s real. I’m real. This happened. I am a dragon shifter.” 
 
    “A dragon shifter,” she repeated. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Right.” Getting to her feet, Olivia skirted around the wingtip and, mustering up every ounce of courage she’d ever possessed, marched right up to the front of the golden dragon that could speak in Aaric’s voice, and pressed her hand against one of the red-laced scales. 
 
    The gold surface was cool to the touch, much the opposite of what she’d expected, but it was real, physical. It existed as a tangible item. Swiftly, she jumped to the right and touched another, just in case it was some sort of well-done illusion. 
 
    Then she spun and went over to one of the feet, touching it, tapping one of the long sharp-looking claws that extended from the foot. 
 
    “This all feels real enough,” she muttered, the twenty-dollar bill still in her hand, crumpled and nearly forgotten. “Okay. I think that’s enough. Can you, um, switch back? Is there a time limit or something? How does this work?” 
 
    Before she was even done speaking, the dragon was shrinking, resuming more human proportions while she watched, until Aaric was standing there in front of her, as human as could be. 
 
    “You’re naked,” she observed. 
 
    “You’re looking,” he shot right back. 
 
    Olivia shrugged. “Yeah. Yeah, I am. Inside. Now. I need a drink, and you have some more questions to answer mister. A lot more questions. And some clothes to put on,” she added, staring at his semi-rigid cock. “Yeah. Definitely some clothes.” 
 
    In answer, Aaric gave his hips a little wiggle. 
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    Strangely enough, Aaric felt relieved. 
 
    Now that Olivia knew his secret, he could tell her everything. There was no need to hold back, to think of ways he had to phrase his answers. He could just speak without needing to worry about giving away his secret. It was strangely refreshing, and he kind of liked it. 
 
    On top of that, besides a few hysterics and one dizzy spell on their way to the kitchen, Olivia was taking it all quite well. Better than he would have ever expected. 
 
    “Okay,” she said as they sat down, tearing at a fresh loaf of bread, stuffing a piece into her mouth. “Alright,” she repeated around the food. “Um.” 
 
    “I am a dragon shifter. A fire dragon, to be specific,” he said. “There are different types of dragons. Earth, Wind, Water, Air.” 
 
    “By our powers combined,” Olivia muttered quietly. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Nothing,” she said with a wave of her hand, swallowing the bread. “Just something from my childhood. Go on, please.” 
 
    Frowning at her, he started to speak again, then paused. “Um, frankly, this is my first time doing this. I don’t know what else to tell you.” 
 
    “How old are you?” 
 
    “Two hundred and four.” 
 
    Bread fell from her hand and she choked on a piece of half-eaten loaf for a second before recovering. Aaric watched her cautiously, making a decision not to answer while she had food in her mouth from now on.  
 
    “What the actual shit,” she hissed. “You were born during what, the war of 1812?” 
 
    “Um, more like 1715,” he answered. 
 
    “Did they teach you bad math back then?” Olivia asked. “Because that would make you three-hundred and four by our new math reckoning.” 
 
    “In a way, I guess. But I have slept the past century away in the deep sleep. I did not age, so we don’t count it toward how old we are,” Aaric explained. 
 
    “You slept for a century? Wouldn’t that be better called a coma?” Olivia asked, staring at him in shock. 
 
    “No. It’s not true sleep. It’s more like stasis. We actually turn to rock. Just like when we die, but we can be revived.” 
 
    Olivia’s mouth worked. “Okay. So, you lived for two hundred years. Then slept for another century. Why go to sleep? How old will you live to be? Where are the other dragons? How do they wake you back up when you’re stone?” 
 
    Aaric chuckled. “Most dragons can expect to live to somewhere around five centuries of active life. Give or take fifty years. The other dragons are here, below us, in massive caverns under our feet. Asleep.” 
 
    He watched as Olivia instinctively looked down, trying to comprehend that hundreds of other dragons were only a few dozen levels below them, all stone statues to the casual eye. 
 
    “So, you’re the only dragon awake?” she asked. “They’re all down there? Um, sleeping in stone?” 
 
    Aaric looked away, a familiar prick stabbing at his heart. “I am now,” he said softly. 
 
    “Now?” Olivia started to say, then fell silent. “Oh. Oh, Aaric, I’m so sorry.” Her hands reached across the table to grab his arm, resting there. “I understand now.” 
 
    Head bowed, food forgotten about, he nodded heavily. “They were the ones who woke me. Elanna and her mate Parre. They took me in when I was young,” he said bitterly, wishing once more that they were still with him. “After my parents died in the war, they were the closest thing I had.” 
 
    “Aaric, I’m so sorry,” Olivia repeated, squeezing his arm. “If there’s anything I can do…” 
 
    “I know,” he said, giving her what he hoped was a reassuring smile. “I’m talking about them now, that’s what I need to do. Keep their memory alive, but I can’t wallow in my grief. There’s no time for that.” 
 
    Pale blue eyes partially disappeared under a frown. “You can take time to grieve. You must, Aaric, it’s good for you.” 
 
    “I will grieve,” he assured her. “But I cannot lose myself in grief right now. I was awakened for a purpose. It wasn’t by chance.” He straightened. “Evil is coming. That is why they awakened me. And I must awaken the others.” 
 
    “Evil? Awaken the others? Slow down. Why don’t we just go awaken them then? Let’s go. You said they’re below us, how do we get there?” 
 
    Aaric shook his head. “It’s not that easy,” he explained. “To awaken a dragon from deep sleep requires a conjoined effort. It can only be done by a mated pair.” 
 
    “That’s the second time you’ve said that,” Olivia pointed out. “Mate. Like you’re animals.” 
 
    “We sort of are,” he said. “And like some creatures, dragons will only have one mate in their life. Ever. The pairing, once it is fully realized, is the only thing capable of releasing a dragon from deep sleep.” 
 
    “Which is why you said you needed to find your mate,” Olivia said quietly. “Because you need to awaken the others to fight, evil? What evil?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” he admitted. “Neither Elanna nor Parre were sure, but whatever it is, I can feel it too. Something is coming, and frankly, I don’t know what.” 
 
    “That worries you, doesn’t it?” she asked, nervously looking around as if something could jump out at any second. 
 
    “Yes, it does,” he admitted. “And if a full blood dragon is worried, everyone around him or her should be as well. There aren’t many things that can take one of us down. But rest assured that the things that can, aren’t very nice.” 
 
    Olivia bit her lip. “What can take down a dragon?” 
 
    “Plenty of things, if there are enough,” he said. “Wolf shifters, bear shifters, the big cats. Bring enough of them to a fight and I’ll be in trouble. Less so if we’re in animal form but still. We all have our weaknesses.” 
 
    “There are other shifters?” Olivia asked, stunned once more. 
 
    “Shifters, mages, Faeries. The world is much larger than you think,” he said with a wink. “But of things that can take me on, one on one? A high-level human mage could do it. A few other rare creatures, Faery Queens, Elf Lords. Vampires if they were still alive.” 
 
    “Hold the shit up here,” Olivia said, raising both hands. “Are you telling me all these things are…real?” 
 
    “Legends come from somewhere,” he said by way of explanation. “Either way, dragons only awaken when great evil arises and we are needed. Last time, it was the human mages trying to eliminate all shifters. Before that, it was the vampires’ own Roman Empire threatening to conquer the entire world, human and paranormal. We won both fights. But, now I’m awake again. So, something else is coming.” 
 
    “How do we find out what?” 
 
    “Hopefully what we do first is awaken some of my kin,” he said. “So that I’m not the only one here to face them.” 
 
    “Yup. Sounds like a good plan,” Olivia agreed, ripping off another piece of bread. “I guess now we just need to find you your mate. During that, you can tell me all about how vampires were controlling the Romans.” 
 
    He chuckled. “Yeah, we do need to find her.” He felt an odd pang in his stomach saying that but forged on with the rest of his comment. “And the vampires didn’t control the Romans. They were the Romans. That was a nasty fight,” he added. 
 
    Olivia’s eyebrows rose. “Wait. You were there? I thought—” 
 
    “No, no,” he said, still laughing lightly. “I wasn’t there. But with long lives, it was only a few generations before me that fought them. That was when shifters first appeared, you see. Of all races. We…” He fell silent, deciding now might not be the best time to say everything he knew about the origins of shifters. 
 
    “Yes? What?” 
 
    “We fought the vampires. Fought their armies, threw them back. Killed every last one of them,” he said. 
 
    “Their armies?” 
 
    “Of Thralls,” he said quietly. “Humans ensnared by the mind powers of vampires. To do their bidding. Acting as extensions of—” 
 
    Aaric stood up so fast, his chair flew backward and shattered against the bar twenty feet distant, his mouth hanging open in shock. “Oh fuck.” 
 
    Olivia got up slowly. “Hey. Aaric?” she asked, stepping to the side of the table, but not approaching. “Are you okay?” 
 
    He snapped his vision to her, watching every tick of her face carefully. “Who hired you,” he said quietly. 
 
    “What? What are you talking about?” 
 
    “The man who sent those people to your office. What was his name?” 
 
    “Um. Edgar Martinez? He’s from South America. Why?” 
 
    Aaric frowned. South America. Not a territory the dragons normally had much to do with, even when they were awake. 
 
    “Because I think the men who came to your office were Thralls,” he said. “They all acted the same. As if given the same training, same instructions, despite being clearly from different backgrounds. Somebody used mind magic on them.” 
 
    “What are you talking about? They were just thugs. Thugs hired by Martinez and his stupid company, Northern Aspirations, Charters, Holding & Trading. God what a mouthful that is.” 
 
    Aaric went cold. “You’re absolutely certain of this?” he asked. 
 
    “Yes. It’s on the contract. I had to read it a dozen times. So ridiculous.” 
 
    “It’s not ridiculous,” he said quietly. “It’s them. They’re back.” 
 
    “What? Who are back Aaric? You’re scaring me. What’s going on?” 
 
    “The Nacht,” he said, using the acronym of the company, even saying it making him suddenly very, very afraid. 
 
    “The Nacht? Who are the Nacht?” 
 
    “Vampires.” 
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    Olivia felt her stomach congeal. 
 
    “The men in my office,” she stammered, struggling to get the words out. “Those…those were vampires?” 
 
    “No,” Aaric corrected quickly, though his voice was distant. Distracted. “They were Thralls. We haven’t seen the vampire yet. You would know if you had.” 
 
    That didn’t help the iceberg in her belly. “Oh,” she said in a very small voice. “Right, of course.” 
 
    “It’s okay,” he said, sweeping her up into a hug. “It’ll be alright. I just need to confirm a few things. Need to ask Parre about them; he’ll know more.” 
 
    Olivia’s heart broke as she watched Aaric’s face go from determined to devastated over the span of several seconds, as he remembered his friend was no longer there to talk to.  
 
    “I’m so sorry,” she whispered, pulling the big man in tight, reaching up to run her hand through his finger-length hair, pushing it back off his forehead where it had fallen at some point. “I truly am.” 
 
    It felt impotent, whispering the same word over and over again, but what other choice was she given? He clearly was alone, distraught, and there was nobody else around. This mysterious mate of his wasn’t present, so until she showed up to do her job, Olivia was it.  
 
    “Can the vampire get to us here?” she asked, trying to bring Aaric back on subject. 
 
    “No,” he rumbled. “There are defenses against that. Powerful ones. It would take an army of vampires to break through, and we’d know if there was one.” 
 
    Olivia kept silent, her thoughts on the matter slightly different. According to what little he’d shared with her just a few minutes ago, dragons had operated under the assumption that vampires had been dead since the fall of the Roman Empire some sixteen hundred years ago. 
 
    If they didn’t know that was wrong, how could they know anything? They’d been asleep for a century as well. Who knew what could have happened while they were gone! 
 
    “Okay,” she said, stifling her own fears and taking his hand. “Come on then. If we’re safe here, we need to get some sleep. We’re of no use to one another in this condition.” 
 
    Dragging him along, she managed to find her way back to his quarters, only using one wrong door along the way. Once inside, she pushed him over to the bed. 
 
    “Get in. Sleep,” she ordered. 
 
    “Where are you going to go?” he wanted to know with a frown. 
 
    “The couch.” 
 
    His features fell. “Oh.” 
 
    That surprised Olivia. Had he been expecting her to join him in the bed? Was that what he wanted? She’d assumed he was done with her in that capacity. That he was saving himself for his mate whenever she appeared. 
 
    Did she want to be the other woman? Did that even matter with dragons? She knew so little about their culture, about their beliefs.  
 
    “I don’t want to upset your mate,” she explained in a small voice, trying to hide her own disappointment. “If she knew that we were sleeping together…” 
 
    Aaric shook his head. “You act like she’s here. Like I know who she is. But you’re wrong, Liv.” 
 
    It was the first time he’d ever called her by the short form, and to hear it now was somewhat shocking. Were they that close that she was comfortable with that? It wasn’t something she normally was okay with, but…but Aaric was different. 
 
    Besides, it sounds nice coming from him. 
 
    “You said you were done wasting your time,” she pointed out. 
 
    “I…Yeah, I guess I did,” he admitted, sitting down heavily on the edge of the bed. “It’s just a lot of pressure, I guess. I’ve been dealing with it ever since they woke me, and I haven’t been dealing with it well.” 
 
    Olivia went to his side against her better judgement, putting an arm around him. “I can’t begin to understand how you feel, but I get why you do. The fate of your race on your shoulders. But Aaric, I believe in you.” 
 
    He smiled sadly. “I’m not lost for faith in myself. I’m a dragon after all; we’re born with a bit too much of it. No, it’s the fact that I can’t do anything until I’ve found my mate. It takes both of us to bring another dragon to life.” 
 
    She ignored the dual way that statement could be taken. They weren’t talking about babies, she told her ovaries, reminding them they were prepared to birth humans, not tiny lizards. This was way beyond her despite what they were trying to say.  
 
    It doesn’t work that way. Why would you suddenly like the sound of that now, after all these years? 
 
    It didn’t make sense, but then again, nothing made much sense lately. Dragons, and vampires, and shifters. 
 
    Oh my. 
 
    The last came as Aaric pulled her down into his lap. “I…listen. Liv.” He fell silent. 
 
    She kept playing with his hair, giving silent encouragement.  
 
    “Will you stay?” he asked, the words slightly strangled. 
 
    “With you?” she asked softly. 
 
    “Yes. With me. Tonight. I…I could use your company.” 
 
    Olivia bit her lip, considering his words, her options, and the fallout of it all. “I don’t want to be used,” she said gently. 
 
    Shaking his head Aaric looked up at her. “That’s not what I meant. I don’t want to use you.” 
 
    “Then what did you mean?” she asked. 
 
    They both knew, but he was going to have to say it. Olivia needed to hear it from his mouth, off his lips. She was already uncomfortable, but there was no denying the chemistry between the two of them. Mate or not, she, like Angela had warned, just might have it bad for this guy. 
 
    Not that I’ll ever admit to her that she was right. That just can’t be allowed. 
 
    Aaric shivered slightly as he straightened, meeting her eyes. That strange golden light lined the outside of his pupils as he gazed straight at her. 
 
    “I want you to stay,” he said. 
 
    They both blinked in surprise at the strength, the passion of his words. She’d hoped he would say it, but she’d expected it to come out softer, less sure. Judging by the way his eyes widened slightly as he spoke, so had Aaric. 
 
    Interesting. 
 
    “Then I’ll stay,” she said, letting herself mold her body into his lap, relaxing into his embrace. “For the night.” 
 
    Aaric nodded. One of his lips may have twitched slightly, but he stayed solemn. “For the night,” he agreed. 
 
    His eyes, on the other hand, were definitely twinkling. 
 
    Then she saw nothing but stars and golden scales as he leaned in to kiss her, covering her mouth with his. Olivia welcomed those lips, the warm, sensual touch a reminder of their earlier frenzied lovemaking. 
 
    No, not lovemaking. That was fucking. Lustful fucking. Not lovemaking. There’s no love here. 
 
    A mild bitterness filled her taste buds as she reminded herself of the truth of it, but Aaric’s tongue washed that away a moment later as he pushed between her lips, exploring her mouth the way his hands were exploring her body. 
 
    Casual strength gathered in his arms, and he swung her around onto the bed without trouble, setting her back among the comforters. She watched with tender amusement as he got on top of her. This was very unlike the Aaric of before. 
 
    “Come here,” she giggled, wrapping her arms around his neck and pulling him in close, elbows settling on either side of her head. 
 
    She enjoyed this, the pressure of him above her, the embrace of his arms and legs, holding her tight.  
 
    That’s also not bad either, she thought to herself as the stiffness of his cock rubbed against her, igniting a fire she’d thought quenched for the night. 
 
    This was different though. Not the burning, desperate need for relief of earlier. No, this was something else. Deeper, and more intimate, but still a desire for him. 
 
    For Aaric. 
 
    Their clothes came off slowly, each stripping the other, rolling around playfully on the massive bed as they struggled to remove everything without disengaging their touch. In the end, the last of her clothes came off with Aaric above her, sinking back onto his haunches. 
 
    Olivia eyed his delightful body, the low light of the bedroom emphasizing the lines between his muscles, from his pecs down to just above his…her mouth curved upward in a grin. 
 
    “Are you laughing at me?” Aaric teased, lifting his hands above his head. “You don’t like this?” 
 
    “Oh no,” she said. “Trust me, I very much like it. Very much. I was just eyeing a certain part of you and smiling in…well, anticipation.” 
 
    “Good,” Aaric replied, bending over to kiss her some more. 
 
    This time though, he trailed those kisses across her cheek, down to her neck. He paused there, gently sucking and biting at the skin while one of his hands slid up her leg with painful slowness. 
 
    By the time his fingers found her peak, parting the soft flesh to gently circle it, she was breathing hard, desperate for more.  
 
    “I’m glad you decided to stay,” he whispered into her ear, gathering up some of her increasing wetness and using that to gently slide two fingers over her clit simultaneously. 
 
    Olivia shuddered, eyes glued shut, one arm around his neck, the other grabbing her breast. “Me too,” she gasped. “Me too.” 
 
    The pressure between her legs built and built until she felt ready to explode. All at once, it disappeared. Her eyes flew open to see Aaric looking at her with a mischievous glint to his eyes. 
 
    “Why did you stop?” she complained, taking a moment to catch her breath and lick her dry lips. 
 
    Aaric didn’t reply with words, however. He just bent his mouth to her neck and kissed it. Then he moved to her collar bone, leaving several soft impressions there. Slowly, inch by inch, he made his way down her entire body. 
 
    By the time he reached between her legs, Olivia was little more than jelly in his hands. His strong, powerful hands, that slipped under her legs, fingers wrapping wide around her waist, holding her down, pinning her in place. 
 
    If she’d thought his fingers felt good, his tongue, as it reached out and played its warm caress across her, was nothing short of pure ecstasy. Olivia moaned and writhed in his grip, unable to move and loving every second of it. 
 
    Aaric kept her pinned in place while he alternated licking with gentle sucking, driving Olivia wild. She needed it. Needed him. She begged him to go just a little faster, a little harder. But he didn’t. He refused. 
 
    “You’re such a tease,” she panted, on the edge, but not quite able to tip over. “I want it.” 
 
    Aaric’s eyes glowed at her words, sparking an idea in her head. “Please,” she said, biting her lower lip, watching his eyes grow brighter. “Please, Aaric. I want it.” 
 
    Almost there, she could tell. Then she understood what he wanted to hear. 
 
    “I need it,” she gasped. “Please give it to me.” 
 
    Although he’d never stopped, his tongue pressed a little harder, slid a little faster across her throbbing clit, giving it just the extra bit of attention she wanted. Needed.  
 
    The room grew brighter and her body trembled, muscles and joints locked in place. Olivia gasped and arched without meaning to, one long cry tearing from her throat as pleasure slammed into her body in one single spark of an instant. Waves upon waves of it crashed over her like breakers at the ocean’s edge. 
 
    She twisted and turned, but Aaric held her still, his tongue never wavering, never stopping. His name poured from her mouth, mixed with wordless moans of blissful, ecstatic pleasure that conveyed just how masterfully he’d brought her to climax. 
 
    When she was finally done, Olivia sagged back into the bed, her body still not responding to commands. It was spent, she had no energy left to command it. Her brain was mush, unresponsive, lost in the afterglow of an orgasm unlike anything she’d experienced before. 
 
    But Aaric wasn’t finished with her yet, she realized through the haze as he got up, shuffling his knees until they were aligned with her hips. Gentle hands spread her legs, exposing her most vulnerable areas to his gaze, and also to his— 
 
    Something pushed between her legs and she hissed as Aaric entered her for the second time that night. Holy shit, I’d forgotten how big he was. 
 
    It took longer now for her to adjust. After the roughness of earlier, she was still somewhat tender, but Aaric moved slowly, and by the time he was completely inside of her, Olivia was past the pain, lost completely in the unique pleasure of sex, something that, try as companies might, could never be recreated with something silicone. 
 
    Aaric lay over her once more, this time in the act of lovemaking and rocked his hips back and forth.  
 
    This is lovemaking, she thought, differentiating it from before with ease. Soft, sensual, exploratory. They were into one another’s bodies, their skin, their hair. She explored him, and he explored her right back. Wandering eyes, hands, mouths. She took in his scent, his taste, felt his skin grow warm and heated under her mouth. 
 
    All the while, he slipped in and out of her, just like his tongue. Slow, rhythmic, never changing, and continuing to drive her wild.  
 
    “I’m going to come again,” she announced an unknown amount of time later, lost completely in the act. Her body was shuddering ever so slightly, and she knew the slightest touch was likely to set her off. But she wanted something different this time. 
 
    Aaric must have known by the light of her eyes, because he nodded, his movements, for the first time, stiff, constrained. “Me too,” he announced in a tight voice. “I can’t hold much longer. You’re too much. Too beautiful. Your body, being inside you…” He trailed off, his eyes closing. She felt him tighten, his body clamping down, trying to hold it off. 
 
    Reaching up, she grabbed his chin, forcing him to look at her. “I want it,” she said. “Together. I need it.” 
 
    All at once, her body revealed that was what it was craving, what it was missing. Aaric. Inside her. 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    She nodded, losing herself in the golden sunburst of his eyes as they went wide, a groan slipping from his throat, replaced moments later as he cried out her name and released. 
 
    The instant his warmth filled her, Olivia went over the edge, her own pending orgasm finally given what it needed. She scraped at his back, thrusting her hips upward, trying to capture every last bit of him as he thrust into her harder, emptying himself. 
 
    She shivered and lay back, thinking it was passed. But Aaric kept moving against her, and abruptly, without warning, she tightened, a powerful secondary orgasm ripping free. It wasn’t as strong, but the surprise factor left her gasping and lightheaded. 
 
    “Holy shit,” was all she managed to get out before they both collapsed backward, Aaric lying on top of her, holding her down, keeping his body tight to her. She basked in that, enjoying it while it lasted. 
 
    “Wow,” Aaric whispered into her ear. “Liv, that was amazing.” 
 
    She bit her lip, enjoying the way his voice sounded when it said her name like that. “Yes, it was,” she agreed as her body shivered with a reminder. 
 
    “By the way,” he said tiredly, kissing her neck softly, then her cheek. “I got it.” 
 
    She frowned. “Got what?” 
 
    “I know what I have to do next.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes. Leave it to a man to have an epiphany during sex. “Why were you thinking about that while we were together?” 
 
    Aaric’s head pulled back at the accusatory tone in her voice. “I had to do something to stop from losing control halfway through. When you did that thing with my ear and your tongue,” he added when she looked confused. 
 
    “So, you thought about the vampires?” 
 
    “What’s more unsexy than a vampire?” he challenged defensively. 
 
    Olivia’s memory went to a hugely popular story about a vampire that was quite sexy. “Nothing,” she said quickly. “I get it. So, what do we have to do?” 
 
    “We?” he asked carefully. 
 
    “Yes. You think I’m going anywhere without you, dragon boy? Don’t forget, this vampire sent his men to my office. You’re my guardian angel. You even have the wings,” she teased, running her hands over the back of his shoulders. 
 
    “You’re staying here,” Aaric stated strongly. 
 
    Olivia just arched her eyebrows. “We’ll see.” 
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    “So, your epiphany was to go to this property you wanted so badly?” she asked. 
 
    Aaric glared over at Olivia where she sat in the passenger seat. He almost told her again that she should stay at Drakon Keep. 
 
    Almost. 
 
    But his brain dutifully reminded him of the tongue-lashing he’d gotten the night before, and then again in the morning when he’d suggested she stay there. She wouldn’t be alone, he’d argued. Francis would be there, and the Keep’s defenses were impressive, if hidden from the normal eye. She would be safe, he’d argued. 
 
    Olivia had argued that she wouldn’t feel safe. Not even remotely. She’d also pointed out that she could be of use. A second set of eyes, looking for things he wasn’t thinking about, wasn’t expecting. Things that didn’t belong in modern human construction. 
 
    The last was the selling point, what had finally caved—it definitely wasn’t a fear of her wrath if he forced her to stay; nope, not at all—and so they were on their way over to the property now. 
 
    As soon as he fired up the engine, that is. 
 
    “I’m coming with you,” Olivia said gently, squeezing his arm. “So, stop delaying and start driving. We slept in late, so we’re short on time, mister.” 
 
    That was an understatement, he knew. It was already three in the afternoon. After waking up, another round of lovemaking, showering, eating, they’d wasted most of the day.  
 
    Vampires, like shifters, were vulnerable to two things. Other paranormal creatures, and radiation. Unlike shifters, however, it was the radiation of the sun, of ultraviolet light, that hurt vampires. Not the kind found in depleted uranium, nuclear weapons, and the like. That was deadly to his kind if applied correctly. 
 
    Which meant, given that it was fall, they had perhaps four or five hours of daylight left before things got dangerous. The factory was a large place and he wasn’t going to risk them being there past dusk if he could avoid it. 
 
    Recognizing defeat, Aaric punched the ignition button and the SUV rumbled to life, its engine growling throatily. Although speed was fun, he hadn’t been willing to compromise on her safety entirely. The modified triple-row SUV was an armored beast that Francis had procured from who knew where. 
 
    But it was bulletproof, had thick lower body protection against IED’s, and several other features built in that, if they found themselves in a jam, would help immensely. 
 
    That’s all assuming I don’t get a chance to unleash hell myself. 
 
    The SUV was, admittedly, more for Olivia than it was for him. Just in case, he’d said. 
 
    The vehicle picked up speed and they exited the garage and headed up the ramp and driveway to the edge of Drakon Keep, and then out the gate and toward the city’s edge, where their destination awaited. 
 
    “Is this where you finally tell me why you were so adamant about not selling the property?” Olivia asked as they neared the halfway point of their drive. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Is this like some sort of sacred ground to you dragons or something? Why this place, of everywhere in town?” 
 
    Aaric shrugged, one hand on the wheel, one hand on the center console. He ached to reach over, to rest it in her lap, but now wasn’t the time for that. They weren’t focused on one another, but instead on what lay ahead, and he didn’t want to distract her. 
 
    And you shouldn’t distract yourself either. This vampire could be bad news, even to you. You know this. Don’t fuck around. Both your lives depend on it. 
 
    “No particular reason,” he said, focusing on the issue at hand. “Except that it called to me. I looked at the listings, and this one…it just felt right. I don’t know how to explain it,” he added at her confused look. “There was just a need for that to be the property I developed.” 
 
    “I see,” Olivia said in a voice that indicated the exact opposite. “Is this another strange dragon power of yours?” 
 
    “Not one I’m aware of,” he admitted. “But we always have been different from the other shifters out there. Slightly more magical and pulled to the earth and its own forces. This could be part of that, I really don’t know, I’m sorry. I don’t have anyone to ask. But I’m now confident I wasn’t delusional.” 
 
    “Why?” she wanted to know. 
 
    “Because your vampire friend so obviously wanted to get his hands on it as well. Why? What use could he have for this property? Unless there was a reason, something I missed. Something is there.” 
 
    “You think that area is important to the vampires?” she asked quietly. 
 
    “I don’t see how it couldn’t be,” he said with a shrug. “Going by how badly he wanted it. Do you really believe he was doing that just to fuck with me? Because I don’t. Especially if he doesn’t know I’m the one who bought it.” 
 
    “I never told him,” Olivia said hotly. 
 
    “That’s not what I meant. I just mean, he might not be aware the dragons are back.” He frowned. “That I’m back.” 
 
    “They’re going to be sorry when they find out,” she said fiercely. 
 
    Aaric smiled. He appreciated the confidence she had in him, in his ability to handle this problem. 
 
    “One question for you though. Semi-related.” 
 
    “Go for it. If I can answer it, I will,” he assured her. 
 
    “Why did you buy the property in the first place? What do you need it for?” Olivia wanted to know, taking her eyes off the road to look over at him as she spoke. 
 
    “That part’s easy,” he chuckled. “It’s going to be the home of the Drakon Family Outreach Center.” 
 
    “Uh.” Olivia frowned at him. 
 
    “What?” He took his eyes off the road to meet her gaze, confused by the lack of a response. 
 
    “That sounds great, but like, what does that mean?” she asked. 
 
    “Dragons exist to protect this planet,” he said quietly, staring straight ahead once more, watching the road but also lost in thought. “That is our purpose. To safeguard it and its contents, namely, humanity. We hold ourselves above other shifters in that regard.” 
 
    “Okay…I still don’t get it.” 
 
    He smiled. “To protect the planet, Liv, we need to understand the planet. To know it. This will be how I—and my people, as they awaken—get to know the people of this century. Of this millennium,” he added, realizing they’d crossed into the second millennium while he was sleeping. “So we know who it is we’re protecting.” 
 
    “That sounds very noble of you.” 
 
    “I hope that’s how it turns out as well,” he replied, smiling at the vision in his head. “Nobody will know what we truly are, but it won’t matter. We will help them all.” 
 
    “Do you think the vampires want to build their own outreach center instead?” Olivia asked, dumping cold water all over his imagination. 
 
    He shot her a mock glare. “More like a blood donor clinic,” he muttered. 
 
    “So, vampires actually do suck your blood out? That’s a real thing?” 
 
    He smiled tightly. “Yes. Yes, it is.” 
 
    Olivia shuddered next to him, her hand seeking out his, holding it tight. “Ew.” 
 
    They drove on in silence until he pulled into the entrance of the factory. There, they got out, Aaric lamenting having to let go of her hand. He liked having her close. It felt…good. 
 
    “So, where to?” she asked, gesturing at the half-collapsed building where the fire had been. 
 
    “I’m not sure,” he admitted. “Let’s start at one side and work our way over?” 
 
    “Lead on,” Olivia said, waving her arm. “Let’s get this over with.” 
 
    Aaric suppressed a shiver. He doubted it would be that easy. 
 
    At least Olivia is here where I know she’s safe. Where I can protect her. I’d be worried sick if she were back at the Keep, out of sight. 
 
    Together, they headed to the factory floor to begin their investigation. His senses were on high alert, but so far nothing was reaching out to him, no internal alarms going off. 
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    “That doesn’t belong.” 
 
    She lifted an arm and pointed at a wall. 
 
    “It’s a wall,” Aaric said. “What’s wrong with it?” 
 
    “Yeah. It’s a wall where there shouldn’t be one. We’ve walked around in a circle,” she said. “A square, I guess. The other three sides are all walls as well. Plus, look, it’s too clean. The rest of this place is dirty.” 
 
    “It’s dirty too,” Aaric said, but he shuffled closer, nonetheless. 
 
    “Not the right type of dirty,” she said. “I wouldn’t have noticed it if I weren’t looking for suspicious things but come on.” 
 
    “I guess,” he said doubtfully, but he went up to it anyway, reaching out to knock very lightly on the cinderblock. 
 
    They both straightened. The sound his knuckles made wasn’t anything that would come off cinderblock, but that wasn’t all. 
 
    It was hollow. 
 
    “I think we found it,” Aaric hissed at her, and she backed away from the wall, leaving space for him to do whatever he needed if things went wrong. 
 
    Demonstrating a casual strength she would never understand, Aaric straightened his fingers and simply pushed them through the wall. Mortar and paper fell away, revealing the entire wall was just a plaster cast made to look like the real thing. 
 
    A few more rips, and Aaric had created a man-sized hole. Olivia tensed, but nothing came flying out at them. No alarms sounded, nothing dangerous went off. In fact, nothing at all happened except the dust stirred up by Aaric’s actions settled to the floor. 
 
    “I’m going in,” he announced. 
 
    Olivia dashed forward to try and stop him but it was too late; he disappeared through the wall. 
 
    “Shit,” she muttered unhappily, before plunging in after him. 
 
    It might be dangerous to follow, but there was no way in hell she was going to stay behind in the creepy abandoned factory. Not on her own. Aaric was a dragon shifter, and being with him was the safest place to be, she figured. 
 
    A circular stairway loomed before them. Faint yellow light lit the walls, providing just enough illumination to see with. Aaric and Olivia exchanged glances. She nodded, and, with the dragon shifter in the lead, they descended.  
 
    The metal rungs were firm and secured. Nothing was loose, no squeaky noises. Whoever had installed this had built it to last.  
 
    The pair went down, and down, until she started to get dizzy from all the turning to the right.  
 
    “How far down do you think we are?” she asked in the quietest voice she could muster. 
 
    “Far,” Aaric said. “Very far.” 
 
    “What is this place?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” he admitted. “I just don’t know. But I intend to find out.” 
 
    They plunged ahead again but in a very short order, the stairs stopped and leveled out. A tunnel lay before them, hollowed from the very earth around them by tools man had not used in centuries. Wherever they were going, it was old. Very old. 
 
    “I don’t like this one bit,” she muttered. “Something feels wrong here. Very wrong.” 
 
    “I agree.” But Aaric kept moving forward. 
 
    She followed but the sense of wrongness continued to grow stronger until her skin seemed to crawl. 
 
    “Aaric,” she complained another twenty steps later. “This place isn’t right.” 
 
    But Aaric didn’t answer. She reached out to touch his shoulder but saw his arm go up first, barely visible in the faint light. Olivia realized abruptly that there were no more lights on the wall. It was Aaric that was generating the light for her to see by. 
 
    Dragons have all the coolest powers. 
 
    Her thoughts were cut off as Aaric whirled to face her. “Run.” 
 
    The single word chilled her to the bone and she started backpedaling before thinking to ask.  
 
    “Why?” she wanted to know. Aaric was coming with her. 
 
    “Thralls,” he growled. “Lots of them.” 
 
    “More?” she moaned. “I thought you dealt with them?” 
 
    He shook his head, his skin continuing to grow brighter. Behind him, she could hear noises in the tunnel now, following them. 
 
    “It’s not that unusual,” Aaric said, his pupils lining with the brightest golden light yet. “Lower-level vamps will have a dozen or two. Their strongest will have hundreds.” 
 
    Hundreds? she thought miserably. How were they supposed to deal with that? 
 
    “We’re not going to outrun them,” Aaric said. “They’re too fast now. You need to go. I’ll deal with them.” 
 
    “What?” she yelped, forgetting to whisper for the moment. “No, Aaric. You can’t.” 
 
    “I can,” he hissed. “And I will. It’s the only way. Get to the vehicle,” he said, pushing the keys into her hand. “drive back to the Keep. Francis will look after you. I’ll meet up with you later.” 
 
    “But the Thralls,” she protested. 
 
    “I can handle them,” he assured her. “But not if I have to watch out for you too. So, go. Now! Let me do what I do best.” 
 
    She gasped as his skin became translucent, revealing small versions of his scales below the surface. 
 
    “Go!” he shouted at her, his voice deepening, taking on a non-human timbre. 
 
    Olivia took one last look at him and fled back up the tunnel. She reached the stairs and started climbing. Her first instinct was to run as fast as she could up the twisting staircase, but if she got too dizzy, she would fall. 
 
    Not to mention how far up she had to climb. It was important to conserve her strength. Up and up she went, the walls twisting around her. They began to blur together, but Olivia didn’t stop, didn’t slow down. 
 
    She had to reach the surface, to escape.  
 
    Far below, she heard a roar. That could only be Aaric. But was that a battle cry? Or one of pain? What was going on down there? She hated not knowing. 
 
    At some point, she finally reached the top of the staircase, dragging herself up the last few steps. Her breath came in short gasps, sweat falling from her brow and pooling up in other uncomfortable places. But she’d made it. 
 
    She was on the surface. 
 
    So why don’t I feel any safer? 
 
    A shiver ran down her spine, chilling the sweat there instantly. Looking around wildly, she tried to see who was watching her. 
 
    “Hello?” she called, tentatively taking a step out into the hallway beyond the ripped-up wall that concealed the stairwell. “Is anyone there?” 
 
    She was greeted with nothing but silence.
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    Aaric backed up toward the stairwell a step at a time. In the darkness beyond, his eyes began to pick up movement. The Thralls were coming. He readied himself for their attack. This was the part he hated the most.  
 
    These creatures, they were human still. If he could kill the vampire, they would be set free. None of them knew what they were doing was wrong, they just felt compelled to act as their master wished.  
 
    Which meant he couldn’t kill them. 
 
    The same, unfortunately, did not apply to the Thralls. They would have no issues cutting him down and dismembering him, killing him completely. 
 
    He was going to have to be very precise in his attacks. Disabling, debilitating strikes. Not fatal. It would take more out of him, more effort and focus. If these were something else, he would simply burn the tunnel until the rock began to melt. It would be that easy. 
 
    Unfortunately, that wasn’t an option. On top of that, Aaric had no idea if the vampire was concealed among the Thralls, ready to strike at a moment’s notice. 
 
    As if all that wasn’t enough, there was his concern about just what the vampire had found down in these tunnels. Was it still there? What was the purpose? He needed to try and find out, if at all possible. 
 
    If he did that, however, he exposed Olivia to further danger. That was something he simply could not abide.  
 
    His choice was clear, now that all options had been considered. Hold off the Thralls until he estimated Olivia was clear to the car. Join her and return to the Keep and safety. In the morning, he could return to the property alone and explore without having to worry about Olivia. 
 
    You’re doing a lot of worrying about her, aren’t you? About someone who is just a distraction? 
 
    Aaric shook the thought free as the first of the Thralls came rushing at him. He ducked under a wild swing, an elbow flicking out to crack ribs and send the thrall crashing to the floor behind him.  
 
    There was no time to think about it from there. They came in a mob, nearly two dozen of them at once. If that’s all there is, it means it’s just a low-level vampire, thank goodness. 
 
    Aaric had been fearful he was up against someone stronger. An elder vampire would likely have spelled his doom, especially down here in the confined tunnel where he couldn’t use his powers to their full extent. 
 
    Something slammed into his back and Aaric grunted in surprise. Rolling with the blow, he came up in a half-spin to his feet, facing the other direction. His attacker held a length of pipe. 
 
    That’s going to leave a bruise. 
 
    Angrily, Aaric lashed out with his right hand. A brilliant white spark shot across the distance and impacted on the weapon. The intense fire responded to Aaric’s control and spread across the pipe. The metal began to glow orange and the Thrall abruptly dropped it, his palm turning red and blistering. 
 
    Still there was no sound. That was the eerie part of it all. The fight was being conducted in near total silence, aside from wuffs of air as people flung punches and kicks at him, and the sound of bodies as they hit the ground, the walls, the ceiling, and often as not, each other.  
 
    Aaric was a whirlwind darting through, under and over, striking faster than the Thralls could respond. He was surgical in his attacks. Broken bones, snapped knees, cautious blows to the head. None of the Thralls died, though many would need recovery from their injuries before they would be useful again. 
 
    In short order, he was the only one standing, the Thralls laying around him mostly unconscious, a few struggling to get up, to come after him, but unable as their bodies refused to respond. 
 
    Taking a deep breath, Aaric looked down the tunnel, wishing he could go in after them, but knowing his priorities were with Olivia. By now, she’d be at the car, waiting for him. He could all but imagine the sound of the horn going off furiously. 
 
    He retreated to the circular staircase, standing in the middle of it, looking up. 
 
    “Sorry, boys,” he muttered. “It’s about to get warm in here.” 
 
    Thrusting his palms downward and out to the side, condensed fire appeared in each of his hands, and a moment later, shot outward. His boots exploded as more flame licked out from his feet. 
 
    And some people think I’m just good for lighting a fire, he thought as he rose on a plume of orange flame. 
 
    Fire was the result of combustion. Enough combustion produced energy. Direct that energy away from him and in enough strength, and it would counter the force of that annoying thing called gravity. 
 
    Aaric soared up through the center of the staircase, reaching the ceiling and simply plowing right through. If he got lucky, a stray ray of UV in the morning would plunge straight down and burn the vamp. Otherwise, the building was going to be demolished, so what did he care about another hole? 
 
    He emerged over the roof, angled his body to the car and then extinguished the fire, dropping to one knee to absorb the impact as concrete and other debris crunched underneath his weight. 
 
    “Olivia,” he called, striding toward the car, looking around the abandoned factory just in case they weren’t out of it yet. “Start it up.” 
 
    There was no response. Frowning, he looked at the car.  
 
    It was empty. 
 
    “Olivia!” he barked, whirling. Where was she? Had she waited in the factory instead? 
 
    The sun was nearly down, and in a short while, it would be the vampires’ turn to come out and play. Aaric wasn’t ready to face such a powerful foe. Not yet. He needed to get back to the Keep and do some research, arm himself with a few tools that could help tilt the field in his direction. But first, he needed to find his woman. 
 
    “Olivia!” he called again, fighting back stress and fear.  
 
    There was a rustle of sound behind him. Aaric spun, dropping to one knee, balls of blue-white fire appearing in his hands in the blink of an eye. He sagged as the source of the sound revealed itself. 
 
    Olivia darted out from a doorway and ran across the open ground to him. He swept her up into a hug, continuing to back toward the car, not wanting to waste any time. 
 
    “Where were you?” he wanted to know. “I was worried sick.” 
 
    “I’m okay,” she said, throwing her head against his chest, staying close. “I’m fine, I promise.” 
 
    He nodded and got to the car door. “Get in, let’s go.” 
 
    “Right. Um. You drive.” 
 
    Aaric didn’t argue, he just opened the door and waited for her to hop across the seat to the passenger side before climbing in. The door closed and he fired up the engine. It was all taking too long. The vamp was going to attack at any second, he could feel it. They needed to go. 
 
    The big SUV rumbled out onto the street and picked up speed. Now he was wishing fervently that he’d brought one of his sports cars. The extra speed would have been appreciated and— 
 
    “What are you doing?” he growled as Olivia leaned across the seat and began to fiddle with his pants. 
 
    “I just need it,” she said, undoing his zipper, her other hand stroking his cock through the pants. “Now. In my mouth.” 
 
    Aaric frowned. He knew humans often responded to life or death situations with heightened arousal, but this was on another level.  
 
    “I’m not sure now is the right time,” he said, shifting uncomfortably as she pulled his dick out and started sucking on it. 
 
    “Come on,” she said, mouth full. “It’s fine. We’re safe.” 
 
    “This is too weird. No. Maybe later,” he said, as much to try and get her to stop as anything. “I need to focus on driving.” 
 
    Olivia sat up straight, back against the chair. She was pouting, he realized. Pouting that she wasn’t allowed to give him a blowjob. That was also weird. 
 
    He pushed aside the thought that he’d just turned down road head and focused on the issue at hand. Now was not the time for that—they had bigger issues to fry. 
 
    And he was the only one who could do so. His head needed to be in the game. 
 
    Not in her mouth. 
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    The car hadn’t even finished hissing and chugging as he killed the engine before Olivia was throwing herself at him once more. 
 
    “Can you really not wait?” he asked, recognizing the irony of the situation. 
 
    Since when does a male turn down sex twice in a row?  
 
    But as sexy as he found Olivia, especially when she wanted him this badly, he knew that they needed to stay focused. 
 
    “I just need you,” she said. “Badly. Please. Back there…” 
 
    Aaric cursed himself as he heard the fearful note to her voice. She was scared and trying to ground herself in reality. To reassure herself that she was, in fact, alive. 
 
    “A quickie,” he said, giving her a wink, hauling her up into his arms. 
 
    “That’s good enough for me,” she moaned, melting into his arms, her lips latching onto his neck, sucking and biting, doing the same to his earlobe.  
 
    Shivers ran down his spine. Gods, he felt so wanted, so needed, by this woman. Her lust, her desire for him, was intoxicating, and he felt his body responding. 
 
    They took the elevator up, managing to refrain from stripping down right then and there, as they had before. Aaric smiled at that memory, knowing it was one he would remember for the rest of his life. 
 
    His door closed behind them and Olivia wormed her way out of his arms, clothing following not far behind. 
 
    “Come on,” she all but gushed, her top and bra flying across the room. 
 
    “Here, let me,” he rumbled, heading for the boots he’d found for her, which she would need to remove before her pants. 
 
    “It’s okay,” she said hurriedly, waving him away. “I’ve got it. You take your clothes off. Let me see that hard cock of yours.” 
 
    Aaric hesitated, then shrugged. If she needed the dick, she was going to get the dick. This was more carnal lust that she was after. Primal instincts rising to the top. Even just imagining bending her over his furniture, he grew hard, wondering what would break first tonight, Olivia, or his couch. She was going to get it as rough and raw as she could handle, he decided, his arousal spiking. 
 
    He ripped off the remains of his pants and boots, the destroyed material simply parting along seams as he grabbed a handful and pulled with his full strength. 
 
    Same with the shirt, and then he was naked. “Get over here,” he ordered, pointing at the ground in front of him. 
 
    Olivia came over to stand in front of him, arms slightly behind her back, looking up demurely through her eyelashes. She was naked, her large breasts swaying from the motion, drawing his attention to them immediately. 
 
    Her mouth hung open slightly and her nipples were erect. She waited patiently, breathing heavily. She was ready, he judged. 
 
    Leaning in, he grabbed her chin just a little roughly and lifted it, holding it there so he could move in and kiss her. She stood frozen, awaiting his commands, a statue, his to control. Aaric’s blood flowed faster, heating his body. He could scent her now. Aaric opened his nose wide, drinking it in deep. 
 
    She melted forward, her arms coming out from around her back and— 
 
    Aaric’s left hand shot out, grabbing her wrist and holding it firm. He reared backward, hissing in surprise. 
 
    “What the fuck?!” he roared at the six-inch blade held in her grip. “You’re trying to kill me!” 
 
    Olivia went silent but he felt her arm struggling against his grip. She would never break free, not unless he let her go. 
 
    But she moved swiftly, using his astonishment against him. The hand opened and the blade fell free, dropping into the clutches of her other hand. He recovered just in time to jump back and out of her reach. Then he grabbed her other hand and disarmed her.  
 
    The blade dropped to the ground and he eyed it, noting the silver metal with black substance carved into its tang. Radiation. He’d scented it when he’d tried to take a deeper smell of Olivia. 
 
    It was only that sheer, blind luck, that had saved him.  
 
    “What are you doing?” he wanted to know. 
 
    But Olivia just kept struggling, going after the blade, single-mindedly. Not speaking. Not making sounds of any kinds. 
 
    “Oh, for fuck’s sake,” he snapped as the pieces all came into picture, her actions aligning completely with those of several other people he’d encountered lately. 
 
    “He was waiting for us,” Aaric said, tossing Olivia over his shoulder. Her tiny fists beat against his back, and she tried ceaselessly to wiggle free, but it was pointless. His strength was too great and Aaric kept her pinned as he walked through the Keep into the lower levels, making sure to press a particular button as he descended into one area. 
 
    “The sonofabitch was waiting. For me. For you. This whole thing was probably engineered. He wanted to get close to me via you. Hoping you could kill me for him.” 
 
    Two things popped into his mind as he gently dropped Olivia into a cell and stepped out, slamming the door closed a second before she lunged at him, the only sound her breathing. 
 
    Francis appeared a few seconds later. He followed Aaric’s gaze back into the cell, then averted his eyes quickly. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to look.” 
 
    Aaric blinked. “Oh, right. Yes. I should fetch her some clothes. Sorry, I wasn’t thinking.” 
 
    His own nudity didn’t bother him. Like all shifters, dragons were used to it. Clothing didn’t usually survive a dragon using their powers or shifting into their other form. Naked people were a common sight at Drakon Keep. 
 
    At least, they were, back when I wasn’t the only one awake. 
 
    “What, may I ask, is going on? Is this some sort of lovers’ quarrel? I sure hope you didn’t put her in there just because she refused your advances,” Francis admonished. 
 
    “The fucker was waiting for us. He expected us to show up. Then he suckered us in deep and waited until I sent Olivia back. Then he grabbed her and did his mind-magic voodoo on her. She tried to kill me with a uranium-infused blade,” he explained. “The radiation from that would have either killed me, or hurt me badly, depending on where she stuck it.” 
 
    “I see. The ol’ one-two, you stick me, I stick you,” Francis said. 
 
    Aaric sputtered. “How can you joke at a time like this?” he asked angrily. 
 
    “Because it’s better than getting all poopy pants about it,” the steward said. “It’s done, and admit it, that was funny.” 
 
    “Maybe,” he admitted, staring at Olivia as she watched him, waiting for him to come closer to the cell. 
 
    Francis was staring at him. He could see it in his peripherals. “She isn’t just a distraction to you, is she?” he said softly. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Aaric wanted to know, turning to face the steward. 
 
    “Think about it,” was all the response he got. “In the meantime, you know what you have to do.” 
 
    “Kill the vamp,” he snarled. 
 
    “Kill the vamp,” Francis agreed. 
 
    Aaric watched Olivia for several moments longer, then turned, storming from the dungeon, hating that he was forced to lock Olivia in a cage like a rat. She deserved better than this. She deserved the world. Anything he could give her. 
 
    The vampire would pay.
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    Olivia blinked. 
 
    “Aaric!” 
 
    The huge dragon shifter paused just before leaving the cell. “Olivia?” 
 
    “What are you doing?” she wanted to know, pressing up against the cell. The cool metal against her bare skin snapped her gaze down. “Why am I naked?” 
 
    Aaric turned back around, gesturing at someone unseen. Francis, she figured, though that was only because she hadn’t yet met anyone else. 
 
    “You know why you’re in there,” Aaric said carefully, stepping closer to the cell. 
 
    “The hell I do!” she said, not bothering to hide her nudity. This was Aaric after all. He’d seen her in all manner of exposure. He knew her body intimately. 
 
    Not intimately enough. 
 
    “Come in here,” she heard herself purr. “Please. I want you.” 
 
    Aaric’s forehead furrowed in confusion. “You can’t be serious. Can you?” 
 
    She felt her body stir, arousal slowly spreading throughout, preparing her for what was to come next. For him. “Very serious,” she breathed heavily. 
 
    “No, literally. You aren’t serious,” Aaric informed her. 
 
    “I’m extremely serious. I want you to fuck me, Aaric. Right here. Right now. Bend me over the bench back there. Push me up against the wall. Take me however you want. I’m yours,” she moaned, one hand pushing down her body, between her legs, to feel the wetness there. 
 
    Aaric laughed. 
 
    Olivia looked around wildly, wondering what he was laughing about. It was only belatedly, as if her mind was in a fog, that she realized it was her. He was laughing at her.  
 
    “You don’t want me anymore?” she asked, feeling crushed. “Am I not attractive enough for you?” 
 
    “You’re plenty attractive,” Aaric said, coming closer to the cell, but staying just out of her arm’s reach. “That isn’t the problem. Unless you consider my attraction to you being too strong, in which case it is a problem. But no, I find you very attractive. It’s not easy to resist you right now.” 
 
    “You can have me any way you want,” she whispered. “You can have any part of me. You can have here,” she said, running a finger over her lips. “Or here…” her hand moved vigorously between her legs. 
 
    Aaric frowned. 
 
    “Or maybe it’s here you want me,” she said, turning around, pushing her ass up against the bars. “That’s it, isn’t it. You naughty boy. Well come on. You can have it. Fuck me through the bars. Right now. Please, Aaric, stick it in my ass.” 
 
    “You have no idea what’s going on right now, do you?” Aaric asked, his voice tight. 
 
    Turning back to face him, Olivia noticed his voice wasn’t the only tight thing as his pants stretched over the bulge in his groin. She desperately wanted what was under there. Wanted it inside her. Anywhere. She just needed it. 
 
    “What do you mean?” she wanted to know, hands still wandering her body of their own accord. “I know you aren’t fucking me. I want you to. Like in the elevator. Make me yours.” 
 
    “Not going to happen,” Aaric said, closing his eyes momentarily, shoulders rising and falling with an extra deep breath. 
 
    “I can tell you want to.” 
 
    “Of course, I want to,” he growled. “But you’re under the spell of that damn vampire. The last time we tried to have sex, you almost stabbed me with a knife. But I bet you don’t remember that, do you?” 
 
    Olivia jerked away from the bars in horror. “I would never do that Aaric! Never. I just want you.” 
 
    He rolled his eyes. “If you were in your right mind, you would be far more concerned with why the hell you’re naked in a jail cell. Instead, all you can think of is my cock. Flattering as that is, it’s also obviously wrong, Olivia. But your mind can’t process that, because it’s been messed with.” 
 
    She shook her head, feeling cold again. “I didn’t try to kill you.” 
 
    “Except you did,” Aaric insisted. “With this.” 
 
    He pulled out a blade, holding it very carefully.  
 
    “That’s mine!” Olivia shouted, reaching through the bars for it. “Give it back! Why do you have that?” 
 
    Aaric sighed. “You just said you didn’t try to kill me. Now you want me to give you the weapon you were going to use on me? How does that make any sense, Olivia? Think,” he growled, his voice filling the prison area, reverberating off the stone walls. 
 
    She frowned. Think about what? That was her knife. Why did he have her knife? 
 
    “You tried to kill me.” 
 
    But she needed her knife back. 
 
    “With this knife.” 
 
    Her knife. Why did he have her knife? She shook her head, hands clapping against her ears. No. No, no, no. It didn’t make sense. What was going on? 
 
    “You tried to kill me!” Aaric roared. 
 
    “I tried to kill you,” she whispered. “With my knife.” 
 
    “It’s not your knife,” Aaric said, his voice lowered once more. “Someone gave it to you. Someone is using you, Olivia. You need to fight it. Fight what’s in your mind. Recognize that this isn’t you. Push him out!” 
 
    She hissed. He was right. Her brain wasn’t responding. Wasn’t working right. Something was wrong. Something was very wrong. 
 
    “Do you remember being in the basement of the factory?” Aaric demanded. 
 
    “Yes,” she said. “You said to run. The Thralls were coming.” It hurt to remember, but Olivia didn’t shy away from the pain. Not this time. She focused, thinking hard. “The stairs. I had to go up the stairs.” 
 
    “Yes,” Aaric encouraged. “You had to get to the top. Do you remember that?” 
 
    Memories of sore legs and tired lungs came to mind. “Yes. I do. I remember. I paced myself, because that’s a lot of stairs. I got up. Then…” 
 
    Her mind resisted. 
 
    “What happened next Olivia?” Aaric said, stepping closer. “Think.” 
 
    “I…” Pain stabbed at her mind. 
 
    “Do you remember exiting the factory? Walking through the halls to get outside?” 
 
    Olivia frowned, searching her memory. The top of the stairs. She could remember that. It was there. But… 
 
    “How did I get outside?” she moaned, slumping down against the wall. “Aaric. How did I get outside? What’s happening to me?” 
 
    “Fight it. You can do it,” Aaric urged. “Use your mind. You have to fight it.” 
 
    She curled up into a ball, eyes closed as she battered against the mental block. It fought back. Seeking to soothe her, reaching out, calming her nerves. Slowing her breathing. 
 
    It’s all right, her brain assured her. It’s okay now. 
 
    “Aaric,” she said, opening her eyes, looking up at him. 
 
    “Yes, Olivia?” he said, his smile hopeful. 
 
    That was good. That would mean that he would give her what she wanted. 
 
    “Can I have my knife back?” 
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    “Dammit,” he muttered, backing away from the cell. 
 
    Aaric had truly hoped it was going to work, that Olivia was going to be able to break the mental lock herself. He couldn’t recall if it had ever happened before or not. The ancient histories were just that, ancient. He was going to have to do some research about vampires, Thralls, and see what he could dig up. 
 
    It wasn’t as if anyone had expected to ever fight a vampire again, so why should he know? Still, he felt woefully unprepared, and now Olivia was paying the price. 
 
    “But I want my knife!” she pleaded from within the cage, getting to her knees now. “Come here. Let me suck your dick.” 
 
    The vampire had clearly not realized Olivia was more to him than just a booty call. Because that seemed to be all he’d prepared her as, a sex robot who wanted to fuck him, and then try to kill him during the act. It wasn’t very creative, but Aaric had to admit, it was also a solid ploy. It had almost worked, after all. Only his desire to drink her scent deep had warned him the attack was coming. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” he said, tossing the knife out through the doorway. Maybe if it was out of sight, she’d forget about it. “I’m going to fix this, Olivia.” 
 
    “You are? You’re going to fuck me?” she asked, looking up at him through her eyelashes, trying to be sultry. 
 
    The bars of the prison cell kind of ruined that for him, though. 
 
    “Once you’re fixed, and this is all over, you bet I’m going to fuck you,” he said, flashing her a smile. “In whatever way your proper mind wants me to.” 
 
    Olivia frowned. “I don’t know what that means, but I like knowing you’re going to fuck me. I want that.” 
 
    “I know,” he said, exasperation rising. She was like a broken record, and it was starting to grate on his nerves.  “Once you’re better,” he said. 
 
    She looked up at him from the ground. “I’m not well?” 
 
    “No,” he said, crouching down again, feeling bad about putting her in the cell. “You’re not. You’re sick, Olivia.” 
 
    “I don’t feel sick.” 
 
    “I know,” he said sadly. “I know you don’t. But you are. But don’t worry. I’m going to make you better. I’m going to fix you. I swear it.” 
 
    Aaric would stop at nothing, he vowed to himself. Absolutely nothing would get in his way until he tracked down the vampire. Killing him would release Olivia. Would free his Olivia. 
 
    My Olivia? 
 
    He sat back heavily, watching the woman in the cell. She might be Olivia, but the sexpot crawling on her knees back and forth, thrashing her hair about and presenting her rear to him certainly wasn’t his Olivia. 
 
    It startled him to realize he had come to think of her as his, in that slightly possessive sense. Aaric no longer wanted to think about anyone else. His mind was firmly wrapped up within Olivia and everything about her. 
 
    She intrigued him. Razor sharp, with a wit and mind that could keep up with his. Intelligent, funny, driven, compassionate—when she thought nobody was looking—and also an absolute stunner. Olivia was—he realized, feeling like he’d come to this conclusion belatedly—perfect. 
 
    Not just perfect for anyone. Perfect for him. 
 
    “Holy shit,” he whispered, staring into her eyes, the blue hidden in the dimness of the prison cell, though he knew it was there.  
 
    “What is it Aaric? Is everything okay? Did I do something wrong?” 
 
    He rolled his eyes. The submissive act was fun when it was an act. When they were being playful with one another, in the privacy of their own bedroom. Right now, it was just starting to irritate him. 
 
    Would using a gag be acceptable, I wonder? 
 
    “Aaric?” 
 
    “No, Olivia,” he said, standing up, walking down the row of cells to get what he needed. “You did nothing wrong. It’s me who did something wrong.” 
 
    “You couldn’t possibly do something wrong,” she purred. “You’re perfect.” 
 
    “Not even remotely,” he chuckled. 
 
    After all, I accused you of being a waste of my time. Yet you’re not that. You’re something else entirely. 
 
    “I’m sorry, by the way,” he said, returning with the first part of what he needed. 
 
    “Why be sorry?” she gasped, staring at what was in his hands. “That looks like fun. Tie me up, yes. Make me helpless. Do whatever you want to me.” 
 
    “I will,” he promised. “But we can’t do it here.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Because I don’t want to. I’ve got a place in mind where we can though. Where I will do whatever I want to you,” he growled. 
 
    “That sounds amazing.” 
 
    “Yes, it does,” he agreed. “What I was sorry for, though, was not realizing something about you earlier. Something I should have seen but was too blinded to notice.” 
 
    “What’s that?” she wanted to know as he reached through the cell bars and casually put the wrist and ankle restraints on her.  
 
    “I love you,” he said bluntly. “I love you, Olivia, and I didn’t realize it until now. Until I no longer had you. That’s when it clicked, that I missed you. That I not only wanted you back, but I wanted you to stay.” 
 
    The person in the cell frowned but didn’t respond at first. Her brain seemed to have a tough time processing his words. 
 
    Once she was properly secured, he opened the cell and led her out, at least a little of his guilt lifting. Aaric despised himself for what he was doing to her, but he couldn’t think of anything else to do. He had to get the vamp to lift the thralling. No matter what it took. 
 
    “Here.”  
 
    Francis appeared just outside the dungeons, holding out a thick robe along with some pants and a sweatshirt. The two of them managed to get Olivia dressed and into the robe, which obscured the chains. He didn’t expect to get stopped, but it would be awkward to explain if he did. 
 
    “Are you sure you want to do this right now?” Francis asked as they headed toward the garage. 
 
    “I have to.” 
 
    “You could wait. A few hours.” 
 
    Aaric understood what his steward was getting at. It was the dead of night right then. The vampire would be out, free to attack. 
 
    “What did your research tell you?” Aaric asked instead. 
 
    “Well I only had a few minutes to search the computers. Much of the older stuff isn’t in there yet, so I haven’t had time to upload it all.” 
 
    “What did you find?” Aaric pressed as they entered the elevator. 
 
    Francis sighed. “The longer someone is thralled, the more it messed with their brain. Depending on the strength of the mind within, after twenty-four hours, it could quite easily be a permanent alteration of their brainwaves.” 
 
    Aaric hissed. It hadn’t been more than two hours, but he wasn’t guaranteed to find the vampire just by returning to the factory either, though he had a feeling that was where the Nacht would be hiding. 
 
    “I’ll see you in a bit,” he said, grabbing Olivia and heading to his fleet of sports cars. 
 
    This time, speed was of the essence. A Koenigsegg One beckoned, and he secured the woman he loved in the passenger seat. Ever since he’d told her that they were going to somewhere he would fuck her, she’d remained quiet. Patient. 
 
    “Is this where you’re going to have me?” she asked as he got in and closed the door. 
 
    “Not yet. I have a better place. I know where I want you. I’m going to take you there.” 
 
    “Okay, good. I want to get fucked.” 
 
    Aaric snorted. “Oh, trust me. Someone is going to get right fucked today,” he growled. 
 
    Just not in the way you’re thinking of. 
 
    The engine came to life, that deep, smooth purr that was so distinctive from the throaty roar of a muscle car. It was higher pitched, and even. 
 
    The roaring will come soon, he promised, feeling his dragon stir inside him. 
 
    Very soon. 
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    The car flew around bends, nearly leaving the ground on one hill. Aaric was driving as fast as he dared.  
 
    Whipping around another corner, Olivia came across the tiny middle console, her head resting on his shoulder for a second until the vehicle straightened. She was much like a ragdoll. Not speaking, not saying anything at all. 
 
    Aaric cursed himself for ever letting her come along with him. If he’d just insisted on leaving her at the Keep, none of this would ever have happened. 
 
    She would be safe. 
 
    Instead, he’d put her in danger. The woman he loved. His m— 
 
    “Not yet,” he said to himself, speaking out loud to cut off the thought.  
 
    That was a dangerous line of thinking. He couldn’t go there. Not until everything was safe. Not until he’d talked to the real Olivia once more.  
 
    Not until the vampire was dealt with, one way or another. Then, and only then, would he relax.  
 
    The car came to a screeching halt as he wrenched the wheel around, skidding over the uneven terrain of the factory lands. If there was a parking lot, it was long overgrown by this point. 
 
    “Stay here,” he said. “I have to make arrangements. This is going to be a special fucking. I need to ensure we’re not disturbed for a very long time. That way, I can do whatever I want to you.” 
 
    “Of course, Aaric. I’ll wait right here. I’ll do whatever you want.” 
 
    The door opened, sliding upward as he prepared to exit. “Just remember one thing,” he said as the night beyond beckoned him. 
 
    “What’s that?” she asked, leaning over eagerly, biting her lip. 
 
    “That I love you.” 
 
    He whipped his head around at a sound behind him, unable to wait for a reply but it was blank. Just empty land. 
 
    “I know you’re here!” he growled. “Nacht. Lifestealer. Vampire.” 
 
    A hiss rang out in the darkness. Nothing more. 
 
    Aaric called on fire. It lit his skin, showing the scales below as he burned from the inside. His eyes would be glowing bright golden-yellow now, filled with a light that promised pain. 
 
    Pain to the one who had tricked him. Pain to the one who had stolen the mind of someone he cared for very deeply. Pain to the one who had used the people of Plymouth Falls against him. Pain to— 
 
    A blur swept out of the darkness to his left. Aaric didn’t see it coming. He only felt the impact, saw himself lifted from the ground and hurled fifty feet into a pile of concrete rubble. Much of the debris crunched under him as he landed, destabilizing the pile until more crashed down on top of him. 
 
    Up until then, Aaric had been angry. Now he was furious. Fire burned white around him, and in a second, the concrete began to melt. He got to his feet as everything around him turned to slag, the intense heat melting it as he came near. 
 
    “You will pay for that!” he bellowed, extending a hand toward the vampire he now faced, a single finger extended. “You will pay with your life!” 
 
    Fire shot from that finger across the distance, a thin beam of it as bright as the sun. The factory around him lit up like daylight as the light bounced off every surface, giving him his first clear glimpse of his foe. 
 
    The man was perhaps an inch or two under six feet tall. Nondescript brown hair cut short. Smooth features. Nothing bold about them, nothing discerning or easily identifying. The man was almost a blur. 
 
    Except for his eyes. His eyes, Aaric noticed, were dead. They contained no life. 
 
    The vampire waited as the fire leapt across the distance, and then at the last moment simply stepped aside with a speed and grace that bumped Aaric’s heart up a little. 
 
    The man was fast. Not just quick. Fast. No wonder he hadn’t seen the initial attack coming. Aaric doubted he could keep up, if he was being truthful. 
 
    “Rash,” the vampire said, his voice carrying a distinctive Eastern-European lilt to it. Aaric wasn’t an expert, he couldn’t place it, but he immediately knew what it most likely meant. 
 
    Not all the vampires died with the Roman Empire. We thought we got them all, a decade of hunting the world, killing every last one we could find. Even some who probably weren’t vampires, at least according to what the elders say. But they insist we got them all. 
 
    Obviously, they were wrong. The Eastern Roman Empire, Byzantine and its capital of Constantinople, in modern-day Istanbul, Turkey. They must have hidden some of the vile creatures. Perhaps even just one. 
 
    “You could have stayed hidden,” Aaric said, fearful now. This vampire was easily fifteen hundred years old. That was older than the eldest that had been killed by his ancestors, by a good thousand years or more. Who knew how powerful he had become? 
 
    “Where’s the fun in that?” the vampire asked. “Seriously, that’s boring. Why keep out of the spotlight when it’s time to step back into it?” 
 
    His boasting almost distracted Aaric. 
 
    Almost. 
 
    Ready for anything though, he had already prepared for a sneak attack. 
 
    What hit him from behind, however, hit just as hard as the vampire. Aaric was flung across the ground, skipping like a flat rock over water. Skin peeled and bone ached as he finally came to a halt. Twisting around, he glanced back from where he had come, trying to figure out what had attacked him. A second vampire? 
 
    But what he was looking at was no vampire. The squat man with darker skin, not quite Latino, with more of a rust-like hue, stared at him with black, beady eyes. 
 
    And his skin rippled constantly, in revolting fashion. 
 
    “What the hell is that?” he hissed, feeling his hackles rise just staring at the man. 
 
    The vampire just chortled. “That, my non-friend, is what I so gloriously sought below these lands. Sought, and found, I might add. May I introduce you to Joe?” 
 
    “Joe?” Aaric asked, turning to keep both of his attackers in sight, forming the third point of a triangle. He was very cautious of the fact Olivia was still in the car. She’d remained quiet until now but he knew she was in grave danger. 
 
    Once again, you over-estimated your abilities and under-estimated your opponent. Idiot. How are you going to keep her safe from both these things? 
 
    “I don’t know his real name,” the vampire said dismissively. “What’s important is what he is.” 
 
    “What is he?” Aaric asked, glad for the respite as he tried to come up with a plan on how to deal with the two. 
 
    “Joe is what the Native Americans refer to as a Naagloshii,” the vampire said. “A skin-walker. A shapeshifter.” 
 
    “A shifter?” Aaric asked incredulously. “No shifter can hit as hard as he. Nor does their skin do that.” 
 
    Joe just stared at him, his skin looking like the ocean surface as it flowed. Just staring at it made Aaric queasy. 
 
    “A shapeshifter,” the vampire said patiently. “Joe here is as old as I am, and more powerful than any regular shifter on this planet.” 
 
    “Wonderful,” Aaric muttered, calling fire to himself once more. “Just wonderful.” 
 
    “Now we will kill you, the last dragon, and rid ourselves of the only thing that could impede our plan,” the vampire chuckled. 
 
    “Not if I have anything to say about it,” Aaric growled. 
 
    Then he attacked.
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    Olivia watched as Aaric went flying through the air. She closed her eyes to slits as he grew really bright and emerged out of the concrete. Then she winced, her vision blurring with tears as something shot out of his hand and across the open space. 
 
    “Boring,” she mumbled to herself, face leaning into the window, skin pressing up against it. “Why won’t he fuck me already?” 
 
    Then Aaric got hit by something else and, this time, he bounced across the ground. Olivia saw another man appear. 
 
    “Oh, is he arranging a gang bang?” she asked the empty car. “That would be so fun.” 
 
    Stuff was happening outside the car again she noted, returning her attention to that as three shapes clashed. One of them went tumbling away. There was a bright light. Then a huge shadow. A roar. A bellow of pain. Fire erupted in a circle, burning away the darkness before shadow engulfed it and extinguished it. 
 
    “Maybe they’re battling it out to see who will fuck me,” she muttered, idly playing with herself, eager for someone to win. 
 
    She saw Aaric get hit again. He was losing, she noticed. 
 
    Why is he fighting if he can’t win? We shouldn’t have come here at all. 
 
    But they had. Something in her brain latched on to that, a remote corner of it coming to life. Olivia frowned, sitting up a little straighter, feeling the cool metal of the restraints against her skin. She was okay with being tied up like this if it gave Aaric what he wanted. 
 
    I love you, Olivia. 
 
    The words pierced through her brain as she remembered him saying that. That was why he was here, fighting for her, wasn’t it? He loved her. He was fighting for her. 
 
    For the right to fuck her, right? 
 
    I love you, Olivia. 
 
    That little corner of her brain kept replaying that memory. She felt almost as if it wanted to speak. As if it had words to say. But every time it did, something else in her head drowned it out.  
 
    But that memory, Aaric’s words. She had heard that. It was real, and her brain could play it back over and over again. 
 
    I love you, Olivia. 
 
    “I get it,” she said to the empty car. “He loves me. Good. That means’ he’s going to fuck me, and I want it so bad,” she was moaning to herself. 
 
    Olivia frowned. She was forgetting something. Something important.  
 
    I love you, Olivia. 
 
    “I know!” she shouted, sitting upright, pulling her face away from the window, ignoring the battle outside. 
 
    The battle Aaric was fighting. Fighting for her. Because he loved her. 
 
    “I get it, okay? He loves me!” she screamed, slapping her head. 
 
    I love you, Olivia. 
 
    “What do you want from me?” Her throat hurt from the volume of her shouts. “Just tell me what you want?” 
 
    I love you, Olivia. 
 
    “What do you want me to say?” she moaned, slumping down into the seat, the memory flashing in her mind over and over again. Non-stop. 
 
    What could she say? What does one say in response to that? He loved her. That was wonderful. She liked knowing that. Liked hearing that he loved her. 
 
    Maybe Aaric would like hearing it as well. 
 
    Something inside her brain reacted, trying to smother that thought as soon as it appeared, but Olivia, in her desperate state, latched onto it, wondering if maybe that would stop the voice from playing in her head. 
 
    I love you, Olivia. 
 
    “I love you, Aaric.”  
 
    The resistance in her mind slipped. It wasn’t much, but it was enough for her to realize it was there. That something was in her mind. 
 
    “I love you,” she whispered, each word a struggle to get out, a fight. Her brain went to war against itself, but a mistake had been made. 
 
    “I love you, Aaric,” she repeated, the words stronger this time. Louder. 
 
    The resistance lessened. She sat up straighter. Her mind began to sort out what was going on. She remembered the dark of the factory now. She remembered the presence. Those eyes. 
 
    Olivia shuddered and the resistance strengthened. 
 
    “I love you, Aaric.” She repeated it. And again. And again. 
 
    I love you, Olivia. 
 
    “I love you too,” she said, eyes clenched shut as she flung the emotions at whatever was in her mind. 
 
    Something snapped, and then abruptly the pressure was gone. She was free. Olivia looked around wildly, ignoring the memory of the eyes and what they had whispered to her. The way she’d fallen into its gaze, letting herself get sucked in.  
 
    She remembered trying to kill Aaric. Her sex-crazed desires. How embarrassing. 
 
    Outside, something crashed hard into the ground. She pressed her face up against the window. It was Aaric. He was lying on the ground not twenty feet away. Olivia gasped at how beat-up he looked. The fire in one hand sputtered and went out.  
 
    She felt her heart stop, but only for a second as she realized it was a ruse. A ball of flame shot from his other hand, impacting a short, compact man wearing little more than a smock to cover his junk. 
 
    He was losing. Aaric was losing. Olivia wasn’t sure how she could be of any help, wasn’t sure of what she could do to change the course of the battle. She was just human, and whoever Aaric was fighting, they were besting his dragon strength and powers. 
 
    We’re going to die here. 
 
    The thought sank into her mind with a black finality. They were going to die. 
 
    Not before I tell him how I feel. 
 
    She scrambled frantically for the door as a shape approached Aaric from behind. It was going to snap his neck. Olivia wasn’t sure how she knew, but she knew. The chains around her wrists made it awkward, but she found the door handle and tugged on it, trying to push it open. 
 
    It insisted on going up and she fought with it for precious moments before letting go, watching the door begin to rise. 
 
    The man grabbed Aaric by the head and hauled him to his feet with ease as Olivia tumbled out of the car. 
 
    “Aaric!” she screamed. “Aaric, I’m free.” 
 
    Attention turned toward her. The nearly-naked man with pitch-black hair advanced on her. 
 
    “I’m sorry I got you into this, Aaric,” she said, rising to her feet, determined to face her death with courage. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    She took a deep breath in. “Before we go though, there’s something I want you to know. Something about me. The real me, not whatever dead-eyes here did to me.” 
 
    The short man was nearly on her. His skin rippled, a repulsive thing to see. 
 
    Olivia took a breath in as his hand went for her throat. 
 
    “I love you, Aaric,” she said, staring at a man she’d despised just a week ago, one she was ready to die with, as long as he knew how she truly felt. 
 
    “I love you too.” 
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    “I love you too.” 
 
    Power surged through his veins like jet fuel added to a bonfire.  
 
    She loved him. 
 
    Aaric’s skin, having dulled to a burnished gold, sprang to life once more. 
 
    “She loves me,” he growled, reaching up behind him to grab the vampire’s wrists. Energy surged through him and twin suns manifested in his hands. 
 
    The vampire shrieked at the light. Aaric held tight. His eyes began to glow once more. He pulled the vampire’s hands off his head, then casually threw the creature of death clear across the open space and into the building that had collapsed from fire. 
 
    Then he turned to the Naagloshii.  
 
    “Ah, I see you don’t understand the concept of leverage,” Aaric said, his voice deepening. “You shouldn’t have let her go.” 
 
    He reached out and casually backhanded the creature away. 
 
    “Thank you, Olivia,” he said. “For the words I thought I wasn’t going to live to hear.” 
 
    His voice was deeper still, almost melodic in its rumbling bass. The ground slipped away from him as he grew. His scales were brilliant gold even in the dark of night. They seemed to emit light. The wings bursting from his back did the same. 
 
    Aaric turned his attention to the vampire first, the creature just now extricating itself from the rubble he’d tossed it into. 
 
    “You messed with her mind. You made her try to kill me. For that, I sentence you to death.” 
 
    The magnificent gold dragon thrust its jaws forward. Gold light rippled up the spikes on its back, and then fire more brilliant than the surface of the sun belched forth from its mouth.  
 
    The vampire snarled and thrust its hands up in front of it. Pure darkness, blacker than the blackest night billowed forth, trying to counter the fire as it had several times already that night. 
 
    It didn’t work. Aaric was operating on another level now. He’d known that dragons grew stronger when mated, that they fed off the bond between them and their mate, amplifying their powers, but he’d never dreamed it would be like this. 
 
    The fire he spewed forth pushed the shadow back, and then it began to melt through the vampire itself. There was a brief moment before the fire caught the vampire.  
 
    “You’ll never stop us,” he hissed. “We will claim our rightful place in this world once more. Our master has assured us.” 
 
    Then hands vanished, charred to ashes and slipping away. The rest of the vampire caught the brunt of the blast next and simply disappeared. One moment, he was there—the next, he was but ash on the wind. 
 
    Aaric’s jaws snapped closed as the last words of his vanquished foe hit home. We have returned. We. 
 
    There was no time to process the words, however, because something hit him from the side. Something big. 
 
    He reared up on his hind legs, then spun and swatted at the creature with his tail. The golden beak snapped closed around his scales, however, and bit down, absorbing the impact. 
 
    Aaric bellowed as blood and scales fell away. He turned now, confronting the beast, realizing belatedly what the Naagloshii had become. 
 
    A gryphon faced off across him now. Though smaller than his dragon, it was still the size of a school bus. The head and wings of an eagle mounted on the body of a lion, it was a powerful foe. 
 
    The eagle head shrieked and the gryphon leapt into the air. 
 
    No, not there, you idiot. We can’t let ourselves be seen! 
 
    But Aaric had no choice. He had to go after the smaller beast. The Naagloshii was pure evil and could not be allowed to escape. There was no telling what a creature of its power could do to humanity if left unchecked. It was from a different time. 
 
    Magnificent wings of burnished gold spread wide and with a mighty flex of powerful legs, the gold dragon rose into the air. Aaric had not flown in a long time, and now he regretted being unable to take the time to appreciate the beauty of the planet as it shrank below. 
 
    Instead, his focus was ahead, on the swift Naagloshii. Muscles beat and his wings powered him ahead, bulling through the air. The gryphon was fast, but he was faster. Stronger. The creature’s only advantage over him would be its mobility. It could dive and turn faster. 
 
    And this high up, Aaric would have to close to eliminate it. Using his breath to bring down the gryphon would be easier, but it would be seen for miles around. He couldn’t risk those kinds of questions being asked. It was likely someone had already seen the fight at the abandoned factory, or at least the light show reflecting in the sky. 
 
    No, this would have to be done up close and as silently as possible. 
 
    He gained more on the Naagloshii, rising higher as well, waiting for just the right moment. The massive creature shrieked at him again. 
 
    Sorry dude, I don’t speak freaky-deaky dead thing.  
 
    Fire crackled in his core but Aaric fought it down, using that energy to power his wings. Mighty sweeps brought him ever closer as they circled the factory. 
 
    What was it up to, he wondered? 
 
    And then it didn’t matter. Aaric was in range. He was lined up. Tucking his wings in tight, he plummeted from the sky, all four legs outstretched in front of him, wickedly sharp talons aimed for the gryphon’s neck. 
 
    I’ve got you, n—huh? 
 
    Suddenly, the gryphon was gone.  
 
    Aaric got a faint glimpse of something that could be a bat, and then he was rushing by. 
 
    Behind him, he heard an eagle shout, and suddenly he was the one being pursued as the gryphon plunged after him. The shapeshifting bastard had known all along what Aaric was planning and he’d used his own abilities to best him. 
 
    Putting his head down, Aaric streamlined his body, pulling his legs in tight. The two plunged down, air whistling across Aaric’s face, forcing his eyes to narrow into slits despite the protective inner eyelids that his dragon form possessed. 
 
    The gryphon shrieked again, closer this time. 
 
    Aaric snapped his left wing out. Muscles screamed at him, pain lancing up his shoulder as the membrane bit into the wind immediately and threw him off to the right. He rolled with the force and pulled the wing back in. 
 
    The gryphon slipped past him, reacting just a hair too slowly to the unexpected move. Grinning, Aaric spread his wings and went after it.  
 
    The gryphon tried to come after him, but he hadn’t been paying attention. They were low now. Very low. Aaric’s wings allowed him to glide, but the gryphon had dropped to almost twenty feet off the ground before it swooped back up, coming after him. 
 
    Right through the electrical wires. 
 
    Aaric grinned as bright white lightning lit up the sky, the shock of it batting the beast to the side until it landed on the road outside the factory. 
 
    He dropped to the ground as daintily as a butterfly, stalking over to the blackened, steaming body of the Naagloshii. 
 
    “That must have hurt,” he said. “That’s enough.” 
 
    “You can’t kill me,” the beast hissed in a very human-sounding voice. It got up, shifted and turned to face Aaric in one motion, resuming its human form. 
 
    “So, you do speak.” 
 
    “Save me your attempts at humor. I cannot die.” 
 
    “Maybe not,” Aaric said, not knowing if there was any truth to that statement or not. “But you can go back into the prison from which you came. And if you don’t, I can make your life very miserable.” 
 
    The beast lunged at him but Aaric was ready. Fire streamed from his mouth, catching the Naagloshii full in the face. Skin blistered and bubbled and the sheer force of the fire sent the creature pinwheeling backward, slamming its skull off the curb as it went up and over and into the field of debris that was now what remained of his factory. 
 
    Good thing I was planning on tearing the entire place down to begin with. 
 
    Angrily, Aaric went after his foe, shifting as he went, until he was in his human form once more, though now he was naked. 
 
    “Don’t get any ideas,” he said as Olivia came running up to him. “I need to make sure you’re—” 
 
    “I’m fine,” she said, throwing herself at him.  
 
    Aaric tensed, but she didn’t reach for his cock. Instead, she planted a ferocious kiss on his lips, stealing just a bit of tongue before she stepped back. 
 
    “You seem…more like yourself.” 
 
    “I’m better,” she said, joining him, walking stride in stride—or as best she could, being a foot shorter—as he headed for the still moving body of the Naagloshii. 
 
    “Better?” he asked, pausing overtop his foe, who he could see was already healing. 
 
    “Yes,” she said, taking his hand, holding it tight. “I’m in love.” 
 
    He grinned. “Me too. Now let me put this guy back where he belongs, and then I’m going to give that comment the proper attention it deserves.” 
 
    “Yes. Yes, you are,” she said with a grin. 
 
    Aaric returned her smile for a moment before switching his attention to the Naagloshii. 
 
    “Alright, buddy. Time to go home,” he said, hauling the body up by the neck. 
 
    Then he slammed his fist into its face. 
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    “Do you have a moment?” 
 
    She looked up as Aaric entered his quarters. 
 
    No, she thought. It wasn’t his quarters any longer. It was their quarters. She still maintained a place in town because it would come in handy sometimes, she knew. But for the most part, the last week had consisted of her moving stuff into Drakon Keep. 
 
    It was still empty, both the Keep and their rooms, but she was working on that. Olivia had thought she was doing well for herself until Aaric had given her access to his bank account. Their bank account, he’d said, though she felt a little guilty spending any of the money. But it was a drop in a pond compared to what he had in there, and she was using it for stuff to decorate their place, so who cared? 
 
    As long as I can bring it out of the early twentieth century, I will be happy. 
 
    The Keep itself was still empty but even now, Aaric was working on that. He’d just come from his study where he’d been doing research. She didn’t understand just what went into awakening a dragon, and she figured she never would. That was his territory, not hers. For now, she had a business to run. 
 
    For now, she thought, fiddling with an empty finger on her left hand. Aaric hadn’t said anything, but she suspected he was going to propose. He’d set up a fancy date night at Leblanc for them a week from yesterday. She didn’t know, of course. Being a dragon, he might not understand such things were important to her. 
 
    But one thing they both were on board with was the idea of kids. That same hand rubbed her stomach. It was still the same thick shape it had been a week before. Neither of them knew how long it would take, but they didn’t care, not as long as they had each other. 
 
    Besides, the practicing is fun. 
 
    “Of course,” she said, waving her mate to come sit with her on the couch. She expected him to come flop down next to her so she could cuddle into him, but instead, Aaric sat down opposite her in one of the chairs. She noted he had a small handful of paper in his one hand, though he kept it overturned for the moment. 
 
    “Something wrong?” she asked, noting his stiffer body language. 
 
    “Not wrong,” he said. “But we need to talk business.” 
 
    Olivia’s eyebrows went up slightly, a mixture of confusion and interest. “Whose business?” she wanted to know. 
 
    “House Draconis’. And if you’re interested, yours.” 
 
    “You’ve lost me,” she said slowly. “I’m not sure if you’re offering me a job or not. If you are, I’m flattered my love, but I’ll be honest, I really enjoy what I do.” She smiled regretfully at him. “I don’t want to leave.” 
 
    “That’s not quite what I meant,” he said with a smile. “I meant working together.” 
 
    “What?” Now she was thoroughly confused. “How do you mean? What can I do for you?” 
 
    “As you’re aware, most of my House has been in a deep sleep for the better part of a century, or in a number of cases, longer.”  
 
    Olivia bit her lip at the formal, almost stilted delivery. This was clearly a rehearsed speech which meant it was important to Aaric. She wasn’t going to laugh; that would be rude, though it wasn’t going to be easy not to snicker. He sounded so ridiculous!  
 
    Just spit it out, she thought. 
 
    “Yes, I know.” 
 
    “What that has meant is that Plymouth Falls has expanded greatly since we were last a power. In that time, the other Houses have bought up much of the land in and around the town. Both Houses Ursa and Canis have made great strides in that aspect. While I do not consider them rivals, per se, House Draconis will not be outdone.” 
 
    “You want to buy land in Plymouth Falls?” she said. 
 
    “Yes. A lot of it. We want to revitalize the town. Bring in new businesses. Attract companies. Help it and its people grow and be prosperous.” 
 
    “Okay,” she said. “That’s a great goal. How does that affect me? I guess I can find you some stuff for sale. You can look it over, let me know what you like, don’t like, etc.” 
 
    Aaric shook his head. “I want you to take it on.” 
 
    “Take what on?” 
 
    “All of it,” he said. “Find the properties, for sale or not for sale. The ones that will fit with our vision. Buy them. Develop them. Seek out companies to come to town.” 
 
    Her eyebrows shot up. “Are you serious? That’s a massive undertaking on so many levels. Huge. Are you sure you don’t want someone more experienced with that sort of thing?” 
 
    Aaric smiled. “Not only do I have perfect confidence in your abilities to do this, but you also have the unique, added benefit of being aware of what we truly are. It will make everything much easier.” 
 
    “Aaric, I…” 
 
    “We are prepared to compensate you appropriately,” he said, sliding the piece of paper he’d kept hidden across the coffee table to her. 
 
    Olivia took it, turned it over, scanning the document. When she saw the pay, her eyes went through the roof. “Excuse me?” she said, coughing to hide her astonishment. “You don’t need to treat me extra special.” 
 
    “I am speaking as the direct representative of House Draconis right now,” Aaric said. “Not as your mate. There is no special treatment here. I assure you this sum would be offered to anyone who took the job.” 
 
    “Wow,” she said, trying to process it all. “Um, Aaric. I don’t know what to say.” 
 
    He grinned. “Well, either you take it, sign your name on the line, or you decline, and I find someone else who isn’t as qualified, and who I have to tiptoe around because they would freak out if they found out what I am.” 
 
    She snorted. “Yeah, that would be annoying. Um, can I continue my business as well, when I’m not working on this? I really do enjoy meeting the people of Plymouth Falls, helping them out. It’s a great community.” 
 
    “Of course,” Aaric said. “We expect you to be a liaison between us and the town as well.” 
 
    Olivia bit her lip. “Well, then I’m, not sure how I can turn down this offer. I accept.” 
 
    “Great!” Aaric said, beaming. He pulled a pen from his pocket. “Then just sign on the line.” 
 
    She did. With a flourish. 
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    “Are you ready?” 
 
    Olivia shivered. He knew it wasn’t from the cold despite the cool temperatures this far underground. She was wearing a thick sweater and pants. No, he thought, it was because of what they were about to do.  
 
    Because of how it would bind them together. 
 
    “Explain it to me one more time, please,” she said, moving to walk a little closer to them as he guided her toward the specific stone statue he wanted. “How does it work?” 
 
    “No one knows how it works,” he said quietly. “Only what it does. The technology is beyond us.” 
 
    “Technology?” she asked, turning to face him. 
 
    Aaric nodded. As the only dragon left awake, it had been up to him to learn how to awaken the others. Contingencies had been set in place for just such an occasion, and Francis had been trained in what to do, though he himself did not have access. Only a dragon could possess the strength and power to pass the test necessary for entry to the Chamber of Elders. 
 
    Though he was no elder, this was an unusual situation. Aaric had entered and had begun his research. During the course of it, he had learned many astounding truths. About dragons, about shifters and the world around them as well. 
 
    “The artifact,” he said, holding the black rectangular object up a little higher. “It’s not from our planet.”  
 
    What he was telling her was highly classified. Truthfully, he shouldn’t be telling her, but desperate times called for desperate measures. Until he could awaken one of the elders, he had to do what he felt was right. 
 
    Given what it would demand of Olivia, he didn’t feel comfortable keeping her in the dark. 
 
    “It’s alien,” she said. 
 
    “As far as anyone has been able to determine, yes,” he answered. “Which, assuming the other shifters possess such artifacts as well, explains how we all suddenly came into existence around the same time.” 
 
    “So, you’re part alien.” 
 
    Aaric frowned. “I guess. I’d never really thought of it that way. Earth is my home.” 
 
    “Right. Sorry,” she said, clearly uncomfortable with it all. “Now, what do I have to do.” 
 
    “Just hold on,” he said. “I will use it to awaken one of our elders.” 
 
    “Just hold it,” she repeated nervously. “And what is it going to do to me?” 
 
    “From what I have read, the artifact requires a bonded pair, a mated pair, to return a dragon to life. To do that, it will ensure that we are linked. For the rest of our lives.” 
 
    “You mean, the rest of your life,” Olivia said, biting her lip. “I will be linked to you for the rest of your life.” 
 
    “You will live as long as I live,” he said, nodding solemnly. “Yes. While you live, you will never suffer disease. You will heal rather faster than humans, though not as fast as me. Your entire body and system will become stronger, though not abnormally so. But everything will be slightly heightened. Strength, reflex, speed, your senses will all be better.” 
 
    “But I’m going to live as long as you do,” she said softly. “We’re talking another—what, two, three hundred years, so you’ve told me.” 
 
    Aaric nodded slowly. “Yes. You can expect to live that long.” 
 
    Olivia swallowed nervously. Aaric stopped and turned to face her, box still held in his hands.  
 
    “If you aren’t comfortable with this…” he began. 
 
    Truthfully, he needed her help. He couldn’t awaken the elder without her. But he wanted Olivia to choose to help him. Not feel forced. She was his mate after all. 
 
    “I…I’m still amazed. Scared at the prospect of living for three hundred years.” 
 
    “I know,” he said, stepping closer. 
 
    “Do you?” she asked. “That’s a long time to be beholden to one penis.” 
 
    The nervous joke caught both of them by surprise, and Aaric joined Olivia in laughter. “It’s only once,” he said quietly. “Every dragon can only use it once. But the elders are all mated. Once we awaken them, they can swiftly awaken the others without having to wait.” 
 
    “You only live once…for three centuries,” she said, more to herself. 
 
    Then he saw her stiffen, looking up at him, determination filling her features. “Let’s do it,” she said. “I’m ready.” 
 
    Aaric smiled. “As am I. Let’s go.” 
 
    He went to go resume walking at the exact moment Olivia did. Their feet got tangled. Aaric caught himself, but Olivia was falling. 
 
    Reacting without thinking, he dove after her. She reached out for him as he twisted to grab her, putting his body between her and the ground. 
 
    She grabbed on and landed on him slightly awkwardly, causing him to wince. 
 
    “Sorry,” she said. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    But Aaric didn’t reply. He was looking between them, where one of his hands—and one of Olivia’s—were now on the artifact. The black runes etched into all sides of it were glowing gold. 
 
    “Oh fuck,” he muttered. 
 
    Light exploded all around them in an expanding sphere, until it reached the nearest stone statue of a sleeping dragon. 
 
    “Aaric…what’s going on?” Olivia asked quietly as more golden light surged from the box and up her arm. 
 
    “We fucked up,” he muttered. “We fucked up bad.” 
 
    “What do you mean?”  
 
    He watched her carefully. The light was entering her arm, surging through her veins and arteries as it altered her DNA. But she didn’t seem in pain. 
 
    Olivia frowned. “It tingles.” 
 
    “Yeah,” he said. “So I read. But that’s as bad as it should get.” 
 
    The light faded abruptly, leaving just the two of them alone in the near-dark of the caverns beneath Drakon Keep. 
 
    “Okay, I think we’re safe,” she said, pushing off him and standing up. “Let’s go. We can do this.” 
 
    Aaric shook his head. “You don’t understand. We already did.” 
 
    Olivia frowned. “What do you mean?” 
 
    Beside them, the stone dragon cracked. 
 
    “We woke a dragon,” he said with a sigh as more cracks appeared. 
 
    “We did?” 
 
    “Yeah,” he said, pointing. “Just not the one we wanted.” 
 
    “Oh,” Olivia said in a small voice. “That’s not good.” 
 
    “No, it’s not. Especially if you know who it is.” Aaric slumped backward. “How could I have been so stupid?” 
 
    “It’s still another dragon,” Olivia said, trying to reassure him. 
 
    “An unmated one,” he pointed out. “We don’t have time to fuck around. The vampires will be coming. We need to be ready.” 
 
    “I thought you killed the vampire?” Olivia asked, pulling him half-heartedly back to a sitting position. 
 
    “I killed one. But he wasn’t the leader. Which means they’re growing in strength. Feeding. Creating more. We need to stop them before it’s too late, before they overwhelm us and all the other shifters. To do that, we need the elder dragons.” 
 
    “Oh. Shit.” 
 
    “Yeah,” he said, shaking his head as the stone began to cascade away, revealing the icy blue and white scales of the dragon beneath. “Oh shit.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 40 
 
    “That was a wonderful dinner, my love.” 
 
    He smiled across the small table for two at his mate. “Indeed, it was. The food was excellent, the wine delicious, and the company absolutely perfect.” 
 
    Olivia blushed at the compliment, then raised her own wine glass to meet his, clinking them together lightly. “To us,” she said. 
 
    “To us,” he agreed, taking a sip and then sitting back with a sigh. 
 
    The evening had gone perfectly. Just a night out for the two of them, with some nice food and no vampires or Naagloshii or irate freshly-awoken dragons. Just Aaric and his mate. The woman he loved. 
 
    “So, what do we do now?” Olivia asked. 
 
    “Honestly,” he said, flashing her a smile. “I’m rather tired. I was thinking of heading home and curling up in bed with you and putting on a movie. If that’s something you can be talked into.” 
 
    “Oh.” Olivia looked down, then smiled back at him. “Yeah, yeah that would be nice. 
 
    Aaric wasn’t blind. He’d got the slight hiccup and disappointment that had entered her eyes before she’d averted her gaze.  
 
    “I’m ready whenever you are,” he said, standing and extending a hand to her at the same time. 
 
    “Why thank you,” she said, accepting the hand and rising. “Such a gentleman.” 
 
    “Only when the lady in question is so deserving and stunningly beautiful.” 
 
    “Charmer,” she muttered, slipping her hand down to give his butt a squeeze while it was obscured from view of the rest of the restaurant. 
 
    He bit back a reaction. “Now, now. Let’s go. Don’t make me toss you in a prison cell again for misbehaving.” 
 
    “Brrr,” Olivia said, sidling up to him and linking her arm. “Those bars were cold.” 
 
    He started to open his mouth to speak, but Olivia leaned in closer and kept talking. 
 
    “But maybe if you have a pair of regular handcuffs, we could use those.” 
 
    Aaric brightened. “I think we can make that work,” he rumbled. 
 
    Olivia just squeezed his forearm, looking out with her chin held high, as proper as ever. 
 
    If only they knew, he thought with a mental laugh. If only they knew. 
 
    He got her to the car and into her side, pulling the door down from above. Sliding into his own seat, he fired up the engine and they left. Aaric didn’t drive fast. He took them on a slow, meandering route through the city while they talked about nonessential things. 
 
    The topic of the conversation wasn’t what was important to him. It was who he talked to. She was what mattered, and sometimes just talking, even if about nothing, was enjoyable. 
 
    And tonight, he was going to show her. 
 
    “Why are we stopping here?” Olivia asked, realizing they’d come to a halt just inside the gates of Drakon Keep. 
 
    “I want to show you something. Come on.” 
 
    They exited the car. Far off in the distance, a few faint lights from the Keep were visible. Otherwise, the grounds were in perfect darkness. 
 
    “I can’t see anything,” she said with a laugh as Aaric came around the car and wrapped his arms around her from behind. 
 
    “You can, you’re just not looking properly,” he said, caressing the side of her head. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    Taking her chin, he tilted it upward to the sky. 
 
    Olivia gasped. “Oh, wow.” 
 
    Aaric smiled. But instead of speaking, he just joined her in gazing from the heavens. Heavens from which his entire being may have originated. Where, in that vast swathe of space, had the artifact that created his ancestors come from, he wondered? Were there others like him? Others out there? What did it all mean…? 
 
    “I always forget to stop and look up,” she whispered, shimmying into him even tighter. “But it’s times like this that remind me just how beautiful it is. How tiny we are among it all.” 
 
    “It reminds me of you.” 
 
    “Is this where you make some comment about my ass again?” she joked, twisting her hips to remind him of what he referred to. 
 
    “No,” he said, ignoring the byplay, staying serious. “It reminds of you because I see beauty. I see infinite possibilities. It reminds me of you because some people gasp when they see it. Others laugh with joy. Still more silently appreciate it. You elicit all those reactions within me, and more. The only difference is, you’re right here. With me. Down here where I can touch you. Hold you.” He took a deep breath. “Where I can be with you.” 
 
    Olivia turned in his arms, staring up at him, tears at the corners of her eyes. “Aaric…” 
 
    He shook his head. Aaric wasn’t done.  
 
    “There’s one other different,” he said softly, both hands slipping from her shoulders. 
 
    “What’s that?” Olivia asked, her voice so soft even he had to strain to hear it. 
 
    “That if you’ll have me, I can make you mine, and only mine, for all the time we have left together.” 
 
    Olivia gasped. 
 
    Aaric flicked out his right hand behind her, focusing on the target he’d set up before. Olivia frowned as light blossomed. She must have seen it in my eyes. 
 
    Turning, she looked out at the air behind them, where Aaric’s fire was dancing to his control. He frowned, forcing himself to concentrate. Spelling out a letter with fire was one thing. Controlling fifteen different balls of fire, each spinning in their own pattern to form a question, was something else. 
 
    But it was worth it. For the reaction, it was worth it. 
 
    “Yes,” Olivia said, her eyes tracing the lines of that one all-important question as it danced in the fire. 
 
    He dropped to one knee, the fire going out as he opened the box he held in his left hand. 
 
    “Olivia Lawton. You make me better in every way. Since you’ve come into my life, I’ve not been happier, or felt more complete and at home. If there is one thing I could wish for, it would be to hold onto that feeling with you for another three hundred years. Will you marry me?” 
 
    “Yes, yes, yes!” she shrieked, jumping up and down giddily as he placed the ring on her finger. 
 
    Aaric barely had a chance to brace himself before she flung herself into his arms, smothering him with kisses.  
 
    “You’re such a trickster,” she said when they came up for air. 
 
    “What do you mean?” he asked innocently. 
 
    “Pretending like you just wanted to come home. Gosh. You had me fooled!” she said with a laugh, hugging him tightly. “I wasn’t expecting this.” 
 
    Aaric smiled. “Gotta keep you on your toes somehow,” he chuckled, lifting her from the ground to swing her around. “Oh,” he said, letting a frown slip onto his face. 
 
    “What is it? Is something wrong?” she asked, grabbing him by the forearms as he set her down. 
 
    “Yeah. Yeah it is. We’re missing something.” 
 
    “What? What are we missing? We have each other.” 
 
    “That we do,” he said with a grin. “But we need something else.” 
 
    “Like what?” Olivia wanted to know, looking up at him. 
 
    Aaric grinned and sprung the final part of his trap. “Fireworks.” 
 
    A ball of flame shot from his fingertips and landed on a specific spot on the lawns behind them. Something flared where it landed. 
 
    Olivia turned just in time to watch as the first few tubes lit off, sending their cargo high into the sky, where they exploded into a slew of colors. 
 
    “You had all this planned,” she said slowly. “All of this? You got this all arranged without me finding out?” 
 
    Aaric smiled, pulling her into his grip, loving the way her head fit just under his, so they could both watch the lightshow. “Maybe.” 
 
    “I love you,” she said, wrapping her hands around his. “I love you so much.” 
 
    “I love you too,” he murmured, kissing the top of her head. 
 
    I love you too. 
 
    *** 
 
    *** 
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