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      The thrilling finale to The Shifters of Colwood Firehouse!

      

      Cali has been locked in a tower for five long years. Guarded by vicious dragon shifters, she has no chance at escape. Until a mysterious red dragon flies by her window, and the naked man he turns into offers to take her out of there. But even she’s not desperate enough to go away with a naked pervert creeping outside her window. Is she?

      

      Chief of the Colwood Firehouse and dragon shifter Draven is returning to the castle he was raised in to face his two remaining brothers. But how the hell is he supposed to face two mated dragons and survive? Especially when a pretty girl in the tower catches his eye and causes him to make a stupid mistake…

      

      Draven’s going to need all the help he can get when his two dragon shifter brothers catch up to him, but will the rest of the Colwood Firehouse shifters make it in time or will his dragon go up in smoke?
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        Draven

      

      

      “That wasn’t very subtle,” Aleida said after shifting from her dragon into her human form.

      “Ya think?” Draven said, huffing out a breath. “They’re going to be putting those fires out for days.”

      Gunner’s lion paced on the side of the mountain, smelling the area before phasing back into his human form.

      “That got a little out of hand,” he said, swallowing hard as he looked from Draven to his mate. “Who the hell was that guy?”

      Draven’s body stiffened as he looked up at the night sky. It was so calm with the gorgeous stars shining away as if nothing had happened. Like they didn’t just ignite half of Northern England up in flames.

      “That was our cousin, Makail,” Aleida said. “Welcome to the family.”

      Gunner ran his hand through his long blonde hair and exhaled long and hard. “They don’t seem to be very welcoming so far.”

      Draven walked over to the tent and grabbed his pants that were draped over the top. “Well, he won’t be bothering you again,” he said as he remembered the horrifying screeching Makail’s orange dragon had made when Aleida melted his brain with a sonic scream.

      “No, he won’t,” Gunner whispered as he glanced at his mate.

      Aleida looked frustrated with a pinched expression on her face as she disappeared inside their tent. Draven knew she had high hopes that they would find Caliburnus in Chipchase Castle, but all they had found was a pissed off dragon shifter when they broke in during the middle of the night.

      Their cousin Makail had always been a scrappy shifter, and he put up a hell of a fight, but Aleida was a mated dragon now, and as scrappy as he was, he didn’t stand much of a chance.

      “Is she okay?” Draven whispered to Gunner.

      The lion shifter just shrugged. “She’s beginning to doubt this whole thing,” he said with a sigh. “Prophecies. Magical swords. Maybe we did come over here for nothing.”

      Draven let out a long breath as he turned and looked out over the stunning countryside that was lit up by the bright moon. They were hiding out on the top of a mountain in the Northumberland National Park, sleeping in tents and using the nearby stream for water. Terrowin, Valerius, and Berinon had a network of eyes all over the country, and as uncomfortable as sleeping in the wilderness was, it was the safest choice they had.

      Not that they had the element of surprise on their hands anymore after tonight. Makail and his flame-happy dragon had taken care of that for them. He had gone crazy spewing flames and now half of the forest was on fire. The wildfires were probably already all over the news, and that was bound to get his brothers’ attention.

      “What do you think?” Gunner asked, looking at him with an unsure look on his face. “Do you still believe it’s out there?”

      “I never really did,” Draven whispered back as he stared at the dark trees that were sleeping in the quiet night. “But what other choice did we have?”

      “Maybe it’s time to go home,” Gunner said, shaking his head. “How many places have we searched? Nine? Ten?”

      “Twelve.” They had broken into and searched every castle that his father had frequented back when he was alive. Except one.

      “There’s one more,” Draven whispered as his stomach hardened.

      “Right,” Gunner whispered as his eyes dropped to the dirt. “Is it worth the risk? Does the sword really exist?”

      Draven sat down on a rock, feeling the weariness of his age for the first time in a long time. It had been a grueling few weeks and he was exhausted. He wanted nothing more than to return to his peaceful town of Colwood, Montana where everything made sense and where he had made a new life.

      He wanted to be done with dragons and prophecies and deadly fights in the middle of the night. But this was bigger than him. Civilization as they knew it was on the line.

      Once upon a time, Draven’s family had ruled over Medieval Europe as one of the great dragon houses. His father was King Artorius, otherwise known in literature as King Arthur, and Draven himself had been the legitimate heir to the Dragon Throne.

      His father had been a lover of women and had a total of five sons and one daughter with six different women. Draven had never got the full story, but he suspected that his half-brothers were the ones who killed his father, and they tried to kill him too, but he managed to escape to the new land they called America and disappeared.

      He had changed his name to Daniel Boone and made his way to the West Coast, helping build the great land from scratch. It was the best time of his long life, but he could only run for so long.

      His half-sister, Aleida, had recently found him where he resided as the fire chief in Colwood and told him their brothers’ plans. The four of them, Terrowin, Valerius, Jarin, and Berinon, were slowly being corrupted by their inner dragon’s dark need to control and dominate the world around them. They wanted to bring the world back to the time before technology, a time with blood and battles, with swords and spears.

      They killed Jarin when he tried to recruit Draven, but there were still three dragons out there intent on world domination, and they were all mated.

      Mated dragons were extremely powerful and each had a unique ability that came forward when their cores ignited. Draven had seen it first hand with Jarin who had the speed of light before he died, and with Aleida who received a crushing sonic scream when she bonded to his friend Gunner.

      But there were three mated dragons left: Terrowin who was given the gift of invincibility, Valerius who was an ice dragon capable of spewing blue fire that froze anything it touched, and Berinon who was a size shifter, able to grow himself as tall as the Tower of London.

      Draven and the Firehouse Crew didn’t stand much of a chance, and that’s why they had returned. Centuries ago when Draven’s mother was dying, she had whispered out a prophecy: Place Caliburnus in the hands of the one true Dragon King and he will be unstoppable.

      Throughout the years in literature, the name Caliburnus had morphed into Excalibur, the magical sword that only the true king could wield. Aleida had convinced Draven to come look for it so that he could finally face his brothers. At first, he had laughed it off, dismissing the sword as a fairy tale and the feverish ramblings of a dying woman, but after he saw the power of Jarin and heard from the dragon’s mouth what they had planned, he had no choice but to come searching for it.

      Now, weeks later, he was beginning to question the whole thing.

      “Draven,” Gunner said as he sat down beside him. “There are three mated dragons in that castle. I don’t want to risk bringing my mate to her death if you don’t think there’s a shot that this Caliburnus sword exists.”

      The anguish and worry in the lion shifter’s eyes made Draven’s breath catch in his chest. How could he tell him that he didn’t know? What was he supposed to say when he had the same questions and none of the answers? Sometimes it was difficult being the alpha. It wasn’t a good feeling when everyone looked to you for guidance and all you had was uncertainty and crippling self-doubt.

      “I don’t know,” Draven said after a long moment. “I wish I did, Gunner, but I don’t.”

      The lion shifter shook his head as he looked at the tent that his mate was lying inside. “I can’t risk her life over a maybe.”

      Draven looked at the tightness in Gunner’s jaw and his heart went out to him. They had gotten really close over the past few weeks, and he really didn’t want to let the guy down. He knew that Gunner wouldn’t think twice about following Draven to their deaths, but it was Aleida he was concerned for. He was terrified that something would happen to his mate.

      “I know it’s hard, Gunner,” Draven said as he watched the dark forest in the distance. “But we either take the fight to them or wait until they come to us. And there will be millions dead by the time they get to Colwood. Maybe even billions.”

      The two friends sat there in silence for a long time, staring at the dark woods as they contemplated what to do.

      Gunner got up first. “We can figure it out in the morning,” he said before he let out a deep yawn. “I’m too tired to think.”

      Draven nodded at him, wishing he could give him some encouraging words, but there wasn’t anything encouraging about the tricky position they were in.

      He watched the lion shifter’s wide back as he walked over to the tent where Aleida was sleeping. The soft murmur of whispers trickled out into the night and Draven let his shoulders slump forward. He envied them. At least they had each other.

      He was alone as he had been for the past few hundred years. In the past few weeks, he had seen Zane, Gunner, and Aleida all find their mates, and each one added a little bitterness to his heart.

      It wasn’t that he wasn’t happy for them… He was thrilled that they had found their mates. It was just… The loneliness was hard and it weighed on him heavily.

      He had given up waiting for her centuries ago, believing that there was no one out there for him, but once in a while, when he was exhausted, beaten down, or consumed with despair—his loneliness came back to him with a vengeance.

      Just go to bed. It will be better in the morning. It always is.

      With a heavy sigh, the dragon shifter pushed himself up to his weary feet and shuffled into his tent. The longing was so intense that his body ached as he laid there, staring at the roof of the tent.

      It would be another night of insomnia and another night of loneliness.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “There’s no way we’re going home,” Aleida said, glaring at her mate. “Not after all this.”

      Gunner sighed as he looked down at the coffee in his mug. “Aleida, what if it doesn’t—”

      “It exists,” she snapped, staring at him with fiery eyes. Her hair was a mess of wild red curls that suited her fierce personality perfectly.

      Her face softened as she reached out and touched Gunner’s thick forearm. “We have to believe it exists,” she said in a gentle voice. “It’s our only hope.”

      Gunner looked to Draven for help, but he just shrugged, giving him nothing.

      “You dragons are so goddamned stubborn,” he muttered as he walked past her and sat by the campfire. He cracked open two cans of beans and dumped them into a pot as Draven poured himself another cup of coffee.

      “We should start thinking of a plan B,” Draven said as he watched Aleida out of the corner of his eye. “In case we don’t find it.”

      She threw her hands up in frustration and glared at him. “Am I the only one who’s still in this?” she asked, looking frustrated. “We didn’t cross the freaking ocean for nothing. Did we?”

      Draven and Gunner glanced at each other.

      “We have one more castle to search,” she said in a tight voice. “If it’s not there then we can go home.”

      Gunner looked up at her with a worried gaze. “If it’s not there then we won’t be able to go home. The three mated dragons living in the castle will make sure of that.”

      Her tight body relaxed as she exhaled. “We don’t even know if they’re there,” she said, sitting down beside her man. “Jarin was in Montana. The rest of them could be in Brazil or China or Australia for all we know.”

      “Maybe,” Draven said as he sat down beside them. “And if they’re not?”

      Aleida let out a heavy sigh. “If they’re not, then we’d better hope that your mother knew what she was talking about. We’d better hope that Caliburnus or Excalibur or whatever that magic sword is called is there, and that we can find it.”

      Draven stirred the black beans that were bubbling in the pot over the fire. “At least there will be some good news if our brothers are there and we can’t find the sword.”

      Gunner turned his head and looked at him with a wrinkled brow. “And what would that be?”

      Draven scrunched up his face in disgust as he lifted the spoon, letting a syrupy chunk of beans fall back into the pot. “At least we won’t have to eat these fucking beans anymore.”

      Aleida chuckled. “Amen to that.”
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      “That’s it?” Gunner asked after the two dragons phased into their human forms on the edge of the cliff. After the sun had set, they had flown to Kesfield under the cover of darkness where the old castle was located.

      “That’s it,” Draven said, staring at it in awe. He hadn’t seen it in over three hundred years. A rush of memories flooded back to him as he stared at the castle he grew up in. He could still hear his father’s booming voice as it echoed down the halls whenever a young Draven had been up to no good. He could still feel the wind on his face as he watched his father’s massive red dragon fly from the highest tower as he left with his army to fight the Visigoths. He remembered being so jealous that he didn’t get to go.

      “There will be plenty of battles in your future,” his mother, the Queen, had told him later that night. “And I’m going to worry about you during every single one of them.”

      He could still feel her comforting hands running up and down his back and the sweet smell of her perfume. His mother had been a human—a peasant girl from the countryside whom his father had bonded with. Their bond had ignited his father’s core, giving him the power to move the natural elements and making his mother immortal.

      Dragon shifters could live for thousands of years, but when they bonded, both the dragon shifter and their mate became immortal. They could still die from the edge of a sword or from a spear to the heart, but they stopped aging and would never die from natural causes.

      “That’s where you two grew up?” Gunner asked as he stared at the castle in the distance.

      Draven and Aleida shared a warm smile as they looked at each other, for once as a loving brother and sister again, and not as enemies.

      “Remember the first time you tried to fly off that wall?” she asked, chuckling as she pointed at the Southern wall.

      “Too well,” Draven answered with a laugh.

      “What happened?” Gunner asked.

      Draven shook his head, laughing as he remembered it. “My wings weren’t the strongest and I went straight down. Right into those rocks.”

      “Ouch,” Gunner said, cringing.

      They shared a few more stories and then got serious as the enormous task at hand sunk in. They weren’t there for story time. They had to break into that castle and find Caliburnus.

      With up to three mated dragons around.

      “Where should we start?” Draven asked. Aleida knew the castle the best. She’d been living there up until a few weeks ago.

      “Our brothers keep their mates locked up in the North Tower,” she said, pointing to it. “They rarely visit.”

      Draven shuddered just thinking about it. It was unthinkable for a shifter to keep their mate imprisoned. It just showed how far they had descended into madness. The women were immortal, but they could still be killed by physical harm and if that happened, the mate’s dragon core would extinguish and they would lose all of their powers.

      His brothers were so corrupted by their need for dominance that they locked their mates in cells to keep them from any harm, selfishly making sure they never lost their powers.

      “The sword wouldn’t be in that tower,” Draven said. “Our father used it for storing grain while he was alive. What about the library?”

      “I’ve checked,” she said.

      “Father’s old bedroom?”

      She shook her head.

      “The crypt?”

      Aleida’s face went still as she slowly dropped her jaw and looked at him. “Why didn’t I think of checking there?”

      “When was the last time you were down there?” he asked, feeling a twinge of excitement.

      “At father’s funeral,” she said bitterly. Her mother was only a mistress and was buried by the lake. She didn’t qualify for the royal crypt like Draven’s mother had.

      “Didn’t father’s tomb have a…”

      “Yes!” she said, her eyes widening in excitement. “A sword. I remember it now.”

      Draven remembered it vividly now too. Over the tomb, there was a life-sized statue of his father holding a sword, complete with a golden hilt.

      That must be it.

      “Looks like we’re starting in the crypt,” Gunner said, shaking out his shoulders as he psyched himself up. “How do we get there?”

      The only way over those high stone walls was on wings. The cloudy sky was blocking out the moon, giving them some added darkness that would hide them as they flew to the castle. It was dangerous, but they had to risk it.

      “Jarin was staying in the Eastern Tower,” Aleida said, pointing at it. “I can’t imagine anyone is in there now.”

      “Good,” Draven said, feeling like they were going to pull this off. They knew where Caliburnus was now, they had dark clouds to fly over, and an empty tower to get in through. “That’s where we’ll go. Ready?”

      Gunner nodded as he flexed his arms and cracked his knuckles. “I’ll go under one condition.”

      Both Aleida and Draven turned to him with a serious look.

      He grinned as his eyes hardened. “You let me crack one of those dragons in the jaw before you slice them up with your magical sword.”

      Draven laughed. “I knew I brought you for a reason.”

      The three shifters had been through a lot together and it was finally coming to an end. They bumped fists and wished each other luck.

      Draven’s eyes narrowed as he stared at the castle that was under siege by his brothers. It was rightfully his and now was the time to get it back.

      He clenched his jaw and let his dragon come.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Draven, Aleida, and Gunner froze after they had phased back into their human forms on the top of the Eastern Tower, listening for any shouts, alarms, or approaching dragons.

      “I think we’re good,” Draven whispered when they heard nothing but the soft sound of an owl hooting in the distance.

      Gunner opened the bag he was holding and tossed Aleida and Draven their clothes. The three of them had seen each other naked so often with all of the phasing that was going on that they barely even noticed it anymore.

      “No more talking unless we have to,” Draven whispered once they were dressed. “I’ll lead the way.”

      He climbed through the window with Aleida following and with Gunner trailing close behind her.

      Wow. Talk about luxury.

      Jarin’s living quarters didn’t look like the inside of a dusty old castle. It had every luxury possible from the huge flatscreen TV hanging over the monster fireplace to the white suede couch that looked like it could comfortably seat half the town of Colwood.

      They snuck into the living room, past the huge painting that looked like an old Rembrandt. It was hanging next to the high tech panel that controlled the security system. Draven held his breath in a panic until he saw that it was shut off.

      Everything had changed since the last time Draven had been there. Updated and modernized with beautiful furniture and the best technology on the planet.

      But the bones of the castle had stayed the same and he still knew the way to the crypt. It was located under the castle and Draven had guided them there in less than ten minutes.

      They crept past the chefs in the kitchen who were arguing about the amount of spices they should add to the huge pot of soup on the stove, and into the impressive library. There was one door leading down to the crypt and it was located beside the castle’s large collection of rare books.

      The three of them picked up their pace as they hurried past the dusty shelves of books that were at least three stories high.

      “This is the door,” Draven whispered to Gunner when they arrived. He took a deep breath and pushed the heavy stone door to the side.

      “No,” Aleida gasped when a blaring alarm ripped through the library, echoing off the shelves of books. Her face turned white as she stared at Draven in shock.

      “Let’s go!” Draven shouted as he darted down the stairs as fast as he could. His heart was hammering in his chest as he cursed himself for not checking for a security alarm.

      The crypt was dark and damp just like he remembered it. He raced forward, barely able to see as he let his memory guide the way.

      Gunner and Aleida’s footsteps were thundering behind him, echoing against the cold stone walls as they ran.

      “Up ahead,” Aleida shouted, but Draven was already there.

      He pulled out the lighter in his pocket and flicked it, sparking a small flame that lit up the statue of his father. He lit the torch on the wall behind him and turned back to the tomb. The built-up tension in his tight muscles released when he saw the sword.

      “You were right,” he whispered as Aleida and Gunner arrived, staring at it in awe as they flanked his sides.

      They were so transfixed by the beautiful sword with the golden hilt that they momentarily forgot all about the alarm that was giving their position away.

      It doesn’t matter anymore, Draven thought as he reached forward with trembling hands. His pulse raced as he wrapped his hand around the cold handle and pulled it out of the statue’s grasp.

      “Caliburnus,” Aleida whispered as she stared at it with unblinking eyes. “The sword of the true Dragon King.”

      “Excalibur,” Gunner whispered, gulping as Draven lifted it in the air.

      He squeezed the golden handle, rubbing the ridges with his thumb and letting the power of the sword flow through him.

      “What does it feel like?” Aleida asked. She was completely still, unable to move.

      “Like a sword,” Draven said as he swung it from side to side, trying to release the magical power. “I’m not sure what I’m supposed to feel.”

      Gunner’s jaw tightened nervously as he glanced back in the direction they came. The muted sound of the alarm was still echoing down the hallway of the crypt.

      “Unless we want to try it out right now,” he said with a gulp, “we should go.”

      Draven came to with a shake of his head. The sword had made him temporarily forget that his three brothers could be on the way down right now.

      He grinned as he squeezed the handle, flexing his arms. A part of him wanted to stay and test it out. To see if his mother’s prophecy was right and he could cut down his cruel brothers with a flick of his wrist.

      But he had Aleida and Gunner to think about too.

      “All right,” Draven said, feeling more confident than ever. “Let’s go.”

      Gunner grabbed the torch off the wall and led the way back, sprinting through the maze of the crypt to the stairs that led back to the library.

      Draven couldn’t stop grinning as he ran with the sword, feeling like the odds were finally in his favor after being afraid for so long. He ran forward with a confident gate and with a new lightness in his chest.

      His brothers were going to pay for killing his father. Revenge was almost his.

      Gunner skidded to a stop when he turned a corner, and Aleida crashed into his back with a whimper. Draven held the sword away from her body as he barely avoided crashing into her.

      “What the hell, Gunner?” Draven whispered, urging the lion shifter on.

      But Gunner wasn’t moving. He was staring down the dark hallway as his body stiffened, and then started vibrating.

      The torch he was holding fell to the ground with a clatter as a full-grown lion burst out of his body.

      Here we go.

      As a dragon shifter, Draven didn’t have the best senses and he couldn’t see too well in the dark, but he knew what must be coming. He just didn’t know which one it was.

      Aleida let her dragon come as the sound of the footsteps approached. Her turquoise dragon exploded out of her, barely able to fit in the stone hallway.

      “I don’t believe it.” Terrowin’s amused voice rang down the hallway, giving Draven goosebumps. He squeezed the handle of Caliburnus, holding it in front of him as he walked around Aleida’s dragon and Gunner’s lion. He kicked the torch, sending it spiraling down the hallway. It slid to a stop between them, lighting up Terrowin’s smirking face.

      His oldest brother looked as cruel as ever with his cold dark eyes and thick square jaw. Terrowin was always the smartest of his brothers as well as the meanest. He had put Draven through a lot of torture in his youth, and now it was time for payback.

      “Welcome back, brother,” Terrowin said as he approached, stopping a safe distance from him as the torch burned between them.

      Gunner’s lion growled as Terrowin looked over Draven’s shoulder at the turquoise dragon. “Tsk, tsk, tsk,” he said, shaking his head with a smirk on his face. “Oh, Aleida. You could have had it all.”

      “Had what?” Draven asked, feeling the confidence flowing through his veins as he held the magic sword. “Death and destruction? Murder and mayhem? The days of ruling dragons are over.”

      “No,” Terrowin said, shaking his head as his face lit up in a wicked smile. “The days of ruling dragons are just beginning. Once Jarin and Valerius return, we’ll get started.”

      Valerius and Jarin? That meant the ice dragon wasn’t in the castle.

      “I’m the true heir to the Dragon Throne,” Draven said, clenching his jaw as he took a step forward. “It’s time to take back what’s mine. It’s time to claim my birthright.”

      Terrowin let out a chuckle as he looked down at the sword in Draven’s hands. “With what? A measly sword?” He laughed. “A pussycat and my little sister? You’re going to have to do better than that Dravenous. I’m a mated dragon now with the power of invincibility. What do you have?”

      Draven’s body tensed as he stepped forward, squeezing the sword as all the anger and rage from spending centuries in hiding came surging through his veins in a flush of heat. He hated this man with every ounce of his being and now was the time to make him pay for every cruel act he’d done.

      Invincibility meant nothing with the power of magic and prophecy on his side.

      “I have this,” he said, swinging the sword as he glared at him with murderous eyes. “Caliburnus. My destiny to rule. Your destiny to die.”

      Terrowin smirked as Draven rushed forward, swinging the sword with a sweeping arc. The foolish dragon shifter thought he was invincible and didn’t even attempt to move.

      I’ll make him pay for that overconfidence.

      He brought the sword down on his brother’s head with every bit of strength that he had, smashing it into his forehead with centuries of pain and anger behind it, willing it to cut through the invincible bone like the prophecy had said that it would.

      But instead, the sword exploded into a thousand metal fragments, shattering to pieces.

      Draven stared at the golden handle in his hand with widening eyes as his shocked brain tried to figure out what happened. It hadn’t worked. The prophecy was wrong. The sword wasn’t magical. It was just a sword. And now it was just a pile of broken steel.

      Terrowin grinned as he stepped forward, looking more terrifying than ever. Draven slunk back as the handle of the broken sword slipped from his sweaty palms.

      The confidence and rage that was flowing through his veins vanished, suddenly replaced by a shakiness and fear as the realization of what happened finally sunk in.

      Terrowin’s invincible body was standing between them and the only exit. Basically, they were up shit’s creek without a magical sword.

      “Was that your genius plan?” he asked, rolling up his sleeves as he approached them. “I hope you have something better than that.”

      Draven fought back his fear, stood up, and raised his fists. He had no chance for victory but he held his ground as his brother came forward. His friend and his sister were behind him and Terrowin would have to go through him before Draven would ever let him hurt them.

      He cocked his fist back, ready to let it fly as Gunner’s lion rushed past him. He leapt onto the dragon shifter, but Terrowin was too fast. He laughed as he snatched the brave lion out of the air, gripping him by the throat. It all happened in a blur. Terrowin lifted the lion easily and then slammed him into the stone wall, cracking the hard bricks that had stood there for centuries. He hurled him into the wall again and again and again, crushing his bones against the broken stone wall as Gunner’s body went limp.

      Terrowin tossed his battered body to the floor and grinned.

      Draven’s muscles flexed as he squeezed his hands into fists and glared at his brother. Just as he was about to charge forward, a massive dragon’s head appeared over his shoulder, nearly knocking him over as Aleida’s dragon opened her huge turquoise mouth.

      Shit! Draven dove to the floor, covering the lion’s ears as Terrowin laughed.

      “You expect a little fire to hur—”

      What came out wasn’t fire. Aleida let her sonic scream surge forward at her brother, holding nothing back after seeing what he’d done to her mate. The concussive force of the blast slammed into Terrowin, taking him by surprise as the devastating high-pitched scream ripped out of her.

      Draven squeezed his eyes shut and clenched his jaw as the searing pain of the piercing sound sliced through his head. He fought the intense urge to cover his own ears and covered Gunner’s instead. The poor lion was in enough pain from the fierce beating he just took.

      Draven struggled to pry his eyes open as Aleida’s screeching dragon stepped over him, blasting her brother with a devastating sonic scream. Terrowin was pinned against the wall as the deadly concussive forces rocked him. His human skin and dragon scales were invincible, but the excruciating power of Aleida’s scream was ripping through his ears.

      Unfortunately, it was ripping through Draven’s as well. It wasn’t directed at him, but it was still agonizing as it mercilessly shrieked through the dank hallway.

      When Aleida finally shut her mouth and the vicious screaming stopped, Terrowin’s limp body collapsed to the ground.

      Aleida’s sonic scream was over but Draven’s ears were still ringing intensely. He couldn’t hear anything but the high-pitched whine as Aleida quickly phased back into her human form.

      “Let’s go,” he shouted, unable to hear his own words. Terrowin was laying on the ground for now, but a dragon shifter as powerful as him would be perfectly healed soon. And Draven didn’t want to be around when that happened. He grabbed Gunner’s lion who still wasn’t moving, and tossed him over his shoulder, grunting as he got to his feet.

      He ran down the hallway past his unconscious brother with Aleida following close behind them. They darted up the stairs, past the library and the chefs in the kitchen who were staring at them in shock, and out into the dark backyard.

      “We should go back and finish him,” Aleida said, glancing back at the door.

      Draven’s ears were still ringing but he was starting to hear a bit better. “No,” he said as he placed Gunner’s lion on the ground. “Berinon and Valerius could be on their way, and we have to take care of Gunner.”

      Her eyes tightened but she nodded. Gunner was in no position to fight, and she probably knew that although she had taken Terrowin by surprise with her sonic scream, he wouldn’t let her do that again.

      The two of them phased into their dragons as quickly as they could. Aleida gently grabbed her mate with her feet and flapped her turquoise wings, taking to the sky.

      Draven followed her and they quickly circled the castle, passing by the Northern Tower where his brothers’ mates were locked up.

      A gorgeous face in the window caught his eye and he stopped flapping his wings as all the adrenaline and haste rushed out of his body like a punch to the gut.

      She was beautiful. Perfect with long amber hair that framed her delicate face in waves. She was watching with the greenest eyes that Draven had ever seen. She looked young, about nineteen if he had to guess, but he could tell from her soulful green eyes that she was wise beyond her years.

      What is she doing in there?

      His heart raced as his dragon glided on the cool night breeze. That was the tower his brothers had locked their mates in.

      It can’t be…

      His stomach dropped just thinking about it. She can’t be one of my brother’s mates. The world couldn’t be that cruel. He wanted her all to himself. He needed her all to himself.

      She raised her hand and gave him a shy wave as she watched him gliding in circles over the castle.

      Fuck it. His dragon turned and flew back to the window to get a closer look. How could he leave without her? How could he live another minute without her in his life?

      Aleida’s dragon came out of nowhere, circling around and cutting him off with an intense warning look. Gunner was still hanging limply in her dragon’s feet, and she didn’t look like she was in the mood to linger around to let Draven pick up chicks.

      The turquoise dragon let out a low snarl and with a sense of reluctance, Draven turned and followed his sister home, thinking of the girl’s beautiful face the entire way.
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        Cali

      

      

      “Stay away from the window,” Cali’s mother Katrina snapped. “The alarm is going off. It’s not safe.”

      “It’s never safe,” Cali answered as she watched the two dragons disappear into the night sky. The light blue one was carrying a lion who looked dead, but it was the red dragon who had caught her eye.

      He circled back to see me.

      Her heart fluttered as she imagined the man hiding inside the dragon. Was he a handsome shifter who would finally free her from this dreaded tower? Probably not, but it was nice to think about. There wasn’t much to do up here but tell herself nice stories like that.

      “What did you see?” Anna asked. She was sitting on the old couch with Katrina, knitting a lopsided looking sweater.

      “Dragons,” Cali answered as she walked over with a tingling sensation in her body. “Have you ever seen a red dragon?”

      Anna thought about it for a minute and then shook her head. “No, but I haven’t seen much but the inside of this tower. Berinon never lets me leave.”

      “What about a light blue one, or a lion?” she asked, intensely curious about the strange trio she had just seen outside.

      Anna had been here the longest out of the three of them, but even she hadn’t been here too long. About ten years in total, or five years longer than Cali and her mother had been.

      “I don’t know,” Anna said, shaking her head nervously. “Mary and Clara always knew that kind of stuff. They were here for centuries and knew it all.”

      Cali glanced at her mother who quickly tried to change the subject. “I’m sure it’s nothing,” she said with her voice racing as she grabbed a roll of yarn from the basket. “Probably just old friends or family coming to visit. They probably tripped the alarms when they came in to say hi. That’s it. Just friends is all. Now come sit down and help me with this hat.”

      Cali took a deep breath and held it as she watched her poor mother trying to knit with her shaky hands.

      The past five years had been hard on her mother, it had been hard on her too, but the past few weeks had been even worst.

      Mary was the first to die. She was walking around the tower and talking normally one minute, and the next, she had just shriveled up like a corpse. It had all happened so fast. She just kind of imploded with her skin melting off and her bones collapsing into dust.

      Cali could still remember it in every gruesome detail. She could still hear the horrible sound of her mother, Anna, and Clara screaming after it happened. Clara had thought that it was because Mary’s mate Jarin had died and the centuries of immortality had caught up to the human woman in a single moment.

      A week later, Clara had died next, joining her in the same gruesome way.

      Cali’s mother Katrina had been putting on a brave face, but she knew that her mom had been rocked to the core. She tossed and turned at night, and even woke up screaming a few times.

      Anna had said it was a shame, but Cali wasn’t so sure. The two women had spent centuries locked in this tower and she couldn’t help but feel that they were in a better place now. They were finally free.

      “I’m sure you’re right, Mom,” Cali said, smiling at her mother as she sat down beside her, helping her with the yarn.

      They sat in silence, sewing hats that they would never use until the alarm turned off and the castle was plunged into silence once again.

      Cali thought of the red dragon and the way he looked at her and couldn’t help but feel a flutter of hope.

      Stop. Please stop.

      Hope was a dangerous thing in this tower. Hope made the long boring days torturous. It made them unbearable.

      Mary was the first to warn them about that when they had arrived.

      “Don’t think you’ll escape,” she warned in a serious tone. “Don’t think you’ll be rescued. It will destroy your soul.” She took the fourteen-year-old Cali to the window and pointed to the tall trees in the distance. “Be like the trees. They sit there for ages, not hoping, not dreaming, not thinking, not praying. They just sit and sit and sit, becoming one with time. That’s how you must be young girl if you are to survive this life. The dragons are more powerful than you can imagine and there’s no hope for you.”

      At the time, Cali didn’t understand what she had meant, but she was starting to understand it now. She would be here until she was old and gray and lucky enough to die. Her mother on the other hand… Her poor mother was doomed with immortality and would still be here long after Cali’s body returned to the earth.

      And it was all Cali’s fault.

      She still felt guilty every time she thought about it. When she was fourteen, she had begged her mother to take her to the mall so she could spend her babysitting money on some new clothes. Katrina had just finished a long shift at the hospital and wanted nothing more than her pajamas, a glass of wine, and the television, but Cali was always a stubborn child, and she eventually got her way.

      The shopping went fine, but when they were walking back to the car, a black stretch limousine stopped in front of them and the most handsome man that Cali had ever seen stepped out, smiling like a movie star.

      Her single mother had been instantly attracted to the rich stranger and the eye contact between them had been intense. The man, who Cali later learned was named Terrowin, was watching her mother when his body stiffened and his eyes turned black. Cali didn’t understand what had happened, but it changed everything. Shortly after, her mother had accepted his offer for a ride and they were in the back of the limo.

      They arrived at the castle an hour later, and that was the last time that Cali had been outside. They were locked in this horrible tower with three other women, and they hadn’t been allowed to leave since.

      Mary had explained everything to them. About the dragons, the immortality, the hopelessness of their situation.

      It was a nightmare, and it would never have happened if Cali hadn’t begged her mother to take her to the mall. It was all her fault.

      “I like it,” Cali whispered as her mother held up the misshapen hat.

      Her mother laughed. “Now all we need is to find a deformed head to fit it on.” She sighed as she tossed it onto the pile with the others. “I’m afraid I’ll never be good at knitting.”

      You’ll have centuries to practice. The cruel words almost slipped past Cali’s tongue, but she pulled them back in time. It was never a good idea to remind any of them of the inevitable.

      Cali watched as her mother started a new one, but her thoughts were not on the hat, they were on the red dragon who had been flying outside the window.

      I hope he comes back.

      Cali didn’t know why, but she did. The sight of him was bringing something back—something she hadn’t felt in a long time: hope.

      She was lost in thought when her mother’s voice finally broke through. “Cali!” she shouted.

      “Huh?”

      Both her mother and Anna giggled as she shook out of her daze. “I swear Cali,” her mother said as she shook her head and laughed. “You are such a space cadet sometimes.”

      Cali smiled, relieved to see the women laughing. They had been so stressed out lately.

      “She gets it from you,” Anna teased.

      “She does not,” her mother said with a chuckle. “I have no idea where you get it from, Caliburnus Payne, but it definitely isn’t from me.”

      Caliburnus smiled and handed her mother the yarn.
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        Draven

      

      

      “It has to be somewhere else,” Aleida said, pacing around the camp after they had returned from the long flight. “Maybe hidden somewhere in our father’s study or somewhere else in the crypt? We didn’t have time to search the whole thing. Maybe it was by Grandfather’s tomb, or—”

      “Aleida,” Draven said, interrupting her with a soft voice. “It’s over.”

      “No,” she said, shaking her head as she tried to hold herself together. “It has to be there. It has to be.”

      Her shoulders slumped forward as she covered her face with her hands. Gunner wrapped his arms around her and swallowed her in a hug as she started crying.

      His lion had recovered on the long flight home and he was feeling a lot better but was still in some significant pain.

      “We came all this way and it was just a fairy tale,” she said as she dug her face into Gunner’s comforting chest. “I’m sorry, guys. I’m so sorry.”

      “You didn’t know, Aleida,” Draven said as he took a deep breath and looked out at the horizon. “It was a long shot but we tried our best. It just didn’t go our way.”

      Aleida pulled away from Gunner’s embrace and took a deep breath, composing herself as she rubbed the tears out of her eyes. “So, what now?”

      Gunner grimaced in pain as he shuffled over to the log beside the firepit and sat down, holding his broken ribs that were still healing.

      “There’s not much more we can do here,” he said softly. “We go home. Right, D?”

      The couple looked at Draven for answers that he didn’t have. They should go back home, but going back home was the last thing on his mind.

      How could he return home after seeing the beautiful girl in the window? She had been on his mind the entire flight back, and even now, all he could think about was returning to her no matter how dangerous it was. He was absolutely mesmerized by her gorgeous amber hair and sparkling green eyes.

      He needed to learn more about her.

      “I think it’s time to go back,” Aleida said with a nod. Draven knew how hard it must have been for her to admit that. She desperately wanted to believe that Caliburnus existed. And who could blame her? Her brothers were invincible without it.

      “Okay,” Draven said, nodding reluctantly. “We go home. We can set up a defense with the other shifters in Colwood and hope our brothers don’t attack all at the same time. Maybe we have a chance to win if we fight them one at a time. We beat Jarin, right?”

      Gunner sighed. “I think that’s our best choice.”

      “No swords, no prophecies,” Draven said. “We do this the old-fashioned way. Tooth and claw.”

      Aleida swallowed hard as she listened. “They won’t come alone,” she said, looking worried. “The three of them will attack as a group.”

      Draven ran a hand through his red hair and huffed out a breath. “Then we fight them as a group. We have a mated dragon on our side too, remember?”

      Aleida forced out a smile. “We should let Gunner heal throughout the night.”

      “I’m fine,” Gunner grunted, grimacing in pain as he spoke.

      “You’ll be fine after a night’s rest,” Draven said. “We can leave first thing in the morning. They don’t know where we are so we’ll be fine resting here for a few hours. It’s supposed to be an overcast tomorrow. We’ll be able to fly home over the clouds.”

      Gunner stood up to protest, but his thick legs wobbled and he fell back down on his ass with a grunt.

      “Come, my love,” Aleida whispered, offering her hand. “Let’s get some rest.”

      The proud lion shifter glanced at her hand with a tight expression on his hard face, which softened when he looked up into her eyes. “Okay,” he muttered as he slid his hand into hers. “I would have been fine.”

      “Yes, we all know you’re very tough,” she said with a playful roll of her eyes. “Come cuddle with me.”

      Draven watched with envy as the happy couple disappeared into the tent leaving him all alone.

      His mind immediately darted back to the girl in the tower, wondering if she was sleeping, wondering if she was okay.

      I can’t leave without seeing her again.

      Draven knew that if he returned home without talking to her, he would spend the next few centuries thinking about her and coming back to this moment in his mind—wishing he had acted differently. Wishing that he had gone to see her once again.

      He watched the dark clouds coming in as he waited for the soft murmurs coming from Gunner and Aleida’s tent to stop.

      An hour later, when he was convinced that they were sleeping, he crept down the side of the mountain and phased into his dragon.

      With his excited heart pounding and his nerve endings tingling, he took the sky to return to the castle.
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* * *

      Draven’s breath quickened as his dragon approached the tower over the cover of the dark clouds. He dipped in and out of them, eying the Northern Tower where he had seen the girl.

      The light was off in the room, and she was probably asleep. It was close to morning and he had to act fast before the sun came up and blew his cover. His brothers would be on the lookout for any dragons who were stupid enough to invade, and he wasn’t in the mood to face them again. Not without his younger sister to bail him out again.

      Draven surveyed the castle from up high, trying to catch a glimpse of his brothers, any dragons, or guards patrolling the area. He spotted three. One guard was smoking a cigarette by the Southern wall and the other two were staring at their phones.

      All right, he told his dragon. This has to be fast and quiet.

      He needed perfect timing to pull off the difficult move, but he was willing to risk it to get another glimpse of her.

      Draven pulled his red dragon up and then dove for the tower, tucking his wings in as the dragon plummeted like a rocket. He aimed for the tiny window that had no balcony—just a tiny ledge that he could hold onto.

      Three. Two. He counted off as he rocketed closer. At one, he spread out his wings, abruptly stopping his fall, and pulled in his dragon.

      The phase was instant and in the next split second, he was free falling down in his human form, waving his arms as he fell hard and fast toward the ground.

      He reached out—timing it perfectly—and grabbed onto the small stone ledge, grunting as the momentum of the fall slammed his body into the wall of the tower.

      His heart was pounding in his chest as he looked down past his dangling naked body to the ground below. He was so high up and a fall from here probably would have killed him. In the least, it would have hurt him enough that he couldn’t escape.

      With a deep breath, he pulled himself up and looked in through the open window. There were five cots lined up against the wall but there were only three women sleeping inside. The room was bare with only a few pieces of furniture and a television that looked like it was from the eighties.

      The hair on his arms raised as he watched one of the bodies move. She had the same amber hair splayed on the pillow that had caught his eye in the first place.

      A warm shiver rippled through his body as her head turned on the pillow and faced him. Her eyes were open and she gasped when she saw him, flying up into a seating position.

      “Shhhh,” Draven said, raising his finger to his lips. “It’s okay. I’m not here to hurt you.”

      Her eyes were wide and she glanced back at the two other sleeping bodies as she clutched her blankets to her chest, looking scared and unsure.

      “I’m here to help,” he whispered. “Are you trapped in here?”

      She stared at him for a long time as she held her breath, looking unsure if she could trust him. Eventually, she nodded, and Draven let out a breath of relief. He desperately wanted to talk to her, and if she would have screamed he would have had to push off the tower, phase back into his dragon, and fly away.

      “Come here,” he whispered, waving her over.

      Her green eyes were piercing his soul. Even in the darkness, they looked so bright. She was utterly stunning and he didn’t care if he was about to be captured and tortured, this moment was worth all of that.

      She glanced back at the two other women one last time and then crept out of her bed and tiptoed over.

      Draven didn’t dare blink as she came. She was wearing baby-doll pajamas with nothing covering her slim legs and delicate feet. He tried to keep his eyes off her body as he hung there. It was bad enough that he was totally naked as he was creeping outside her window—he didn’t have to have a hard cock too.

      “Who are you?” she whispered as she came closer. She stopped out of his reach and crossed her arms, looking at him skeptically. “What are you doing here?”

      Draven didn’t want to lie to her, but the truth was complicated. What was he supposed to say? That he was here to find a magic sword or that he was here to kill his brothers?

      “I just… I had to see you again,” he said, staring at her in awe.

      “You’re the red dragon,” she whispered as she stared back at him. “From before.”

      Draven nodded. “They’re keeping you locked in here? How long have you been here?”

      She swallowed nervously as she glanced down at the floor. “Five years.”

      “Five years?” he said with a gasp. “Are you…” He couldn’t finish the horrible thought, but she just stared at him, not knowing what he was referring too. “Did any of them bond with you?”

      He didn’t know what he was going to do if she said yes. Burning the whole castle down in a fit of rage would have been a start…

      “No,” she said shyly as she wrapped her arms around her chest, holding herself tight. “But Terrowin bonded with my mother.”

      Draven followed her eyes as she glanced back at one of the women sleeping behind her. He let out a breath of relief, suddenly filled with a giddy lightness. She wasn’t mated to any of his brothers. She could still be his…

      “He took me when he bonded to my mother,” she said, biting her bottom lip nervously as she turned back to him. “I guess we were a package deal.”

      He stared into her beautiful eyes, willing his inner dragon to bond to her. This was the girl for him. He just knew it. Centuries and centuries of existence and he had never felt a moment like this. He knew in his heart and soul that she would be the one to ignite his dragon core and be with him for the rest of his days.

      Come on… she’s right there.

      But there was no spark that set off the bond. No shock and darkening of his eyes. Just the two of them—standing there as vulnerable strangers.

      “Come with me,” he said, unable to hide the excitement in his voice. “I’ll take you out of here.”

      She leaned forward with a willingness in her eyes, but she shook her head after a moment of contemplation. “Not without my mother and Anna. I can’t go without them.”

      He looked over her shoulder at the sleeping women. He couldn’t carry all three of them. Especially if he was being chased by his brothers. It was too dangerous, and he wasn’t willing to risk her life like that. His yes, but not hers.

      “I’ll come back for them,” he promised. “Please believe me.”

      She looked like she wanted to, but she shook her head instead. Terrowin probably crushed the last of her ability to trust a strange man.

      “I won’t leave them,” she said sadly. “It would kill my mother.”

      Draven wasn’t going to leave without her. He knew deeply that she was the one for him, even if his dragon didn’t realize it yet. For once, he was glad that he had spent the last few centuries alone. She was well worth the wait.

      “I’ll come back tomorrow night,” he promised. He could try to convince Aleida to return with him tomorrow. With her help, he could take all three of them and escape. It killed him to leave without her, but he didn’t have much of a choice. “And I can help you escape. You, your mother, and Anna. Okay?”

      She stared at him curiously as she held herself tight. “Why are you helping me?” she asked softly. “Why do you care?”

      He couldn’t exactly tell her that he loved her, could he? No…

      That was coming off a tad too strong.

      “I’m trying to right the wrongs of my brothers,” he said, cringing when he realized what he had said.

      She stepped back, dropping her arms as she stared at him with wide unblinking eyes. “Those psychopaths are your brothers? You’re one of them?”

      “I’m not one of them,” he said softly, willing her to see. “I’m not anything like them. I want to help you.”

      She was still looking at him funny, but the outrage was gone. “What’s your name?” she asked.

      “Draven,” he answered. “What’s yours?”

      “Cali,” she whispered. “But my real name is Caliburnus.”

      Draven’s stomach dropped and he almost lost his grip on the ledge as his hands started trembling. He grabbed back on and held tight as he stared at her with unbelieving eyes.

      Caliburnus…

      The prophecy was true. His mother was right. Place Caliburnus in the hands of the one true Dragon King and he will be unstoppable.

      But the prophecy had been twisted and changed in the literature like so many of the other details. It wasn’t a magical sword, it was his mate.

      “Caliburnus,” he whispered as his heart raced and a rush of adrenaline tingled through his body. “You were here the whol—”

      The words vanished from his throat when she suddenly stepped back with a look of terror on her face. Her soft skin paled as white as her pajamas and her body tightened as she looked past him, over his head.

      Draven whipped his head around and gulped when he saw his brother Berinon behind him. He was growing fast, shooting into the air in his human form like a giant.

      His youngest half-brother, Berinon, was a size shifter and Draven had a front row seat as he grew as tall as the tower he was hanging from.

      Draven jerked his head back to the beautiful girl before he let go. “I’ll be back for you,” he promised.

      His heart felt like it was breaking as he let go of the ledge and pushed off with his feet, flying into the air as Berinon finally stopped growing. He was even taller than the tower and his body was as wide as the Southern Wall was long.

      It would take every ounce of skill and luck that Draven had to get out of there safely. He pulled his dragon to the surface as he plummeted to the ground, urging him to hurry.

      But he was too late.

      Berinon’s massive hand shot forward and plucked him out of the air. His huge fingers wrapped around his body, squeezing him in place. He was a giant, and Draven was too small, too weak, too slow, and too screwed.

      He tried to squirm out of the giant’s grasp, but Berinon was too strong.

      My Caliburnus… I finally found her.

      As long as his future mate was nearby, he’d have a chance. Once he was a mated dragon, he would have powers as well and would be able to fight back on his brothers’ level.

      But until that happened… he was fucked.
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      Cali grabbed onto the wall as all of the strength in her legs gave out. What the hell?!?

      Anna’s mate Berinon was growing taller than King Kong. She sucked in a breath and hurried to the wall with her heart pounding as she looked up at the giant in disbelief.

      His clothes had ripped away and his naked body was taller than the castle. Her stomach dropped when she saw Draven in his hand. His face was red and twisted in pain as he struggled to get out of the giant’s grasp, but he couldn’t budge. Berinon was too big and too strong.

      “Cali?” her mother’s small voice said from behind her.

      Cali was too absorbed in the shocking scene to look back.

      “Oh, my gosh,” her mother gasped when she saw what Cali was looking at. She rushed out of bed and joined her side, squeezing her arm with a tight grip as she looked out the window. “Is that… Berinon?”

      Cali didn’t answer. She was holding her breath as she willed Draven to break free.

      Get out of there. Come on…

      It wasn’t doing any good. He wasn’t able to move.

      Cali gasped and her mother let out a scream, waking Anna up when the giant shifter slammed Draven into the ground with a thunderous punch.

      No…

      Cold chills raked through her as Berinon lifted his giant hand and she saw Draven’s crushed body lying on the ground below. He wasn’t moving.

      No, no, no, no, no.

      Why wasn’t he moving? Why wasn’t he getting up to fight back?

      She had trouble breathing as she watched with an ache in the back of her throat. He looked dead.

      Why didn’t I leave with him when I had the chance?

      The renegade thought just popped into her head out of nowhere. Of course, I couldn’t have gone.

      She couldn’t have left her mother and Anna. No matter how much she was tempted to leave with him.

      Berinon’s huge body began to shrink as she looked out the window. Terrowin came running out of the castle down below and her eyes narrowed on him as her body tensed. She hated him more than anything for what he did to her and her mother, and now she hated him for what he was doing to Draven.

      She watched with her pulse racing as he grabbed Draven’s limp arms and yanked them behind him. Berinon shrank fast, returning to his normal size as Terrowin pulled Draven up to his feet.

      He came back for me. He’s here because of me.

      Her chest tightened as she watched them drag the mysterious stranger into the castle. Guilt sank into her bones as she stared at the crater where Draven’s broken body had landed.

      “Who was that?” her mother asked as she leaned out the window, looking around in shock.

      “What happened?” Anna asked, rubbing her eyes as she sat up in bed.

      Cali stayed by the window as her mother ran over to the bed and told Anna what they had just seen.

      “You don’t know who it was?” Anna asked after hearing the story.

      Cali’s mother shook her head. “I’ve never seen him before.”

      “His name was Draven,” Cali whispered, feeling sick to her stomach as she turned away from the window. She knew how cruel Terrowin and Berinon could be and she wanted to puke from just thinking about the pain and torture that Draven was about to go through at their hands. All because of her.

      Anna and her mother whipped their heads around, staring at her in confusion.

      “How do you know his name?” her mother asked her.

      “He was here,” she whispered as she walked to her bed. She sat down on it and pulled her legs into her chest, holding them tightly. “At the window.”

      The two women just stared in shock as they waited for her to elaborate.

      “He wanted to take me out of here,” she said, “but I said no.”

      “You said no?!?” her mother yelled, exploding off the bed. Her face turned from anger to anguish in the blink of an eye. “Why would you say no?”

      Cali swallowed hard as she looked up at her mother through teary eyes. “I didn’t want to leave you and Anna alone.”

      “Oh, Caliburnus,” she said, sinking to the bed beside her. Cali melted into her embrace as she wrapped her arms around her. “All I want is for you to get out of here. I want you to live your life and be free.”

      The tears started coming as Cali tried to squeeze her eyes shut against her mother’s comforting chest. The reality of what just happened hit her like a knockout punch. Her chance at leaving was over. Draven was caught. She would grow old and wrinkly in this tower, spending the rest of her life in here like Mary and Clara had.

      She would never kiss a boy, she would never feel warm sand between her toes, she would never experience a man’s love, or go to college, or get a job.

      Her life would only consist of the inside of this tower, and worst of all, now she had to live with the fact that she once had a chance to leave and didn’t take it.

      “You shouldn’t be in here,” her mother said in a quivering voice. “I hate that I got into that limousine. This is all my fault.”

      Cali squeezed her eyes shut as she felt her mother’s warm tears land on the top of her head.

      “It’s not your fault, mama,” she whispered, squeezing her mother tight.

      “It is,” she whispered back. “And I’m so sorry. The next time some handsome stranger comes to the window offering to rescue you, you take it. Okay?”

      Cali nodded, not saying what her and her mother both knew.

      There would be no next time.
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* * *

      Cali woke up a few hours later in her mother’s arms. Her eyes were heavy and she had a terrible headache as the afternoon sun shone down on the bed.

      The sound of voices outside caused her to jerk up in bed beside her sleeping mother.

      “What’s going on?” she asked Anna as she jumped out of bed. There was a commotion outside.

      Anna was sitting on the couch knitting. “American tourists,” she said with a roll of her eyes.

      That was nothing new. They were in a spectacular medieval castle and from time to time, tourists would show up trying to get a tour. Security would always escort them off the premises, explaining that it was a private castle and not open to tourists.

      Cali still hurried over to the window and looked out. There were three muscular men arguing with a guard who looked like he was getting beyond frustrated with them.

      “I told you,” the guard snapped. “It’s not open. Now leave!”

      “Just one peek,” the man with the mohawk said. “We won’t touch a thing.”

      They didn’t look like regular tourists who usually came with cameras hanging around their necks and maps stuffed into their back pockets. They looked like they had just come from a bodybuilding competition. They were huge.

      “Look,” the one with the short cropped beard and brown hair said. “We just want to take a look around. That’s all.”

      The guard turned to him with an angry huff of breath. “What part of private residence do you not understand?”

      “Oh, we understand,” the third one with the wavy blonde hair said, nodding with a knowing look on his face. He reached into his pocket and pulled out some cash. “We understand very well,” he said as he stuffed a bill into the guard’s hand.

      The guard opened his hand and looked at the bill with a frown. “This is only five quid.”

      “Plenty more where that came from,” the one with the mohawk said as he reached into his pocket. He pulled out a coin and added it to the man’s hand. “Now you have six.”

      “Enough,” the guard said, tossing the money on the ground. His hand settled on the gun that was hanging on his hip.

      What are they doing?

      Cali had seen some obnoxious tourists before, but these three took the top prize. If they weren’t careful, Terrowin or Berinon would come out and she was sure that none of them wanted that.

      She fought back the urge to warn them and tell them to leave. Terrowin had made it crystal clear that they were forbidden to scream, talk, or make themselves known in any way to the outside world.

      “We’ll throw you in the dungeon under the castle,” he had warned, “and we’ll make you watch as we cut the throats of the innocent people you talked to.”

      “Go,” the guard shouted, losing his patience. “I’ve had enough of you three.”

      The flag hanging on top of the wall flapped as the wind changed direction. She noticed the three tourists raising their heads as they sniffed the air. Their eyes sparked in recognition as they turned to look at each other.

      “Actually, we’re looking for a friend,” the bearded one said. “Red hair, red beard, tiny nipples.”

      Cali’s back straightened as her stomach dropped. Were they friends with…

      “You’d know him if you saw him,” the one with the mohawk said. “Answers to Draven, Daniel Boone, Chief, or Drav-anus.”

      The guard stepped back and pulled the walkie-talkie off his belt. The blonde one grabbed his wrist before he could put it to his mouth.

      “I wouldn’t do that if I were you,” he warned in a fierce voice.

      The guard opened his mouth to yell, but the bearded one threw a quick punch that landed on his chin, knocking him out cold. The guard collapsed to the ground unconscious as the guy with the mohawk threw his hands in the air with an ‘ugh.’

      “I wanted to punch him!” he complained like a spoiled kid.

      “You can punch the next guard,” the bearded one promised as he pulled the unconscious guard behind a bush. “You guys smelled that, right?”

      “Oh, yeah,” the blonde one said, cracking his knuckles as his arms flexed. “He’s in there all right.”

      “That’s what I thought,” the bearded one said. “Let’s go get him.”

      Cali watched in shock as the three men rushed into the castle.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 6

          

        

      

    

    
      
        Draven

      

      

      If you would have bonded to her we wouldn’t have had to go through this shit. Draven was cursing his inner dragon as his two half-brothers beat the shit out of him.

      They had dragged him down the hallway into the dungeon and chained him up so he was hanging by his wrists in the middle of the dank room. Berinon went first, slamming his hard fists into his ribs and stomach over and over as Terrowin leaned on the stone walls and watched with a smirk on his face.

      “That’s enough, Berinon,” Terrowin said as he walked over.

      Berinon wiped his sweaty forehead with his forearm, gave Draven one last hard punch in the stomach, and turned away with a grunt.

      Draven could barely breathe. His insides were on fire and it felt like every bone in his body was broken. He had been slammed unconscious when Berinon’s giant punched him into the ground, and only woke up when they were chaining his wrists up.

      The giant’s slam had broken enough bones and caused enough pain that this beating wasn’t even necessary, but his brothers always liked to give a lot more pain than necessary.

      “What are you doing back home?” Terrowin asked, grinning as he stood in front of him. His brother looked invincible—was invincible—as he stood there waiting for an answer. It was like standing in front of Superman if you were Lex Luther. And unfortunately, Draven was all out of kryptonite.

      “When was the last time we saw our dear old brother?” Terrowin asked, glancing back at Berinon. “Two hundred years?”

      “Three hundred at least,” Berinon corrected.

      Terrowin turned back to him with a wicked grin. “Three hundred years,” he said, narrowing his eyes on him. “It seems awfully coincidental that you return as we’re about to fulfill our destiny.”

      Draven just hung there, urging his broken body to heal.

      Terrowin’s hand shot forward, grabbing Draven’s chin in a crushing grip. Draven grimaced as his brother forced his head up until their eyes met. “Where’s Jarin and Valerius?”

      Valerius? Draven’s eyes widened. They didn’t know where the ice dragon was?

      Draven grunted as Terrowin squeezed his jaw harder. It felt like it was going to snap under his hard grasp.

      “Jarin goes to find you and he doesn’t come back,” Terrowin said. “What do you know about that?”

      “And Valerius?” Berinon added as he watched, leaning against the wall. “He went to find Jarin and didn’t come back either.”

      Draven tried to answer but it just came out as a mumble with Terrowin’s strong hand holding his mouth closed. With a grunt, he reluctantly let go.

      Draven had to stay alive as long as he could. If he could only see Caliburnus again, maybe his dragon would bond and his core would ignite, releasing the special power that laid dormant inside his body.

      “I know…” he struggled to say. Every word caused searing pain to shoot through his battered body. “I know where they are. I’ll take you there.”

      Berinon pushed off the wall and narrowed his eyes on him as he stormed forward. “You don’t know shit,” he said, slamming his fist into Draven’s stomach with a grunt. Draven swung on the chain that was holding him up as pain rocked through his body.

      He closed his eyes and focused on her face, dreaming of being able to stroke her cheek and kiss her lips. Caliburnus…

      The beautiful thought vanished as he swung back and Berinon pounded him with another devastating punch in the gut.

      Terrowin pushed Berinon back and stepped up close to Draven. “You don’t take us anywhere,” he said through gritted teeth. “If it wasn’t clear by now, you’re not getting out of this room. Not alive anyway.”

      Draven’s head dropped forward as a heaviness settled into his body. He was in bad shape. Beaten and worn down with two mated dragon shifters guarding him. There was no way out unless they let him out.

      Terrowin’s rancid breath washed over his face as he spoke. “I suggest you start telling us the truth. Where are our brothers?”

      “Jarin is dead,” Draven said, enjoying the look of shock and horror on Terrowin’s face as he told him. He might not be able to hurt his brother with his fists, but he could hurt him with his words. Jarin and Terrowin had been as close as real brothers and Draven knew that knowing Jarin was dead would hurt Terrowin more than Terrowin could ever hurt him.

      He staggered back as his face twisted in despair. “No,” he said, shaking his head. “You’re lying.”

      Draven grinned as he struggled to hold his head up. “I’m not. I watched him die. I killed him.”

      Terrowin stepped forward with his fist cocked back ready to give Draven the final blow when there was a knock on the door.

      He whipped his head back and dropped his fist as he stomped to the door and yanked it open. “What?!?” he snapped.

      Draven’s mouth dropped when he saw three familiar faces standing there.

      “We’re looking for the gift shop,” Axel said to the furious dragon shifter in front of him. “Do you sell postcards?”

      Terrowin slammed the door closed, but Zane stuck his foot out, preventing it from closing.

      “Actually,” he said as he pushed it back open. “We’re here for that guy.”

      A surge of adrenaline rushed through Draven’s exhausted body when his three friends rushed forward. They burst into the room with their bodies shaking as Berinon and Terrowin looked at them in shock.

      Their animals burst free from their bodies, exploding into a Kodiak bear, a polar bear, and a vicious lion.

      Jax’s lion leaped onto Terrowin’s body, swallowing the dragon shifter’s head in his huge jaws as Axel’s polar bear charged into Berinon, knocking him off his feet. Zane’s bear sprinted at Terrowin’s legs, plowing his shoulder into him and knocking him off his feet.

      Draven grunted as he channeled the last of his strength and energy into his wrists, yanking them apart as hard as he could until the metal cuffs snapped off.

      He fell to the floor, landing on his feet as the animals swarmed on his two brothers. Terrowin and Berinon were caught off guard and down for now, but the tables would quickly turn once they got back on their feet. Draven knew they had to get out while they still could.

      “In the hallway, now!” he shouted, using his deepest and most commanding alpha voice. The three animals immediately turned and sprinted into the hallway under their alpha’s order.

      Draven slammed the heavy metal door closed and locked it from the outside as the three of them phased back into their human forms.

      When he turned, Jax, Axel, and Zane were all staring at him, waiting for orders.

      “What now?” Axel asked as he glanced from side to side.

      Draven knew that the door wouldn’t hold his brothers for long. They had a few minutes if they were lucky.

      He swallowed hard and turned right. “Now. We run.”
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      “Where are the secret tunnels?” Axel asked as they ran down the hall as fast as they could.

      “What secret tunnels?” Zane said, shooting him a frustrated look as they ran. “His father was a dragon shifter. He didn’t need any secret tunnels.”

      “Well, that’s not very convenient,” Axel said with a frown.

      “Actually,” Draven whispered as they sprinted down the hall. He had forgotten all about it until Axel’s comment reminded him. He used to crawl into the secret tunnel system that ran through the castle to escape his brothers when they used to torment him as a kid.

      “This way!” he said, waving them around the corner. The four shifters all took one last look at the heavy metal door as Terrowin and Berinon pounded it from the other side. It was bending and getting mangled with every hard punch and the old metal hinges looked like they were about to break off at any second.

      They followed Draven as he ran down the hall toward the staircase that led up to the small chapel. There was a fireplace in there with a secret door that led to the tunnel system. Draven’s father had shown him the system and told him to keep it a secret from his brothers. Maybe he knew that one day I’d be using it to escape from them.

      “Is this your only plan?” Axel asked as they ran into the chapel. “Pray for our safety? I don’t think it’s going to work. Last year, I prayed every day for a date with Jennifer Aniston and she never returned any of my emails.”

      “Can you let him concentrate?” Jax asked with a fierce look in his eyes. “We’re in a life and death chase if you haven’t noticed.”

      Zane ran over to a pile of clothes that was going out to the needy. He found some pants and threw a pair to each of the shifters.

      Draven quickly slid a pair on, ran over to the fireplace, and dropped to his knees. He turned the handle of the vent until he heard a click, pulled it out a bit just like his father had shown him, and then turned it to the left. It clicked again and then nothing happened.

      “Are you building a fire?” Axel asked, looking at him with confusion. “We’re in a life and death chase if you haven’t noticed.”

      Draven took a deep breath and pushed the stones on the back wall of the fireplace. “Yes,” he whispered as a sense of relief rushed through him. The back wall swung open, revealing the hidden tunnel.

      He turned with a grin. “This way, fellas.”

      The fit was tight, but they could squeeze in if they stayed on their hands and knees. He led the way, followed by Axel, Jax, and then Zane who closed the door behind them, plunging them into darkness.

      “I hope you know where you’re going,” Jax whispered. “I’d rather be stuck in that dungeon than stuck in these walls.”

      “You’ll be fine if you stay behind me,” Axel said.

      “That’s what I’m worried about,” Jax answered. “If you fart in my face, you’re not getting out of this castle alive.”

      It was dangerous to be talking, but Draven was so happy to hear their voices. As annoying as they sometimes were, he had really missed his friends.

      They crawled for a while until the roof raised and they were able to stand comfortably. Draven figured that they were somewhere under the southern wall.

      Jax pulled out a lighter and lit up the dark tunnel as they gathered in a circle.

      “What’s the plan, boss?” Zane asked, looking at him.

      Jax swallowed hard. “Please tell me there’s a plan.”

      “You’re the ones who broke in here,” Draven said with a deep breath. “Didn’t you have a plan to get out?”

      The three shifters looked at each other with blank faces.

      “How did you get here anyway?” Draven asked them.

      Jax gulped. “We took an Uber.”

      Draven couldn’t help but laugh. Man, I missed these knuckleheads.

      “All right,” Draven said with a grin. “Let’s make a plan.”

      He was in his old home, but these three guys felt more like home to him than this castle ever did. He just wished Gunner was there too to complete the group.

      “We have to be careful,” Draven said. “Terrowin and Berinon could be out by now, and we still don’t know where Valerius is.”

      “Valerius?” Zane said, jerking his head back. “Oh, right. You don’t know. We took care of him, boss.”

      Draven’s mouth fell open as he stared at him in shock. “You what?”

      Axel shrugged. “He came to visit Colwood, and let’s just say that he’s never going to leave.”

      Draven couldn’t believe it. Maybe these knuckleheads were more capable than he ever gave them credit for. They took care of a mated dragon by themselves. And Valerius on top of that…

      He still had a hard time believing it. “He’s dead?”

      Axel nodded proudly. “Iced. Melted. Give me a few minutes and I’ll come up with some more puns, but the blue dragon is dead.”

      Draven lunged forward and wrapped his arms around the polar bear shifter in an ecstatic hug. “Thank you,” he said, smiling wide. These three had just tilted the odds in their favor by a lot. Draven knew how dangerous of a dragon his brother Valerius was, and now he was no longer a threat.

      “Good job,” Draven said, tapping Axel’s blushing cheek. He nodded as he looked at Jax and Zane with gratitude in his eyes. “Great job, guys.”

      “They didn’t do anything,” Axel said, smirking at Jax. “Unless you call being turned into the world’s ugliest ice sculpture ‘doing something.’”

      Jax frowned as he smacked the polar bear shifter across the back of the head. “Wasn’t it Hadley who drove the fire truck over him while you were getting your ass kicked?”

      “Who?” Draven said, raising an eyebrow.

      “My mate,” Axel said proudly.

      “Your what?” Draven said, staring at him in shock. What had he missed while he was gone?

      “I have a mate,” Axel said with a massive grin on his face. “And she’s pregnant.”

      Draven stared at him as he shook his head in disbelief. “Wow,” he whispered, chuckling to himself. “Next you’re going to tell me that Jax has a girl too.”

      Jax grinned. “I do. And a new son.”

      Draven glanced at Zane to see if they were telling the truth but the Kodiak bear shifter just shrugged. “He does.”

      “I’ll believe it when I see it,” Draven said, shaking his head. “Let’s get out of here first and you can tell me all about it.”

      Zane’s eyes fell to Draven’s waist. “So, I guess… No magical sword?”

      “Yeah,” Axel said, perking up. “Where’s Excalibur? Or what did Aleida call it? Cauliflower-furnace?”

      “Caliburnus,” Draven corrected. Even saying the name sent warm shivers racing through him. “It’s my mate.”

      “You bonded to a sword?” Jax asked, staring at him like he was about to bring him to the insane asylum.

      “It’s not a sword,” Draven said. “It’s a girl. Her name is Caliburnus, and I think she’s going to be my mate.”

      Actually, I know she’s going to be my mate. He didn’t need an old prophecy to tell him that. He could feel it in every cell of his body.

      Zane furrowed his brow as he watched him. “Where is this girl?”

      Draven’s heart sunk as he pictured her locked away in the tower.

      “She’s here,” he whispered. “In one of the towers.”

      Jax’s jaw tightened as he nodded. “How do we get her out?”

      Draven let out a heavy sigh as he watched them. It would be safer to do this on his own. He would sneak up to the tower, grab her, and fly away in his dragon form. He wouldn’t be able to carry three heavy shifters as well, but that also meant that if he ran into his two brothers, he’d be facing them alone.

      “I’m going to go get her,” Draven whispered. “Alone.”

      The three shifters looked like he had just told them that Christmas was canceled.

      “We don’t want to leave you alone, boss,” Zane said, shifting around uncomfortably. “Let us stay with you.”

      “I’m going to have to make a quick exit once I get her,” Draven said. “I can’t carry you all, and unless you sprouted wings when you bonded to your mates, you’ll have to find another way back.”

      Draven explained where their camp was set up and told them that they would have to steal a car and drive back.

      “Gunner and Aleida are there now,” Draven said. “Probably wondering where the hell I am. If you go down this tunnel and take a right at the fork, it will lead you to what used to be the stables. I’m sure my brothers have converted it into a garage for their sports cars. Grab a car, something inconspicuous, and I’ll meet you back at the camp.”

      They didn’t look so sure about leaving him as they stood there staring with uncomfortable looks on their faces.

      “I don’t know…” Zane said, rubbing his bearded chin.

      “I got this,” Draven said, slapping a hand on his round shoulder. “I’ve dealt with my brothers many times before. I’ve been doing this since before your great-grandparents were born.”

      Jax cleared his throat. “But what if…”

      “It’s an order,” Draven said with a firm voice. He didn’t want to have to pull the alpha card, but this was the only way. “Now go.”

      Jax and Axel wished him luck as they reluctantly headed down the tunnel, following his orders.

      “Come back safely,” Zane said as he shook Draven’s hand. “I need you to be the alpha again. These guys are giving me too many gray hairs.”

      “You’re doing a great job,” Draven said with a grin. “It sounds like you took good care of them for me.”

      Zane nodded with blushing cheeks. “I’ll see you back at the camp.”

      He turned to follow Axel and Jax when Draven called him back.

      “And Zane. One more order.”

      Zane turned and waited for it.

      “Save me a beer,” Draven said with a laugh. “I’m going to need it.”

      “Yes, sir,” Zane said. He grinned and then disappeared down the tunnel, leaving the Dragon King by himself once again.

      He took a deep breath and hurried in the opposite direction.

      Let’s go get our mate.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Draven crawled out of the secret tunnel, emerging from the back of the fireplace in the Northern Tower. It was his mother’s old room—the Queen’s room—and his nerves settled for a moment, replaced by a sadness that he hadn’t felt in centuries.

      His mother had died during the medieval era, but the empty room still carried her essence, and Draven felt like he had been transported back to his youth.

      His father had never been around much when Draven was growing up. He ruled over a kingdom and was all too busy with wars and battles and expansion to be a father to his son, so Draven was always much closer to his mom.

      He was her only child and she absolutely adored him, and he adored her. Draven had the most powerful man in the world—the True Dragon King—as a male role model, but it was his mother who had taught him how to be a man. A good man, a just man, and a courageous man.

      He took a deep breath, feeling his chest tighten as he walked over to the large oil canvas that was hanging on the wall. It was a portrait of her wearing her jeweled crown and a stunning dress that made her look like the regal Queen that she was.

      A sad smile fell on his lips as he reached up and lightly grazed his fingers over her face. He remembered how comforting she always felt when he would run into her arms as a child in tears—usually tears that his brothers had caused. She would kiss away his tears and hold him tight, making him feel instantly better as she told him what a great king he would be. Proud and noble and just to everyone in his kingdom.

      It was time to be the brave and courageous dragon shifter she had raised him to be.

      “Your prophecy was right, Mom,” he whispered to the dusty painting. “She’s the one for me.”

      His inner dragon paced within, urging him to go get the girl who was to be his mate.

      “Let’s just hope I bond to her before my brothers show up.”

      With one last look at his mother’s frozen face, Draven hurried out of the room and rushed up the stone stairs of the tower, taking three steps at a time.

      The door at the top was locked, so Draven flexed his arm and smashed his shoulder into it, breaking it open.

      The three women inside screamed as they turned, staring at him in shock.

      Caliburnus stepped forward as her look of surprise turned to a look of awe. “You’re okay?”

      “I am now,” he said, feeling a pain in his chest as he stared at her. She was so perfect. All of eternity would not be long enough to spend with this girl by his side. “Caliburnus. Please come with me. We don’t have a lot of time.”

      Her gorgeous green eyes dropped to the stone floor as she twisted her hands together. “I… I won’t leave without—”

      “She’s going,” her mother said, grabbing her by the shoulders and pushing her forward. “Please get her out of here. She deserves better than this.”

      “So do you,” Cali said, spinning on her heels to look at her mother. “I don’t want to leave without you, mama.”

      “You have to,” she said, looking more desperate by the second. “All I want is what’s best for you. I want you to have a life. A real life. You can’t have that locked away in here.”

      Cali turned and their eyes met, sending jolts of need surging through him. Draven was leaving this tower with her no matter what she said. Even if he had to do it with her screaming over his shoulder.

      “We have to leave now,” he said, extending his hand and hoping she would take it.

      But she just stood there, staring at his hand with an unsure look on her face. “Can you bring my mother, Draven? Please.”

      Her face was full of torment and anguish and it broke Draven’s heart to see her in pain like that. If he was a mated dragon he could bring all three of them easily.

      Come on, you scaly fuck. Bond to her!

      He pushed his dragon to bond, squeezing his body and yelling at it to take its destiny and bond with the girl he knew was his. But like the old saying went: you can lead a dragon to its mate, but you can’t make him bond.

      Draven swallowed his frustration and turned his attention back to the scared and confused girl.

      “Cali,” he whispered. “I know you don’t know me, and I know you have no reason to believe a word I say. But we’re meant to be together. We’re fated mates.”

      Her body flinched at the word ‘mate’ and she took a step back, staring at him curiously.

      “I know this must sound crazy to you,” he said, desperate for her to see the truth. “But I will love you forever, and you will love me. You may not feel it now. But it’s the truth. It’s fate. Please come with me. Take a chance on fate and you’ll see.”

      Her green eyes softened as she watched him closely.

      “Please,” he whispered. “I promise I’ll come back for your mother.”

      “And Anna?”

      Draven nodded. “And Anna.” He glanced back at the open door as his pulse started racing. There were footsteps echoing from below. “We have to leave now, Caliburnus. What do you say?”

      She took half a step forward but then recoiled, shaking her head stubbornly. “I’m not leaving my mother.”

      “Oh, for God’s sakes!” her mother shouted, pushing her forward. “Go, girl. Don’t you see that this is your only way out?”

      Draven’s body quivered as he heard footsteps echoing up the tower. Someone was coming.

      “All right,” Draven said, swallowing hard. “Time for plan B.”

      He knew what was best for her even if she couldn’t see it, and he wasn’t about to leave here without her.

      “You’re coming with me.” He rushed forward to grab her but then stopped dead when someone burst into the room.

      “Dravenous,” Terrowin hissed from behind him. “I’m going to feed you to my dragon. Alive.”

      Draven cringed, knowing that his brother meant it. He’d be nothing more than bits of flesh stuck between his dragon’s teeth if he couldn’t escape. And now escaping with Caliburnus was out of the question.

      He looked at her one last time, urging his dragon to bond. Come on…

      But there was nothing. Maybe the prophecy was wrong after all.

      Terrowin rushed forward with a growl, and Draven took off running toward the open window. He couldn’t risk fighting his brother in here. A stray punch or a flying body could kill these women, and he wasn’t about to risk hurting his girl.

      With a grunt, he dove out the window, sailing into the cool air as he plummeted to the ground. A white Lamborghini caught his eye as he fell. It was swerving around the castle grounds, leaving tracks of dirt on the grass as it sped away from Berinon who was running after it, growing larger by the second.

      A white Lambo? So much for inconspicuous.

      Jax, Axel, and Zane would have to take care of themselves for now. Terrowin had jumped out the window and was right behind him.

      Draven’s thoughts turned back to Caliburnus, hoping she’d be okay as he let his dragon come forward. The red dragon burst from his skin and he used his falling momentum to speed away from the castle with his open wings.

      His dragon looked behind him and watched with an emptiness in his stomach as Terrowin’s massive brown dragon ripped from his body.

      Oh shit. Draven still wasn’t mated with an invincible dragon chasing him.

      The true Dragon King’s time was truly up.
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      Cali held her breath as she watched the horrible scene from the window. The man who came to save her had turned into his red dragon, but so had Terrowin. And Cali knew how dangerous the brown dragon could be. Nothing seemed to stop him.

      Her eyes flickered over to the white Lamborghini that was speeding along the road out of the castle. Berinon’s body was growing incredibly fast as he chased after them. When he was half the size of the tower, he caught up to them, kicking the car over like it was a toy.

      The white car tumbled onto the grass, flipping over and over again until it skidded to a stop upside down. Cali watched in shock as the three American tourists she had seen earlier climbed out of the trashed car. The one with the mohawk exploded into a polar bear, the one with the beard phased into a brown bear, and the last guy with the wavy blonde hair burst into a massive lion. They stood side by side, watching Berinon as he grew even taller and wider.

      “What did you do?” Cali’s mother screamed as she rushed over. She looked so hurt and betrayed.

      “Mama,” Cali said, feeling her heart burn as she watched the tears pouring out of her eyes. “I wanted to stay with you.”

      “You could have been free,” her mother screamed. She tugged at her hair, looking anguished as she stared at her daughter. “That was your chance. That was your chance.”

      Cali’s chest felt so hollow as she watched the pain in her mother’s eyes. The truth was she had desperately wanted to escape with Draven, but she was afraid to leave her mother alone. She was afraid that she would never see her again. That she would never be able to fully enjoy her life knowing that her mother was locked away in this horrible tower. She wouldn’t be able to live with herself.

      Her mother started sobbing as she sunk to the ground. “He came to save you,” she muttered between deep breaths. “All I’ve ever wanted was for you to be saved. You don’t deserve this. My baby girl doesn’t deserve this.”

      Cali dropped to her knee and held her mother as her body shook with deep painful sobs. “It’s okay, mama,” she whispered, trying to soothe her. “It’s going to be okay. Everything is going to be okay.”

      But the horrible sounds outside didn’t sound like everything was going to be okay. The fighting dragons outside were making her skin crawl with every shrill screech that ripped through the sky.

      She had to see what was going on. She had to know if the red dragon was okay.

      With a quick breath, she stood up and looked out the window, gasping at what she saw. Terrowin’s cruel dragon was on top of Draven with his sharp teeth sunk into the red dragon’s shoulder. Dark crimson blood poured down his shiny scales as he fought to shake him off.

      But Terrowin was too strong and his dragon was overpowering Draven as they fought in the air.

      Berinon caught her eye as he kicked the charging polar bear like a soccer ball, sending him crashing through a stone wall.

      “Get him,” Cali gasped when she saw the lion running up the dragon’s leg, digging its sharp claws into his skin with every bound up.

      But Berinon was too fast. He yanked the lion off of his leg and threw him into the ground with a grunt. No. Cali’s stomach dropped as she watched the brave cat bouncing along the grass. He was barely moving when he finally came to a stop on the road.

      “What’s happening out there?” Anna asked from her hiding place under the bed.

      Cali held her stomach as she watched, feeling like she was going to be sick. “You don’t want to know,” she whispered.

      They were losing. Badly.

      Terrowin had Draven’s red dragon pinned to the roof of the castle and her savior was fighting with everything he had just to keep the powerful dragon’s teeth from sinking into his neck.

      In the distance, Berinon was trying to stomp on the brown bear as it attacked. The polar bear emerged from the broken stone wall on shaky legs, and the lion was struggling to get to his feet.

      “They can’t beat a giant,” Cali muttered under her breath. And she knew that Draven couldn’t defeat Terrowin.

      They were all going to die, and she was going to be stuck in this tower for the rest of her life.

      “God, I hate him,” her mother said as she glared out the window at the man who was supposedly her mate. Cali had been so focused on the fighting that she hadn’t even noticed that she had stood up.

      Her mother’s wet eyes were full of hatred now as she stared at him. “He’s taken everything from me, and everything from you.”

      Cali’s body ached as she watched the red dragon struggling. Every slash of his talons just glided off the brown dragon leaving the scales without a scratch, meanwhile, Terrowin’s vicious black talons were slicing the red dragon’s scales, making them weep with blood.

      Cali and her mother had been told by Mary and Clara that his bond with her mother had ignited Terrowin’s core and left him invincible. He couldn’t be hurt by anything.

      And that’s why they both knew the red dragon was doomed.

      “You deserve a better life than this,” her mother said, shaking her head angrily. “And if I can do something to give it to you, I will.”

      Cali was too focused on the fight to realize what her mother was really saying.

      “I love you, Caliburnus,” she said before giving her a tender kiss on the cheek. “It’s time for you to be free.”

      “Mama, I—No!”

      Cali screamed out in horror as her mother pushed her aside and dove out the window. She squeezed her eyes shut and crumpled to the ground, sobbing in agony as her mother fell to her death.
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        Draven

      

      

      Just when Draven thought he was about to die, Terrowin disappeared. The brown dragon leapt off him, darted off the roof they were fighting on, and dove to the ground like a rocket.

      Draven turned his battered head and watched as his brother raced to save his mate who was falling to the ground. He gasped when he realized what must have happened: Cali’s mother had sacrificed herself by jumping out the window.

      If she were to die, then Terrowin’s core would extinguish and he would lose all of his powers. She was trying to give him and Cali a chance.

      Terrowin’s dragon shot forward but was too late. Draven closed his eyes as Cali’s mother hit the ground and died.

      “No!” Cali screamed from the window of the tower. Draven grimaced in pain as he looked up, his heart breaking as he listened to his future mate’s anguished sobs.

      He was hurt bad. Terrowin’s dragon had toyed with him and made him pay for what happened in the dungeon. The invincible dragon had beaten him, sliced him up, and bit him all over. It would take a while before his enhanced healing could take care of it all.

      Terrowin’s dragon lurched in the air and immediately slowed. He looked confused as his body trembled, already looking less powerful and fearsome as he had before.

      Thanks to Cali’s mother’s sacrifice, it was an even playing field now. Terrowin’s core was no longer ignited. He was no longer a powerful mated dragon who possessed the gift of invincibility. He could be beaten. He could be killed.

      Draven’s dragon screeched in pain as he tried to get up to his feet. Maybe it wasn’t exactly an even playing field—he was hurt very badly—but at least he had a chance now.

      He glanced behind him to where his other brother Berinon was battling his friends. Or massacring his friends was more like it. The three shifters were getting their asses kicked by the giant.

      A flash of gold in the sky caught his eye and Draven grinned when he saw what was coming. The odds were being tipped a little more in their favor as Aleida’s turquoise dragon flew toward them with Gunner’s massive lion standing proudly on her back.

      The lion lowered his head and snarled as the wind blew his long golden mane. Aleida’s dragon opened her mouth as she flew at Berinon and let her sonic scream rip free. The devastating concussive blast slammed into his huge chest and knocked him back as she circled around his head.

      Gunner’s lion leapt off his mate’s back and landed with a snarl on the giant’s stunned head. Draven turned back to Terrowin as Jax, Axel, and Zane charged forward with a new found vigor.

      The tide was turning and even Draven felt it as a surge of adrenaline rushed through his battered body. His dragon let out a low snarl and pushed off the roof of the castle, ready to confront his cruel brother who was flying around, looking like he was in shock.

      The red dragon let out a vicious screech as he slammed into the brown dragon, fighting with every last bit of energy and strength that he had. This time his talons were sinking into the brown scales. This time he was drawing blood.

      Draven slashed at his brother’s wings as he sunk his teeth into his body, giving him every bit of fight and pain back that he had just gotten.

      Terrowin didn’t know what hit him. He was flailing around and screeching in pain as Draven fought harder and harder, looking for the final killer blow.

      Do it for her. He’ll never leave her alone.

      As long as Terrowin was alive in this world, Caliburnus would not be safe. He knew how cruel his brother was and he knew that Terrowin would make Cali pay for what her mother did. For what she took from him.

      Draven pushed forward, sinking his long talons into Terrowin’s back and slamming him into a stone fountain, shattering it. The brown dragon was stunned, and in a fatal mistake, had stretched his neck out, leaving it open for the final kill.

      Finish him.

      The red dragon opened its mouth, but then stopped when he saw what Berinon was up to. He had his massive left arm wrapped around Aleida’s dragon, pinning her mouth closed. Gunner’s lion was running across his shoulders, trying to get to his mate, when Berinon snatched him off and threw him.

      The fall was dangerously high, and Draven was afraid the lion would snap his neck on the landing.

      He pushed off Terrowin’s defeated body, sacrificing the kill to try and save his friend. The red dragon shot forward, flying as fast as he could as the flailing lion fell to the ground.

      Draven caught him just in time, sinking his talons into the lion’s back, making the poor cat screech out in pain.

      Yeah, yeah, quit crying you pussy. I just saved your life.

      He dropped the lion on the ground and turned back to where he had left Terrowin, but the brown dragon was gone.

      His heart started pounding as he looked up at the window of the Northern Tower where his future mate was stuck inside. He hated not having her in his sight, especially with two enemy dragons nearby.

      Gunner’s lion took off, rushing back to fight the giant as Draven pushed off the ground and flew to the tower.

      He flew up and dove towards the window in the same way he had done earlier. At the last second, he phased into his human form and let the momentum carry him through the open window. He dove in, twisting his body as he somersaulted across the stone floor.

      Caliburnus was sobbing on her bed, hugging her knees to her chest. The sobs stopped as she looked up at him with wet eyes and a shocked face.

      He rushed over to her immediately, sitting beside her as he gently cupped her wet cheek.

      “She killed herself because of me,” she said in a trembling voice.

      “For you,” Draven whispered. “She gave her life for yours.”

      She leaned into him and sobbed as he held her tightly, feeling a beautiful warmth flowing through his body. She felt so good and he couldn’t wait to finish all of this horribleness so he could take her back to Colwood where they could start their lives over.

      Happy lives this time.

      She lifted her head and looked into his eyes as she sniffled. “You said we’re mates and are meant to be together? How can you know that?”

      Draven sighed, not knowing how to explain. There were two dragon shifters outside who still had to be dealt with and it wasn’t the time to get into crazy old prophecies.

      He took a deep breath as he looked into her eyes. “I just—”

      The words seized in his throat as his body froze. The room was turning black all around her and only she was visible in the darkness. Her light and her essence were brighter than ever as his dragon bonded to her.

      Draven’s heart was hammering as they stared at each other in shock. The words to explain their future together were no longer necessary. They both knew. Intuitively.

      It was like the universe had a new gravitational pull, and that pull was leading to her. It would always lead to her. She was his world now. His girl. His love.

      His mate.

      The blackness slowly dissipated and Draven swallowed hard when his body was able to move once again.

      Caliburnus’ forehead wrinkled as she tilted her head, staring at him curiously. She reached up and touched his cheek, and the feeling of her skin on his sent electric shivers racing through his body.

      “I—” she gasped, staring at him in awe. “I see now. I can feel it.”

      “Me too,” Draven said, swallowing as he stared at her. “You’re my fated mate.”

      Her lips parted and the sight was so sexy that Draven had to kiss her. He closed his eyes and leaned forward to touch her lips with his when a sudden thump had them both jerking their heads in shock.

      Terrowin came charging into the room in his human form, looking furious.

      Draven placed a protective arm in front of Cali and stood up, ready to fight to the death to protect his mate. His arms flexed as he glared at his brother, suddenly feeling different.

      “Wha—” He looked down at his hands and flexed them into fists as he felt a new power flowing through his veins. He could sense the air around him. The earth down below. The water in the cup by the bedside.

      He could feel it all. Every atom. Every molecule.

      He had been so caught up with his new mate Cali that he had forgotten that the bonding process had ignited his core. He was a mated dragon now.

      And a fucking powerful one at that.

      He pulled the wind into the room with only a thought, watching with a grin as it blew Terrowin’s hair over his angry face.

      “You’re both going to die for what your cunt of a mother just did,” Terrowin hissed as he pointed at Caliburnus.

      Draven could sense the elements around him. He could feel them. Control them. Wield them.

      He grinned as he glanced at the glass of water on the night table beside the bed. Just by thinking about it and by letting his new power flow, he brought the water out of the cup and then let it drop back down.

      I can manipulate the elements. Just like my father.

      It felt so easy. He felt so in control.

      Draven was so mesmerized by his new abilities that he almost forgot about his brother. Terrowin wasn’t a threat anymore. He was as good as dead.

      The corrupted dragon shifter charged forward with his teeth bared and with murder in his eyes. Caliburnus screamed as he came.

      But he didn’t make it far.

      With a wave of his arms, a powerful surge of wind came rushing into the window, stopping Terrowin in his tracks.

      “This my mate,” Draven said in a smooth controlled voice as he lifted Terrowin off his feet with the wind. “The prophecy was about her.”

      “What prophecy?” Terrowin said, looking panicked as he stared at Draven with wide eyes.

      Draven took a deep breath as he narrowed his eyes on his evil brother. “Caliburnus,” he said. “Place it in the hands of the one true Dragon King and he will be unstoppable.”

      “I should be the Dragon King,” he shouted as the large vein on his forehead bulged. “I killed father. It should be me.”

      Draven’s body tensed at hearing the confession. He always suspected that Terrowin was the one who slit his father’s throat in his sleep, but he was never sure. Until now.

      “Terrowin Park,” Draven said. “You killed the king and now it’s time for you to die.”

      Terrowin opened his mouth, but Draven wasn’t about to let him speak. His time on this planet was already several centuries overdue.

      With a wave of his hand, he pulled a gust of wind into the room and then shot his brother out with it, forcing him down until he slammed into the ground with a heavy thud.

      Draven leapt out of the window after him, guiding the wind and letting it carry him down softly. He touched down beside his brother as he twitched on the ground, staring up at him with pure hatred.

      Terrowin had succumbed to his dragon’s dark need to dominate and control everything and everyone around him. He had given into the intense desire to control and oppress, and it had turned him into a monster.

      And the only way to handle a monster was to put it down.

      Draven could sense every molecule of the earth around him, and with only a thought and a wave of his hands he opened the earth under the corrupted dragon shifter and watched as Terrowin disappeared into the deep crevasse.

      “This is for father,” Draven said as he swung his arms back, closing the crevasse and ending his brother’s life.

      Aleida’s sonic scream ripped through the air and Draven whipped his head around in time to see a giant Berinon phasing into a giant dragon.

      He was so big that he towered over the castle, making it look like a toy.

      The concussive force of Aleida’s sonic scream wasn’t doing much against his huge body as he turned toward the pesky shifters behind him.

      The two bears and two lions looked exhausted and beaten down as Berinon’s green dragon opened its mouth, ready to engulf them in flames.

      The four of them turned and ran as the flames came shooting out of his mouth.

      Draven could sense the energy in the fire and with a flick of his wrist, he curved the flames up and away from his friends. He brought the jet of fire shooting back down on Berinon, but they bounced off harmlessly.

      The massive green dragon spotted Draven and pushed off the ground, flapping its wings as it rushed over.

      Draven was in control of the elements around him. The earth, wind, fire, and water.

      He only needed two to defeat his brother.

      A wave of his hand sent a strong force of wind onto the giant dragon, slamming him into the ground. Draven raised the earth around him and shot a steady stream of dirt and rock into the stunned dragon’s mouth, filling his stomach with the earth until his eyes started to cloud over.

      With one final yank of his hand, the earth and rock ripped out of Berinon’s stomach, tearing him apart and killing him instantly.

      The ruthless green dragon’s lifeless body fell to the ground with a thud. The boys cheered as he shrank back down to his regular size.

      “Wow,” Draven gasped when he looked down at his hands. He was the most powerful shifter he’d ever seen, maybe even more powerful than his father.

      His core was finally ignited thanks to Cali and he had fulfilled his destiny, becoming the next Dragon King.

      A flash of dark desire rushed into him for only a second. Every dragon shifter had to fight their inner dragon’s intense need to control and dominate the world around them, and now there was nothing to stop Draven from taking whatever he wanted.

      Dragons were the ultimate apex predator. The top of the top of the food chain, and they expected every creature below them to submit to their will. He could rule with unchecked power and authority.

      “No,” he whispered, letting the desire go. “That’s not what I want. That’s not what my mother taught me to be.”

      It was time to put an end to the long line of Dragon Kings. It was time to let it go. For good.

      It was time for the world to be at peace.

      And it was time to be with his friends, and his mate.
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        Cali

      

      

      Cali’s chest was aching as Draven gently lowered her mother into the grave. They picked a beautiful spot under a gorgeous weeping willow tree next to a slow moving river. The sun was shining and it was a perfect spot to spend a relaxing summer day.

      Mom would have loved it.

      Her shoulders were drooped forward as Draven placed her mother’s wrapped up body on the fresh dirt and climbed out of the grave. Tears ran down her cheeks as she shook her head, wondering why she had done it.

      You know why. A fresh stream of tears leaked down her cheeks as she sniffed. She did it for me. So that I can have a better life.

      She was surrounded by the five fighting shifters, with Draven and Anna by her side. Her new mate could move the earth with his mind, but the four male shifters respectfully used shovels to bury her body with the pile of fresh dirt while she watched with tears in her eyes.

      Draven stepped a little closer and wrapped his arm around her shoulder. She hardly knew anything about him, but that touch did more to comfort her than any words could.

      Her heart fluttered as his intoxicating smell hit her nose, making her feel safe and loved and at home. It was odd to feel so attached to a stranger, but it felt completely natural. Like they belonged together.

      Their bodies knew something that their minds didn’t. It would take some time for her mind to catch up to the intense feelings, but she knew she would get there eventually.

      The whole nightmare was over thanks to him. The man she hated most, Terrowin, was dead. She had watched with her own eyes as her mate made the earth swallow the terrible man whole.

      Even Anna was free thanks to him. They had both cheered from the window of the tower, watching with a sense of relief as the giant dragon’s torn body collapsed to the ground in defeat.

      Anna’s face had instantly aged ten years once her mate had died and her immortality was taken from her. Soft wrinkles appeared around her eyes and her brown hair suddenly had faint streaks of gray winding through it. She was ten years older, but she was alive.

      Cali’s mother had sacrificed her life to save them and she would never forget it.

      Never let a day go by without thanks. She promised herself that she would treat each day as the gift that it was. She would live life to the fullest, and deep down she knew that meant loving the man next to her to the fullest.

      With her heart pounding, she looked up at the man who had his muscular arm wrapped around her. He’s beautiful. She admired his red-tinted beard and bright orange eyes. She wanted to know everything about him from his favorite cereal to what he looked like when he slept.

      You’ll find it all out soon enough. And you’ll love every minute of it.

      When they finished burying her mother and Cali said her last goodbyes, she walked with Draven along the river, crying as they went. The rest of the crew had returned to their campsite in a pickup truck they had taken from the castle.

      Anna was anxious to return to her home in Manchester, and she and Cali said a tearful goodbye after spending five long years together.

      “You don’t realize it now,” Anna said, “but you’re lucky. That red dragon of yours is a good one. Ours were corrupted by their dragons’ dark need for power, but yours isn’t. He’ll treat you right and you’ll see that having a shifter as a mate is the best thing in the world.”

      Cali nodded, already seeing what she was saying. She was already feeling a deep pleasure whenever she was close to him. A hammering in her heart. A hyper-awareness in her body.

      It felt like home standing next to him. It felt like peace.

      “I’ll come visit you sometime,” Cali promised as they gave each other a final hug. “We’ll do something besides knitting.”

      “Ha!” Anna laughed. Her smile turned sad as she cupped Cali’s cheek. “Your mother was very brave in what she did, Cali. I’m sure she would have done it again in an instant if it meant giving you the life you deserved. Don’t blame yourself, girl. Honor your mother by living your life to the fullest.”

      Tears trickled from Cali’s eyes as she hugged her. “I will. I promise.”

      “You better come visit,” Anna said with a grin as she climbed into the Jeep they had found in the garage. “I’ll miss my little Caliburnus.”

      Cali smiled as she drove away, off to return to a better life. One that didn’t involve endless knitting, cruel dragon shifters, and dreaded towers.

      “I wish we hadn’t meant under these circumstances,” Draven said as they walked along the river. “It’s not what I had in mind.”

      Cali smiled as she stepped a little closer to his muscular body. “It’s not what I had in mind either,” she admitted. “But I’ll take what I can get.”

      He stopped and turned, taking her hands in his as he gazed down into her eyes. Cali’s breath stopped as she looked up at his searing gaze, feeling lightheaded.

      “I’ve waited for you for centuries,” he said in his rich deep voice that felt like chocolate. “I’ve been alive a long time wondering when you would come along. And now that you’re here, I feel…”

      He couldn’t find the words so Cali finished them for him. “Like I was there with you the whole time?”

      His gorgeous eyes widened as he nodded. “Yes!”

      “I know what you mean,” she whispered, smiling shyly. “I feel the same way.”

      All of those times she had dreamed of a hero coming to rescue her, it always felt like this. She had the same safe and loving feeling in her body when she was dreaming it as she had now.

      “I guess our souls always knew,” he said with a warm smile. “You were worth the wait.”

      Her chest fluttered and her nerve endings tingled at the compliment. She wanted to be kissed.

      “Thank you,” she whispered. “And thank you for saving me.”

      “I was worried there for a minute,” he said with a soft smile. “I’m glad I was able to.”

      Cali laced her fingers with his, feeling the strength of his powerful hands soften for her. Their eyes were locked on each other’s with an intense stare and anticipation grew in her heart as they both leaned in for a kiss.

      Draven took her lips in a soft kiss that had her body melting as she felt loved and cherished in a way she had never felt before.

      It was her first kiss and it lived up to the hype. He swallowed her moans as she fell into it, wanting to stay in this little slice of heaven forever.

      In that beautiful moment with his loving arms wrapped around her, she knew that she would be okay.

      Her future was going to be a good one, and for once, she was excited to live it.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Cali wiped the tears from her eyes, but this time they weren’t tears of sadness, they were tears of laughter. She was sitting around the campfire with Draven, Aleida, and the boys as Jax told them all about his weekend alone with the little baby Benjamin.

      “Save your money, Jax,” Axel laughed. “That kid is going to need a lot of therapy when he grows up.”

      “You actually duct taped him to the chair?” Aleida asked, shaking her head in disbelief.

      “Maybe,” Jax said, laughing as he took a sip of his beer. “Don’t go telling Violet any of this. She still doesn’t know.”

      “I still don’t believe you have a kid,” Draven said, staring at him in awe. “I could picture you eating kids, but not raising them.”

      Cali watched Draven from the corner of her eye as everyone around the campfire laughed. He looked so sexy in the orange glow of the flames with his broad shoulders and the confident way he carried himself. Maybe it was the beer getting to her head, but she was looking forward to making her own babies with her new man.

      It was a gorgeous night in the countryside and they were enjoying a few well-deserved drinks by the fire after their long day. Zane had cooked up some delicious steaks for dinner and now they were relaxing and telling stories before bed.

      After five years stuck in the tower with nothing but knitting and a broken TV to stare at, it felt good to be hanging out and laughing with new friends. It felt really good.

      They had planned to head into London in the morning and get a flight back to their home in Montana from there. Draven had asked her to come, and before he could finish his sentence she had said yes. Her future was with him and she needed a fresh start. Montana seemed as good a place as any.

      “So, who gets the castle now?” Axel asked his alpha.

      Draven took a deep breath and leaned back in his chair. “I guess it goes to me and Aleida,” he said calmly. “If we want it.”

      Gunner turned to his mate. “Do you want to move back into that castle?”

      She shivered as she stared at the fire. “I never want to see that place ever again.”

      “Me neither,” Draven said with a frown.

      Caliburnus took a breath of relief. She didn’t want to see it either.

      “What about the fortune?” Zane asked. “Weren’t your brothers rich?”

      “Very,” Aleida said.

      “I guess that goes to us too,” Draven said before taking a long gulp of his beer.

      Axel grinned. “So, this is probably a good time to ask for a raise. Right, boss?”

      Draven grinned as he narrowed his eyes on him. “Actually, I can control fire now,” he said, raising his hand. The fire roared for a second, doubling in size before returning to the size it was before. “I can put out a fire with only a thought. So, I don’t even need you guys at the firehouse anymore. I can handle any calls by myself.”

      Gunner’s shoulders slumped forward. “I wonder if Gwen is hiring for her muffin shop,” he muttered.

      “You might be able to control fire,” Axel said with a grin. “But can you get Tom Hopkins’ stupid goat off the roof when it inevitably gets stuck again?”

      “Yeah,” Zane said with a laugh. “And can you wash the now useless fire truck every day?”

      “Or make killer pancakes?” Jax asked with a raised eyebrow.

      Cali held back her smile as she watched her man.

      “All right,” Draven said with a playful roll of his eyes. “I guess you guys can keep your jobs.”

      “And the raise?” Axel asked with a hopeful look.

      Draven laughed. “Sure. Why not?”

      The boys all cheered as they jumped up and high-fived each other while Caliburnus laughed.

      “What are you cheering about?” Aleida asked Gunner. “We’re already rich.”

      They spent another few hours joking around the campfire, making Cali laugh. She still felt a deep sadness about her mother, but she knew they were both in a better place now. It would take a long time for the wound to heal, but she knew it eventually would.

      Sometime after midnight, the guys started to get up and head to bed. They had found some tents in the castle and had set them up along the side of the mountain. When Draven had asked if she wanted her own, she said no. She knew she’d sleep a lot better with his strong arms wrapped around her.

      “Get some sleep,” Draven said as they walked off to bed. “We’re going to London tomorrow, and from there we fly home. On an airplane this time.”

      “Are we spending the night in London tomorrow?” Axel asked, staring at Draven with wide eyes.

      “Not if we can hop on a plane out before then.”

      Axel’s face dropped as he opened his arms in protest. “What about The Lion King?”

      Draven chuckled. “We just defeated the Dragon Kings. Don’t tell me there’s a Lion King too…”

      “Oh, there is,” Axel said with a serious face. “And the critics say that it’s powerful beyond belief.”

      “Critics?” Draven said, looking confused.

      Jax rolled his eyes. “He’s talking about the musical. He’s been bugging us to see it.”

      Draven dropped his head back and let out a deep booming laugh. “I should have known. Fine. We can watch the musical.”

      “Yes!” Axel said, pumping his fist.

      Cali giggled as she watched the boys walk to their tents. Jax was shaking his head when Axel punched his shoulder. “You’re a lion,” the polar bear shifter said. “You of all people should be the most excited.”

      “Well, I’m not a child,” Jax said, grumbling as they disappeared into the darkness.

      It was just Cali and Draven left by the fire. She looked at him out of the corner of her eye and felt a rush of excitement flow through her. Her pulse started racing as her senses heightened.

      She could hear every crack and pop in the fire. She could smell his rugged scent and taste the tingle of the beer on her tongue as she took a sip.

      Today was her first time ever getting kissed by a man and she was already wanting more. He smiled at her as she shifted her chair over, wanting to erase all distance between them.

      They talked for a while and when she yawned he offered to take her to bed.

      “Okay,” she whispered, suddenly feeling a loss of inhibitions. Hand in hand, they walked to the tent that was set up farther than the others, giving them a little more privacy.

      They slid into the sleeping bag and faced each other, staring into each other’s eyes. He put his big arm around her and she smiled.

      “I’m glad I’m your mate,” she whispered, feeling so tiny under his big biceps. She had nothing but a tent around her, but she felt so safe and protected, like nothing could hurt her.

      “You don’t know how happy I am to have you in my life,” he answered. His warm sexy voice had her swallowing hard and breathing heavy.

      All of a sudden, she wanted him badly. She wanted to be possessed by him and have him deep inside her where he could claim what she had waiting for him.

      His strong hand slid down her tingling sides and settled on her hip, causing heat to saturate her body and pool between her legs.

      “Have you ever been touched before?” he asked in a deep throaty voice.

      “No,” she answered, feeling her cheeks heat up. “I’ve never even touched myself down there. You were my first kiss.”

      He grinned as he leaned forward, kissing her again with a passion and intensity that shook her to the core. She moaned into his mouth as he pressed his hard cock against her, loving every second of it.

      “I want you to touch me,” she gasped. “Down there.”

      Cali tensed up and sucked in a breath as his hand slid down between her pants and underwear. “Oh,” she moaned as all the tension released from her body when he slid his hand over her throbbing sex. She spread her legs for him as he slowly slid a finger into her tight hole, grunting in approval when he felt her hymen that was still firm and intact.

      “I want you to take me,” she moaned as he slid his finger back out and began massaging her clit. “I want you to be my first. My only.”

      The hungry way he looked at her had her breath catching in her throat, making her unable to think about anything but the aching throb in her wet pussy.

      Draven quickly undressed her, stopping only to take her firm nipples in his mouth once he removed her top. “Oh,” she moaned, sliding her fingers through his red hair as he rolled his tongue over her tingling nipples. She arched her back for him as he swirled his tongue and kissed every inch of her breasts.

      Cali gasped as he suddenly postured up and pulled off his shirt in one smooth motion. He was so big and muscular. She couldn’t help but run her hands over his massive chest and hard abs, licking her lips as her excited hands landed on his belt buckle.

      She was so wet and seeing how hard his cock was as it pushed out against the inside of his jeans was making her even wetter.

      Her eyes widened as she watched him unbuckle his belt and pull out his big dick. “You ready for me to take your pussy?” he growled as he looked down at her with ravenous eyes.

      “Yes,” Cali moaned, unable to take it anymore. “Please…”

      He quickly removed his jeans and boxer briefs and climbed back between her legs with his hard cock in his hand. Warm shivers rippled through her as he slid the swollen head of his big dick up and down her wet folds.

      She gripped his round arms, digging her nails into his triceps as he slowly pressed the head of his cock into her virgin hole.

      “Fuck your pussy is tight,” he moaned as he pressed it into her, making her whimper. Her nails dug deeper as he came up to her virgin barrier and thrust hard, breaking through it easily.

      A throaty moan fell from his lips as he slid all the way inside. He was so damn big and it took Cali a while to get used to his size.

      But when she did, it felt like his cock was made for her. It felt perfect. He was gentle and tender and knew just what to do with her.

      “Oh, Draven,” she moaned as he drove in at a faster pace, hitting her with deeper thrusts that had her back arching and her heart racing.

      It felt so good. She never wanted it to end.

      He kissed her deeply, swallowing her little moans and whimpers as he brought her closer to the edge. Their tongues tangled as their bodies melded together as one like they were meant to be.

      “Draven,” she moaned as a new warm feeling rocked her body. The intense waves flowing through her were getting stronger and stronger with every thrust until she was digging her nails into his back and biting her bottom lip to keep from screaming as the heated waves of pleasure hit her relentlessly.

      Suddenly, she threw her head back, unable to hold back the cry on her lips as her orgasm slammed into her, flowing through her arms and legs, all the way to her trembling core.

      Draven grunted as he thrust in deep, rooting himself in her pussy as he let go and released his seed.

      “Oh, my God,” she moaned as she felt his warmth while her orgasm swept through her.

      If there was any doubt before, there was none now. Their bodies were made for each other. They truly were soulmates. Cali knew it from the tip of her curled toes up to the top of her swirling head.

      They were fated mates.

      After a while, Draven shifted his muscular body and his cock slid free. She moaned at the intense feeling of loss, wanting him back where he belonged—deep inside of her.

      The moment was so perfect that she had never felt so happy and complete in her whole life.

      He wrapped his strong arms around her and she nuzzled her face into the comfort of his wide chest. She drifted off to sleep, feeling like she finally found the place where she truly belonged.
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        Draven

        

        Three months later…

      

      

      “See, Draven?” Axel said as he popped his head between the two front seats of the fire truck. “I knew you couldn’t do this job without us.”

      Draven chuckled as he drove the truck down the mountain road, steering around the windy bends.

      “He’s right, boss,” Zane said, smiling in the seat beside him. “How would you handle this five-alarm emergency without us?”

      Jax pulled Axel back and thrust his head forward, shaking it as he changed the song on the radio. “You would have been so screwed now if you fired us,” he said with a grin. “You would have been calling us, begging to come back.”

      “They have a point, D,” Gunner said from the back seat. Draven glanced at him through the rearview mirror and laughed when he saw the lion shifter filing his nails. “This job is too big for one man, even for a mated dragon shifter.”

      “You’re right guys,” Draven said with a grin as he turned off the main street onto a narrow dirt road. “I couldn’t do this without you.”

      Maybe he could, but he didn’t want to do it without them. They were too much fun.

      Tom Hopkins was standing in front of his farmhouse, looking embarrassed as they drove up, yet again. He took his hat off and cringed as Draven put the fire truck in park.

      “Sorry to call you for this again, gentleman,” he said with his cheeks reddening. “I don’t know what to do with this girl. She keeps climbing up there.”

      Draven laughed as he looked up on the roof where that crazy goat was stuck. She always managed to find a way to get up there but never found a way to get down.

      But that’s what the Colwood Firemen were for.

      “Who’s turn is it?” Zane asked as he jumped out of the truck.

      “I think it’s Jax’s,” Axel said, climbing out after him.

      “No way,” Jax said with a frown. “I got her down last week. Gunner has never even been up there.”

      “And it’s going to stay that way,” Gunner said with a determined look on his face. “I just got my nails done.”

      “Zane should go,” Axel said, pointing up to the goat who was chilling by the chimney.

      “Why me?” Zane said, looking outraged.

      “Because you burnt the steaks at lunch,” Axel said, narrowing his eyes on him.

      “Yes!” Jax said, nodding his head. “The punishment fits the crime, Zane.”

      “I’ll go,” Draven said with a chuckle. “I haven’t been up there in a while.”

      And besides, he really liked goats. They were hilarious.

      He shimmied up the chimney, grabbed the goat under his arm, and climbed back down.

      “Thank you,” Tom Hopkins said as he wrung his hat in his hands. “You guys are real lifesavers.”

      “Anytime,” Draven said, slapping his shoulder as they passed. “We’ll see you in a few days, Tom.”

      “All right,” he said, waving with an embarrassed look on his face.

      They climbed back into the truck and Draven paused before he slid the key back into the ignition. “Hmm,” he grunted with a smirk on his lips. “I guess I don’t need you guys after all.”

      Axel frowned as he slapped Jax’s shoulder. “I told you it was your turn to get that stupid goat!”

      “Don’t worry, boys,” Draven said as he started the engine. “You’ll always have a job while I’m the fire chief.”

      They joked around and laughed as they drove back to town, enjoying the cool autumn air and each other’s company. The leaves on the trees were starting to change colors, and everywhere you looked was a spectacular canvas of bright hues of orange, red, yellow, and brown. There was nothing more beautiful than Montana in the fall.

      Well, one thing…

      Draven’s heart started pumping as he thought of Cali and how beautiful her amber hair looked in the autumn light. It had been three months since he rescued her from the tower, and they grew closer every day.

      A lot had happened since they returned from Europe. He and Aleida had inherited the castle and their brothers’ vast fortune. They had no interest in keeping the castle that had so many bad memories for them both, so they donated it to the English Heritage Trust to turn into a museum that would be preserved and opened to the public.

      They donated most of the money to various charities but kept enough to buy the vacant land at the end of the street where the Colwood Firehouse was located. They had five houses built on the roundabout and Draven gave one to each of his friends.

      He and Cali took the one in the middle with Gunner and Aleida, and then Axel and Hadley to his left. Zane and Gwen, and then Jax and Violet were to his right.

      “Man, that smells good,” Zane said as they pulled onto the street. He stuck his head out the window and inhaled deeply as they drove up to the firehouse.

      Draven grinned when he saw what the women were up to. They had dragged out some picnic tables onto the secluded street along with the barbecue and a big cooler of beer. Fun music was blaring out of the boom box on the table as the girls danced and cooked and drank. They all laughed as they waved seductively to their returning men.

      “Is that ribs I smell?” Axel asked as he sniffed the air. “And steak.”

      “And Bear Buns,” Zane said with a wide smile on his face.

      Draven quickly turned into the firehouse and parked the truck. The boys were out in a flash, sprinting down the street before he could even pull the key out of the ignition.

      He laughed as he climbed out of the fire truck and followed them down the street, taking his time as he walked. They had only been in the newly built houses for a week now, and this was their first official block party.

      Draven loved watching his friends with their mates. Jax ran up to Violet and kissed her on the cheek before grabbing the cute little boy in her arms. Beast squealed in delight as Jax tossed him into the air and caught him. Draven couldn’t believe the difference in the grumpy lion shifter. He finally found peace and happiness with Violet and her little Benji. Violet’s parents were thrilled to see their daughter again and were ecstatic to meet their new grandson when she had visited them in California. She was planning on going back next week and taking Jax with her. Draven was happy that after a tough few years, she too had found with Jax the peace and happiness that she deserved.

      Axel ran up to Hadley and knelt down, kissing her round stomach and talking to his future daughter before jumping back up and kissing his mate on the cheek. Her parents had come to visit the week before and Axel had finally won them over with his charm after his eagerness didn’t go over too well the first time they had met. Apparently, her conservative mother didn’t appreciate getting picked up and spun around in a circle during their first introduction. Draven chuckled as he pictured it. That’s our Axel…

      Zane hurried over to the barbecue where his mate Gwen was flipping the steaks. She stepped back and handed her man the spatula, smiling as he proudly stood over the grill. Draven had watched those two fight and bicker for two whole years and still had a hard time believing how well they now got along. I guess that’s what happens with your true mate.

      Draven was surprised to discover that he actually liked having his sister around. Aleida was in a good place, finally out of the shadow of their brothers, and she fit in perfectly with Gunner by her side. The lion shifter had been so depressed and sad when Draven first took him into the crew, and he was happy that he found a girl who changed all that. He was glad that Gunner wasn’t hung up on Joan anymore. His feelings were all gone and he looked totally in love with Aleida. The two really made a great addition to the crew.

      The women had gotten really close over the past three months and spent the days chatting away in the muffin shop as they helped Gwen with her famous Bear Buns and played with Benjamin.

      Cali loved being with the girls and she was quickly falling in love with the cute town of Colwood, Montana. He loved how she looked at everything in such awe—something that five years locked away in a tower would do to a person. She still missed her mother, but she had a positive attitude and was happy to get a chance to start over.

      “Hey, sexy,” Cali said, grinning as she walked over with a fresh beer. “I was hoping you’d be back soon.”

      Draven slid his hand around her lower back and pulled her in tight. She smiled as he leaned down and gave her a deep kiss on the lips. Her cheeks were blushing when he pulled away.

      He still couldn’t believe his luck. They were both immortal now and would be able to spend the rest of their lives together, just like this.

      “Whose idea was the surprise party?” Draven asked with a grin as he took the beer from her hand.

      “Mine,” she said, watching him as he took a sip. “Our big strong firemen deserve a night of fun.”

      “Every night with you is a night of fun,” he said, smiling at her. “Where’s your drink?”

      She dropped her eyes, smiling shyly as her cheeks reddened.

      “I’m not drinking tonight,” she said, biting her bottom lip as she looked back up at him with her sparkling green eyes. “Or for the next nine months.”

      Draven gasped. “You’re kidding…”

      She smiled as she shook her head. “I’m pregnant.”

      He threw his arms around her and picked her up, spinning in circles as he kissed her lips. It was the happiest moment of his long life.

      “Now I’m really in the mood to party,” he said, grinning like a madman as he lowered her back down. “I can’t wait.”

      “You’ll have to wait nine months,” she said as she slid her hand into his. “Come. Let’s go celebrate.”

      Draven’s head felt as light as a balloon as she pulled him toward the party. Axel was already dancing on the picnic table and even Jax was bobbing his head to the beat.

      Their happy crew was about to get even happier. And bigger.

      By one.
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