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That night Eric walked into my life my world forever.

He was just supposed to be a part of the fantasy.

Nothing more, nothing less. 

Until, he decided he wanted more from me. 

More, that pulled me into a world I never imagined. 

A world where secrets and darkness await. 

Secrets and darkness so dark I could lose myself. 

Then love wouldn’t be enough...
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Chapter 1


Eric
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There she was again. 

Always by herself. Always dancing by herself. 

Always... looking like she’d just stepped out of a fantasy with her silky skin and golden hair. 

The club lights bounced off her, highlighting her on the floor. For me she could have been the only woman in here. 

She was certainly the only one that I wanted. 

With a body that could get a man in trouble and a face like an angel, the woman had enchanted me. That was saying something for a guy like me. 

Normally I was the one doing the enchanting. Hadn’t done it in a while, hadn’t needed to. Didn’t want to. Enchantment wasn’t always a good thing. Definitely not for this.

I didn’t like to enchant. It created fake feelings. A person would literally be under a spell, like a mindless zombie under my control. 

Tapping into the real thing was better. So much better.

It was like a drug to me. A drug that only worked with human women. I hadn’t been with a dragon woman in years. Like any other man I loved sex. I just preferred it with human women for the way they were. Soft, delicate creatures of the flesh. 

Like this one. 

I walked up to the pillar on the second floor of the club. My spot. My spot that gave me a good view of the goddess below on the dance floor. 

A good spot where I could see her properly and she could sense me. I knew she could. I could feel it. 

I always tried to blend in, even after two hundred years of living in the human realm. Sometimes I forgot where I was, and who I was. Sometimes I thought of myself as one of them, but very quickly I was reminded that I wasn’t one of them. 

A human man would not have been able to sense this goddess’ emotions the way I did. A human man would not have been able to emit their own emotions the way I did and direct them straight to this perfect being who teased me with her body. 

No, I wasn’t one of them. Not a man. 

I may look like one. One who took extremely good care of himself with the muscles and sculptured definition I had to my body, but that was common among all dragon shifters. It was in our genes, written in the code. In the old world our race took on the duty of guarding the passages between realms and certain magical creatures.

Then we were betrayed. So we retreated to Pandir, protecting only what we held dear. I didn’t agree. 

There was more to that story that I always pushed out of my head when it threatened to engulf my mind. So much more, but I didn’t want to think about it. 

This club, however, kind of kept me in touch with the shadow world. It had creatures of all types mingling together.

Las Noches was brimming with creatures like me. Vampires, werewolves, demons, witches. They were all here. Those from the shadow world as we called it. To the humans we looked like one of them, but we cloaked what we really were. 

As the goddess twirled around and that hair swished about her elbows I wondered if she would still come here if she knew the type of beings that mingled around her. 

Would she dance like that? Would she dance with that sex appeal? Would she look like she was some exotic dish tempting the hell out of me with that white blonde hair, soft pink dress that made an excellent show of her fully rounded breasts, and accentuated those curves. 

I smiled to myself at the same moment she stopped swaying to the sensual club mix. 

Glancing over her shoulder oh so quickly she caught sight of me. 

Just like last night. And the night before, and the night before that too. 

Fucking hell, I’d become a sad case. Usually I took what I wanted whether that was a thing or a woman. This woman however was different. There was something about her that made me do this. 

Watching. 

Watching this human woman for three weeks. Watching her and wanting her.  She felt that too. I made sure she did. 

Like all my fellow dragon shifters I had the power to control emotion, using the energy signature that rippled from it. Love, pain, hurt, sadness, grief, and my personal favorite ...attraction. 

She turned around and actually looked at me. Curiosity filling her features when our eyes locked. She’d never done that before, yet she knew I was always watching her. She knew what time I’d get here, and that I didn’t leave until after she did.

I wished I could read her mind, then again maybe I didn’t have to. When she started dancing again she could have been dancing just for me. 

I leaned against the metal rail of the balcony watching her. Watching her long slender arms caress her head, down her elegant neck, and over those delicious breasts I would have loved to taste. 

She smiled and stopped, shook her head then moved away, deeper into the crowd. 

Tonight. It had to be tonight. I had to do something tonight. It was crazy just to watch. 

I couldn’t resist the lure of attraction. It was in me to want it, in me, in my essence to give in to those deep, dark sexual urges that also made dragon shifters the most fearsome creatures that ever existed. 

I went down the steps passing through the sea of bodies clashing together as the music became more vibrant. 

All I had to do to find her was follow the pull of attraction. It led me to the far corner of the room where I saw her standing by the bar. 

I made my way over, admiring every inch of her body, appreciating the way that dress flirted with her long slender legs. 

She’d just ordered a smooth orange juice when I stepped beside her. it was the first time I’d heard her voice. It was a silky as the rest of her. 

She turned and saw me then froze looking thrown. I’d noticed a common trait in all humans. It was okay to be who they wanted to be and exhibit bravado and courage when far away, or out of range of their targets. The minute you got close though was another story. They’d cower, or change up their strategy. From afar she had no problem taunting me, up close it seemed like she didn’t know what to do. 

Her eyes, a rich shade of blue like the radiant sky in Pandir beamed up at me with keen interest. Those eyes framed with thick, long, black lashes cast a shadow over her high exotic cheekbones. 

Up close the title goddess seemed too meager a word to describe her ethereal beauty, but I’d stick with the name because it suited her personality. 

Breaking the stare, she looked back to the bartender, then returned her gaze to me when I stepped a little closer.  I gave her a dangerous smile, one I knew weakened her and straightened up, towering over her with my height. I was six feet six, short in comparison to most dragon shifters. In her heels, her head just reached the top of my chest. 

The bartender came back with her drink and tipped his head for a curt nod when he saw me. 

“It’s funny I would have figured you more as a margarita sort of girl, or at the very least a mojito.” I thought I should be the one to talk first. “Something classy and a little sexier than orange juice.”

She pressed her full red lips together, trying to bite back a smile. “Really? I’m amazed you gave much thought to me at all.” She quirked a sassy brow. 

“Why would it amaze you?” I asked leaning in closer. 

“It’s just a matter of speech.” She tilted her head slightly and her gaze drifted down my abs, then climbed back up to meet my eyes. “Orange juice is good if you don’t want to get drunk.” 

“A wise choice for a woman who comes to a club by herself.” 

She took a sip of the drink and smirked. “How do you know I’m by myself? I could be here with my boyfriend.”

“But you aren’t, Goddess. You always come by yourself. You always dance by yourself except for when I get here...Then you’re dancing with me. I just thought it was time to introduce myself.” 

She stared at me, just as I expected. Not knowing how to handle my blatant forwardness. People seldom did when dealing with me. Business or otherwise. It worked well for business because I came across as rude when I needed to be. On a personal level, it came across as overbearing, predominant even. It was my exact intention. 

“Are... you always like this?” She swallowed hard, trying to regain her composure. 

“Yes. What’s your name Goddess?” I deepened my stare and loved the soft shade of rose that filled her cheeks. 

“Ariyah,” she replied.  

I liked that name. It reminded me of the old world, the old mythical fantasy world where magic was everywhere. Not hidden, nor cloaked like we should be ashamed to use it. 

“Ariyah. Pretty name.” 

“Thank you. So are you going to tell me your name, or do I have to guess?” 

“Hmm, I like that. Guessing would be fun wouldn’t it?” 

She laughed a soft laughed that reminded me of happy times. It was an odd feeling, but one I relished in. 

“I told you my name.” 

“You also gave me the option of allowing you to guess mine.” I turned my smile up a notch. 

“Okay, here goes.” She tucked a lock of her hair behind her ear. 

I looked her over, ready for her to guess. She’d guess it, not on the first few go’s but I’d guide her to the right answer. I wanted her to guess it. 

“Peter.” She smiled. 

I shook my head, and held her gaze allowing her in. In the soft club lights her cheeks grew rosier and she pursed her lips. 

“Ethan.” 

I smiled, it was working. “No, but close.” 

“Starts with an E.” 

Yes, she was getting closer. “It does indeed.”

She looked over my face like she was trying to figure something out, and searched my eyes. “Eric.” 

I chuckled and leaned in closer, right up to her ear. “Bingo.”

“Eric,” she whispered. 

Eric was my name. Eric, son of King Agrippa. The king of Pandir and one of the four guardians of the Shadow Realm. Either myself or my twin brother was next in line to the throne, even though my sister was more suited to it. It was law that the males took over the throne and ruled the kingdom. When I was younger I used to dream of it, then I wanted no part of it. Not after what my father and brother did. Their actions drove us all apart. Drove me away from a land I loved to live in to the human realm where no one knew me. That was the way I wanted to keep it.  Creatures from the shadow world could sense that I was a dragon shifter, a dragon shifter would sense that I was just like them, but no one would know I was of royal blood. One of the lost princes from Pandir.

Now I was just Eric Baverok, attorney at law and partner of my own firm. Eric, who was standing in front of a goddess he wanted to indulge on. 

I stayed there, looming inches before her, savoring the swirl of emotion that coursed through her. Some people confused dragon essence with the power to read minds. We couldn’t do that, it was the power of intuition. Insight.

“Dance with me goddess.” I put my hand out to take hers.

She looked hesitant at first but took my hand. 

She took my hand and the minute she touched me, I wanted her to be mine.
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Chapter 2


Ariyah
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Wow. 

The sheer magnetism of this man was mind blowing. I’d never met anyone like him before and God, I never thought I’d meet him. 

Eric. His name suited him. I’d always thought that name was very sexy and alluring, so yes the name definitely suited him because tonight he owned both sexy and alluring in every sense. 

His dark blonde hair in that sharp faux hawk accentuated the angles and planes of his chiseled features. The black button down shirt he wore clung to his abs and those muscles on his biceps I’d been admiring for weeks. His black slacks hung low on his hips and gave his long athletic legs definition, and power. 

It was over crowded here on that first night I’d seen him, but I definitely noticed him. He was the sort of guy you could pick out in a crowd. 

If not for his stalwart, mythical godlike appearance, then it was the overbearing masculinity of him that exuded testosterone in abundance.

And those eyes. Hard as I tried not to stare too much, I failed. They were green. I was sure they were a light green, but then I was also sure they changed to an amber color for a split second then it was gone. Crazy, it was clear the man had me under his spell. Just like all the women here who watched him, and were watching him now as he danced with me. 

He was right. I danced by myself but when he was here I was dancing like I was dancing with him. In my head I was. He was a part of the fantasy I made up in my head to deal with my recent debacle. In my head, he was the godlike man who was only looking at me amongst the crowd of beauties that filled the club. 

It helped that he really was looking at me. Now he actually was dancing with me. 

It was like the fantasy just jumped out of my head and came to life because in my imagination, he danced with me just like this. With our bodies pressed together, swaying in complete sync to the music like we were made to do this. Made to dance just like this. Made for each other. The electricity that surged through us was hypnotic and mesmerizing. 

Amazing and astounding because dancing with him was like nothing I’ve ever felt before. And... there was that pull of whatever it was that drew me to him in the first place. That pull of attraction... 

Could I call it that? 

I didn’t know. I was certain I felt attraction before but not like this. This felt like something else. 

The music changed and he flipped me around so that my back was to his chest and he dipped his head low to my ear again in that sexy way he did before. 

“Stop thinking so much. Your thoughts are deafening,” he whispered. 

I liked his voice. It was deep and smooth, but husky at the same time. 

“I’m not thinking.” I smiled lifting my head. The movement brushed my cheek against the bridge of his nose. 

“Sounds like you’re thinking to me, Goddess.” 

Goddess. I liked that, liked it a little too much, maybe because I wasn’t used to it, or even used to the idea that a man like him could call me that. 

He smoothed his hand over the flat of my waist sending off a nest of butterflies in the pit of my stomach.

“I’ll try not to,” I promised. 

When the beat of the music grew louder we started moving again. Unbelievably, sexier than before. His hips with mine, his hands on me the whole time. 

No, this wasn’t just attraction. This couldn’t be just dancing either. It really was something else. 

Something powerful enough to cleanse my mind of not only the last few horrible years of my life, but my horrible life in general. 

Me. Ariyah Halliwell, the girl who had no family at all. My story was this... 

My mother handed me over to the state when I was two. I didn’t even have a memory of what her face looked like. I remembered platinum blonde hair like mine and tears, no face though. No eyes, nose, mouth. Just sounds and pain. From there I was passed around from one foster family to the next. No one wanted to keep me. It was always temporary. 

Always temporary and they made sure I knew it. It was the same with boyfriends and relationships. Temporary. Until I met Stephan Robertson, linebacker for the LA Centaurs. 

When I met him I thought this was it. I thought even though I knew deep down I didn’t love him, and I knew he didn’t love me. Like most men he loved the way I looked. Not me though. That’s what I told myself and it helped that he continuously proved me wrong. 

He did that successfully for a good two years, and to the point where I really thought we’d last. Besides a girl like me, with no foundation had limited choices. Very limited choices and I wasn’t about using my looks to get by in life, like one of my foster families suggested when they wanted to pimp me out to their boss who again liked the look of me. I was sixteen at the time. 

Being with Stephan made sense. He gave me everything I wanted. He was wealthy, gorgeous and had it all. The last year of our relationship, however revealed all. It revealed him. His team had just won the super bowl, and with that fame came more fame and more women. Women who wanted him. 

Three weeks ago, on the day before my birthday, I came home to find him in bed with not just one woman, but two. 

Asshole. 

He thought I’d be working late. He proved to be more of an asshole when I left the house and he didn’t come after me. 

On my birthday he sent a text. Not one wishing me happy birthday. It was a text threatening me. Telling me if I didn’t come back to him he’d make my life hell.

Within the same day, he froze my access to our joint account, never mind that what little money I had was mixed in there with his. He took my car which he bought for my last birthday and send a bailiff to me demanding all the jewelry he gave me and basically everything else. 

It was a devastating experience, but one that taught me a lot. 

It also sent me here. Here to a club by myself, something I would never, ever do. 

I came here by myself and it took me about ten minutes before I saw Mr. Gorgeous. I saw him first. I saw him before he saw me. Sitting up on the balcony in one of those cozy chairs reserved for VIP. He looked important. 

When he looked at me then, he made me forget. It had been like that every night since. 

Maybe I was crazy, maybe I was repressing all that happened to me and instead of crying about what Stephan did I was dealing like this and one day the bubble of this world I’d created would pop. 

Maybe it would be tonight because of this. The fantasy of me dancing with Eric was supposed to be just that. Sometimes when you made a thing real it spoiled it. 

The thought made me pull away, out of his grasp, but he caught my arm and pulled me back. I stood on my toes and tried to talk so he could hear me but the music was too loud. 

He moved back, giving me that dazzling smile that introduced me to more dimples and took hold of my hands. He cocked his head to the side motioning for us to go out on the balcony. 

Cautious as I was I went. I may have been desperate to preserve this fantasy but I went. I couldn’t help myself. I got the feeling as he led me away from the crowd that whatever magic this man worked on me was going to make it very difficult for me to say no to him. 

The crisp night air graced my cheeks, soothing my mind as we stepped outside. A light breeze lifted the ends of my hair about my shoulders. It was chilly but I wasn’t cold. I liked feeling the chill on my skin, and the dangerous heat, raw and primal coming from him. 

“I have to go Eric.” I just had to say it. Better to jump ship now than make it harder later. Later when I liked him more than I already did. 

“Why?” 

“Because...” 

His eyes twinkled and I tried to see that amber thing again but it was too dark out here. 

“Because what?” 

“Because I should.” I was pretty certain most people would call what we thought was dancing, mating. Except we still had our clothes on. 

He gave me an irresistibly devastating grin and reached out to touch my face. His fingers were as warm as I expected, and smooth against my cheek. 

“Why should you? School night?” 

I couldn’t stop myself from laughing. “School? You think I’m in school? Didn’t think you were the kind of man who’d be dancing with a school girl.” 

“I’m not, Goddess and I’m making sure I keep it that way. So, are you in college then?” 

“What’s with the fascination in academic institutions?” 

“You look young.” 

“I’m twenty eight.” 

“That is young.” He made it sound like he was older, but I was sure he looked to be around the same age as me. Thirty at the most, maybe thirty one or two. 

“Is that younger than you?” 

“A lot.” 

I rolled my eyes at him. “I’m not guessing.” I shook my head, much as I would have loved to know. 

“Let’s just say I’m thirty six.” 

That was a weird way of putting it, but I’d work with it. “Okay. I still have to go. I have work.” 

His fingers fluttered across my cheek. “Work isn’t life. Night’s still young, there’s no reason to end it when it’s just begun.”

I liked how he talked, with that eloquence most actors used. 

“What’s the real reason you want to go so soon Ariyah?” he asked, eyes searching mine.

I couldn’t venture down that path and explain. I shouldn’t. He’d think I was crazy. Crazy explaining that he was part of a fantasy and I was quite happy to come here every night and watch him from afar. Who did things like that? 

Wouldn’t I have preferred to have the real thing? Talking to him like I was now? 

The more I looked at him, the more I felt it. That pull of... desire. 

Was that just me? 

It was odd that desire was what I felt inside me but I swore when I looked at him, I knew he felt it too. 

“You weren’t supposed to talk to me.” I muttered. The words fell from my lips before I could think of saying something else. 

“There was going to come a point when I did. You must have known that, we can’t just keep watching each other every night.” He inclined his head to the side. “Watching and never doing anything is never good for anyone.” 

“It works for some people.” 

“So. You’d prefer to come here every night and watch me, rather than dance with me the way you want to, or be with me like this? Or allow me to touch your hair like this?” He smoothed his hand to my hair, picked up a lock and twirled it around his thumb and smiled. “Or, touch your beautiful face like this?”  

His hand returned to my face, cupping my chin tenderly in the warmth of his touch. 

My lips parted. I opened my mouth to talk but no words came out. 

His sharp eyes filled with that sexual energy bore into me. I felt that thing again. 

Attraction, desire, chemistry. 

Maybe the word I was looking for was all of it. 

Whatever force it was pulled me to him, so when he smiled and lowered to brush his lips over mine I relished the feel and the sensation that pulsed through me. He moved his mouth over mine soft at first, then more urgent. Exploring me. The heady sensation made me melt into the kiss and kiss him back with the same passion he gave me. 

I was actually shocked by my own response. Soon the kiss turned hungry, and heated up when he swept his tongue into my mouth sending spirals of sheer ecstasy into the pit of my stomach. I kissed him with a hunger that I never felt before, with need and want. He crushed me to him to deepen the kiss and slipped both hands behind my head angling my face so he could devour me. 

That was the best way I could describe it. 

When he pulled back it was like something left my body. A part of the flame that ignited within me went out and I wanted it back. 

I wanted more. 

“Come home with me.” He whispered and my knees weakened. 

Go home with him?

Could I go home with a complete stranger? I’d never done that before.

I’d never contemplated doing that because anything could happen to me. 

“You know I won’t hurt you.” It was like he could read my thoughts. His smile widened and brightened when I nodded. 

It was a fantasy, and just like I knew I would... I couldn’t say no to him. 
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Chapter 3


Ariyah
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I must have lost my mind and gone completely crazy. 

I must have. How else could I explain my actions?

And yet, reality didn’t see fit to intervene and tell me I was crazy. 

It didn’t step in when the valet brought out Eric’s blood red Ferrari to him. The thing looked like it had been pulled from the set of a Fast and Furious film. Reality didn’t step in when Eric tipped the said valet two hundred dollars, and it for damn certain didn’t step in when he took the highway to Bel-Air and pulled up minutes later to the set of golden gates that opened up when we approached. 

I wasn’t sure if I was shocked, or surprised. I always thought the two were different types of emotion. Given my previous experiences with the two, I usually associated surprise with something more pleasant and shock with the negative. 

I was surprised when over a hundred applicants applied for the job I had now as a social worker and I got it. Prior to that I’d been assistant to the manager at social services who I was sure didn’t like me all that much. However, surprise took me again when I was told he put my name forward and wrote a glowing reference that supported my application. 

That was a surprise. Shock took me that day when I came home and found Stephan in bed with his whores. And it wasn’t just in bed in bed. I caught him live and in living action balls deep in one of them while he was kissing the other. 

That was shock. That was damn shock. 

The combo I experienced now was interesting because I was surprised a guy like Eric was with me, and he didn’t seem to be an asshole, and I was shocked by the evident wealth I saw around me. 

We drove up a little road before his house – mansion – came into view. 

Stephan played pro-football so he was rich. Eric however was what you’d called wealthy, the kind of wealthy that was abundant. The house looked amazing in every sense. We parked and he came around my side to open the door for me. That bright smile on his handsome, handsome face. 

We’d been silent on the journey here. Silent and flirting by looking at each other. Smiling here and there. Me, liking this guy more and more. 

He put out his hand to take mine just like at the club and I took it. 

My legs wobbled when my heels hit the concrete of the drive, but he slipped an arm around me, steadying me. 

“You live here?”

He answered by planting a kiss on the crook of my neck. “I do live here.” 

“By yourself?” It would have been weird if he lived with his family or a bunch of guys or something like that. 

It was clear why I was here, and they would have known I was some woman Eric had brought home for sex because they wouldn’t have seen me before. 

“I live here all by myself Goddess.”

I almost sighed with relief. “Just you, here?”

“I like my space.” He chuckled. “Also, you’re doing that thing again.”

“What thing?” I didn’t know what he meant. What was I doing? Theoretically that was the question of the evening because in what world would I be standing outside a mansion that belonged to a man comparable to a Greek god.

“The thinking thing.” A smile danced on his lips. 

Looking at him I was sure this was something he was used to. I saw the way the women looked at him when we were at the club. I saw it. They all looked at him like they wanted him. And, who wouldn’t?

I wouldn’t be naïve and think this man was just for me. Three weeks ago I went to the club and saw him there in the VIP section. It was clear he was a regular. He was treated like he was a regular and a very important regular too. 

“And you’re doing it again.” The smile reached his eyes. 

“I’ve...never, um done this before.” I probably sounded silly saying that. At the club I presented this sassy woman who could hold her own but I wasn’t really like that. 

What I said though seemed to interest him more. He picked up a lock of my hair and allowed it to curl around his fingers. 

“Ariyah, do you want to come inside with me?”

I gazed up at him and got sucked into the thrall of him. Those eyes, the way he looked at me, everything.

The devil... he knew my answer even before I said it. 

“Yes.” 

“Great. Do me a little favor?” 

“What?” 

“When we go through those doors, forget everything that exist outside and enjoy me.” 

Wow... “Enjoy you.”

That smile appeared on his lips again. “Yes, because I’ll be enjoying you. It wouldn’t be fair if you didn’t do the same. Can you do that?” 

Looking at him with all that confidence and undiluted masculinity made my mouth water.  “I can.”

In that moment I felt I’d owed it to myself. After all this was still part of the fantasy. 

He took my hand and led me across the path and up to the front door. 

He opened it and as I stepped inside the house I made myself forget. Forget everything, and all the shit that Stephan put me through. All the shit that life had thrown at me. 

I stepped into a home that took my breath away. The décor inside was even more breathtaking than the scenic view of the house itself. If I wasn’t so consumed with the beautiful man behind me I would have loved to go exploring. Exploring the house however was something I would happily pass on to get the chance to explore him.

He slipped his hand around my waist when the door closed and lowered to kiss my neck, tracing a line of fiery kisses where his lips connected with my skin. Turning to face him I kissed him when his lips met mine, truly stealing my thoughts away. As the kiss heated up he pulled me closer, rough and needed and tugged at the straps of my dress. 

The strap fell down my arms and he took advantage of the moment to push the other strap down too while he kissed me. I giggled when he picked me up and carried me up the wide set of marble stairs. Still kissing me, kissing my lips and my neck. 

We entered a large bedroom and the light came on. He set me down in the center of the king sized bed that took up the bulk of the space in the room. 

I shuffled against the cool silky sheets and gazed up at him. 

He lowered and kissed the top of my feet. My skin prickled at his touch and a shiver of delight ran through me. 

“These stay on.” He looked over my heels with pure satisfaction. “Everything else comes off.” 

He lowered and started planting kisses all the way up my leg, making me giddy with pleasure. Up he went until he got to my core and stopped but shocked me when he slid the edge of my dress up my hips, parted my legs and licked over the lace of my panties. He looked up at me and I was certain I saw that amber flicker in his eyes again. 

Maybe, it didn’t matter. Whatever I thought I saw dissipated from my mind when he moved my panties aside and pushed his tongue right into my core tasting me. Tasting me and licking the already hard nub of my clit. I sucked in a breath to control my moans but it didn’t work. 

He looked up at me and grinned. 

“Scream if you want to Goddess. We have the place all to ourselves. You can make whatever sound you want to in here.” 

“Oh God.” I gasped as he rubbed over my clit again. 

He then made his way up and pulled the dress up and over my head. He tossed it somewhere over to the side. My bra followed when he took that off too. 

His eyes lit up when my breasts spilled out and bobbled towards him. 

“Beautiful, just fucking beautiful.” He ran his fingers now over my taut, tight nipples. “I’ve been looking at your tits all night. Dying to suck them. Wanting you, wanting to taste you.” 

Before I could absorb his words he squeezed my breasts hard and leaned down to lick the tips. 

I had to place my hands behind me to stay up. I winced when he lowered to my left breast and closed his lips over the diamond hard peak.  Instantly, I became wet and arched my back into his mouth allowing him to take me in more. A hum of pure satisfaction fell from my lips and I tilted my head back to enjoy it. 

He stopped sucking and when I looked back to him I noticed the pleasure on his face. 

“Good girl, enjoy me. You want more?” 

“Yes.” It was a no brainer, and on my word he moved to my right breast and gave it the same attention. He nuzzled my breast, savagely licking and sucking my nipple while he caught the nipple of the other between his thumb and forefinger. Making them harder, swollen. Mindless moans of pleasure escaped my lips and I couldn’t control myself.

Seeing how much I enjoyed it he sucked harder and harder taking me deeper into his mouth. My breath hitched as the first tug of orgasm pulled at my insides. 

“Eric...” 

“Come for me baby. Just let yourself go.” 

I didn’t need to be told twice. The orgasm that took me was greedy, hot and electrifying. All he’d done was suck my breasts and this was what happened to me. We’d barely done anything else. 

While I gasped for breath, moaning against the sensational pleasure, he lowered between my thighs and lapped up my release. Drinking and eating me out with his clever tongue. 

When he was done he moved back to my lips and his savage tongue circled with mine. I smoothed my hands up the hard walls of his chest while he played with my nipples. It was a good feeling I could relish forever. 

I also wanted to relish the sight of him. I giggled and pulled back, but he came closer catching me. 

“I’m topless with my panties and heels on, I want to see you too.”

“Of course, goddess.” 

Lust burned my brain when I watched the beautiful man before me stand up and unbutton his shirt to reveal a black dragon tattooed right across his chest. The head started at the bottom of his left pec and the body of the dragon took up most of the space along his midsection imprinted in the tight, taunt peaks of his six pack. When he back off his shirt I saw the dragons tail curved right around his waist. He turned showing me that it curved around his back and tapered off down his left hip. 

My blood throbbed in my veins with the deadly mixture of attraction, desire and chemistry when he undid his pants and pushed them down his legs  showing off the massive bulge of his cock pressing against his Calvin Klein boxers. He kicked off the pants and his shoes.

He reached for my hand again and I straightened up moving closer. 

He pressed my hand to the hardness of his cock and closed my fingers over it. I felt the thickness despite the cotton fabric of his boxers and it hardened even more in my palms when I ran my hand up and down it, trying to give him as much pleasure as he gave me. 

He groaned as I moved and I watched him, relishing the fact that I could make a man like him groan like that. 

“I can’t, I won’t last if you touch me like that, and I’ve waited weeks to be inside you.” He stopped me by placing his large hands over mine. 

“Why did you wait weeks?” I was really interested to know. 

He lowered and kissed the top of my forehead. “I wanted you to trust me first. I needed you to play the game your way. Dance with me first, then this. Now you won’t feel like you didn’t know me.” 

My heart stilled and I didn’t know what to say. 

The look he gave me now had an animalistic hunger to it that lit up every single part of me, burning me with the need I witnessed in his stare. 

Had anyone ever looked at me like that? 

No...

Never. And trust... it never occurred to me that he got me to do that and trust was a thing that usually took me a while to develop. 

He stepped back and pushed his boxers down his legs, unleashing the full length of his massive cock. I looked at it, desperately needing him to be deep inside me. The thought actually made me hungry. 

Hungry for him, I allowed my gaze to travel from his impressive erection and down those legs.

More tattoos grabbed my attention. Many more tattoos, all of dragons. Dragons of different types that I’d seen before, and ones I hadn’t. All done in that inky black that looked stark against his perfectly tanned skin.

He spread his arms to either side and smiled down at me. 

“Like what you see Goddess?” 

“Oh yes.” Most definitely yes. 

He moved back to the bed and back to my lips. Clutching me with his grasp and holding me against him as he moved up the bed with me. Resting me against the stack of silky pillows he took a moment to suckle on my nipples again and kissed his way back down to my aching core. Parting my legs he lowered again and sheathed his tongue in me. His tongue, then his fingers which he slid inside and out so he could watch me as I grew wet again. Then reaching over to the nightstand he grabbed a condom from a box in the drawer. 

I got that mouthwatering sensation again when I watched Eric sheath himself, rolling the condom down his length. 

I pulled in a breath as he rolled my panties down my legs.  With that possessive need he then took hold of my waist with one hand and guided his cock to my entrance with the other. 

Teasing my folds open he pushed his heavy erection in, not quite entering yet, just teasing me, but driving me wild. God, he was driving me beyond wild. 

When he did thrust in, his cock pierced into me making me moan and gasp. Pushing deeper and deeper his hugeness stretched me making my passage quake and tremble. 

I moaned at the half pain, half pleasure sensation.

“Stay with me you’ll soon feel better,” he soothed, tightening his grip on my hips. 

He inched his length into me until I’d adjusted to fit him and he filled me up completely. And... damn he was right I didn’t just feel better, I felt amazing. He began to move inside me, slow then fast, and faster until he was pounding into me and we’d both gotten lost in the rhythm of his thrusts. 

As the thrusts became relentless with his shaft slicking in and out, the pleasure racked my body and delicious friction penetrated every fiber of my being. My body shuddered from the raw heat and pleasure. Pure, pure, pleasure and that thing that drew me to him. Suddenly I could feel him all over me, not just inside my core, but all over me. As in everything that made me, me. Inside my mind, inside my awareness, inside my consciousness. He was everywhere and I could tell he felt it too. 

Tension coiled inside me, wild like a raging fire that destroyed everything in its path. When the tension released in a white hot wave I screamed. Screamed loud and allowed the feeling to possess me. 

The purely erotic sounds that spilled from my mouth left me trying to catch my breath, while he was smiling. 

“Good girl.” 

“Eric ... I nuhhhh...” I couldn’t even talk. 

“Just enjoy me Goddess, enjoy me.” 

I tried to smile and show him I was enjoying every single second of being with him but the erotic flames of pleasure that raced across my body were too much.

He waited until my breathing stilled before he flipped me over and set me on my hands and knees. I was sure he was finished too but it looked like he wasn’t done with me yet.

As I looked up I noticed for the first time the floor to ceiling mirror that ran along the wall to our right. It captured the seriously erotic image of us together. 

Me with my hair falling forward and my massive breasts bobbling below me, then bouncing as he plunged into me from behind and started fucking me. In this position he felt too good. It was overkill for both of us. His reflection showed the pleasure in his face as he started rutting into me like an animal, ramming into me harder and harder. Rocking my body into oblivion. Hunger matched hunger and the sounds of our bodies slapping together filled the room. 

Greed must have taken over my mind because I wanted more and he gave me more, crippling my body with the pleasure he gave me. Intense, insane, insatiable. 

The climax that took me took him too. I could feel it. The pleasure tore me in two and I cried out again. So did he as the liquid fire singed my veins in a scorching wave, scorching me clean. Feeling weak my arms gave out and I collapsed down onto the bed. 

He did the same, but pulled out and guided me to his chest. 

“Are you okay?” His hot breath caressed my skin.

“I’m okay.” I breathed turning to face him. 

He cupped my face again and kissed me, this kiss sweeter than the previous. Sweeter than the wild, possessiveness he showed only seconds ago. 

“Did you enjoy me goddess?” 

I couldn’t help the little laugh. “Of course I did.” 

I lifted myself up onto my elbows and stared at him. He reached up and touched my face again. “Tonight’s for you.” 

“Me? What about you?” 

“Tomorrow is for me.” He eased himself up too. 

“Tomorrow?” He want to see me again tomorrow?

“Tomorrow, no more dancing by yourself.” 

The same way I left the problems outside the door when I came inside, I was certain reality would come back for me the minute I left this house.  I hated the thought. Hated it so much. 

“What about the rest of tonight?” 

“You tell me what you want.” 

“You.” I did. I wanted him.

He got up and I laughed when he picked me up too and heaved me over his shoulder. 

“Eric, where are we going?” 

“We’ll start in the jacuzzi, then make our way across to the other wing of the house.” 

I laughed when he spun me around, grabbed the box of condoms from the drawer and made his way out of the room.

I could honestly say that when I woke up this morning there was no way I thought my day was going to end up like this.  

With me happy. 

***
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All night...

We indulged on each other all night. After the fifth time Eric took me, I lost count. I honestly did, and I could honestly say that I’d never had sex like this before, and not this many times in one night. 

It wiped us both out and damn it I was so drained out that when I woke the next morning I didn’t know what day it was, or when it was. 

Or where.

It took me a minute for that brain fog to clear and for me to see straight. When I did I recalled everything in perfect clarity. 

Eric’s arm was around me, holding me close to his chest, close to his heart. 

Close to his heart... it was a nice thought. 

But... one I wouldn’t entertain. 

Last night was last night and today was another day, one I had to face and I was certain I was going to be late for work. 

I slid out of the gorgeous man’s arms, careful not to wake him. Unable to help myself, I stared at his powerful body stretched out against the sheet. How I would have loved to stay, but men like him didn’t invite you for sex and expect you to stick around until they woke up. 

Not that I knew. It wasn’t something I needed to be told though. It was common sense. We didn’t know each other, and if he really knew me he wouldn’t want me. Just like everyone else. 

It was fine. I was used to it now, and now I just needed to get back on that path where I was trying to be enough for me. 

I gathered my clothes and put them on quickly, then made my way downstairs. I grabbed my little purse I couldn’t remember dropping from the floor and got my phone to call a taxi. 

As soon as I got off the phone a message came through from the bank telling me that the payment for my fashion magazine subscription had declined. 

Fucking Stephan. Such an asshole. 

He’d gone and cancelled that too. I’d been with him for so long that I didn’t know what accounts had what and whatever. This was my reality, and in this reality I was broke. Broke until I got my next meagre salary. Being a social worker was great but the pay for an entry level social worker with no experience sucked. 

It was fine if she had a mega rich boyfriend but – 

What was that?

Something shimmered in the corner near the shelves, catching my attention. It shimmered like light. Sparkling light. I moved to where I’d seen it but found nothing there. Nothing at all. 

I looked over the area, from the books on the shelf to the beautiful clay vase on the table next to it. 

My eyes and mind must have been playing tricks on me. Must have for sure. I smiled to myself when I saw a copy of War and Peace on the shelf amongst a host of other classic books. 

Eric liked reading. I’d never read War and Peace but it was on my to do list. 

I glanced back upstairs, thinking about him pulled on my heart. It did. 

Last night was great but that was all it could be. Last night. 

In my fantasy I never imagined feeling this way. Liking him. Liking him a lot. 

There was no point jumping from the frying pan and straight into the fire. Especially when I knew I was doing just that. 

Temporary. I had to remember that. It was the keyword. 

On that thought I left. 
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Chapter 4 


Eric

[image: image]


*** 
[image: image]


“Eric wake the hell up!” Blasted a voice that sounded far, far away. 

Like it was calling to me from across a mountain. 

I was trying my hardest to wake up but I couldn’t. 

Too weak... and heavy. My body felt heavy like lead. 

A blast of heat hit my skin and consumed me. My eyes snapped open and took in the electric blue flames all around me, bright blue like the sky.

At the foot of the bed stood Jupiter, Jupe for short, my best friend. My best friend a Shaqeui Demon in full demon form with his hair and skin white, eyes blood red and blue fire blazing from his hands. 

“Fucking hell!” I cried launching a fireball straight at him. 

It hit him and knocked him back, straight to the ground. 

I gasped in horror. I killed him. I actually killed him. I didn’t mean to. I jumped up forgetting I was completely naked and rushed over to him only to find he was okay and looked more grossed out at the sight of me than hurt. 

“Clothes, man. By the guardians, get some damn clothes on.” Jupe covered his eyes and transformed back into his human form. Instead of the white scary messy hair, his hair turned black and his eyes brown. His face a color more suited to the living. 

I grabbed the sheet and wrapped it around my waist. 

Then it hit me. 

Ariyah, where was she?”

“She’s gone,” Jupe said. Unlike dragon shifters, the Shaqeui had the ability to read minds. 

“When?” My heart sank

“An hour ago.” Jupe stood and frowned, straightening out his jeans and t-shirt. 

I was completely dead to the world. “One whole hour?” 

“Yes, very pretty girl. Anyway, we have big, big problems.” His eyes widened. 

“What kind of problems?” I went around the corner to the wardrobe and grabbed some jeans and a long sleeved t-shirt. I had to find her. 

Last night was... something else. It was something else but she left. 

I couldn’t wait until later to see her at the club. That was the easy way out. As far as I knew I didn’t have anything important to do today so I could work from home. 

“Eric, you’re asking me a question and planning to do something else.” 

I whirled around to face him. “Stop it, stop reading my mind. I hate when you do that.”

“Okay, fine. Forgive me for being a friend and checking things out properly. Something is wrong with you.” 

I clenched my jaw. “What do you mean?”

“There was an Elk in the house.” 

I narrowed my gaze at him. “What the hell do you mean?” 

“An Elk, Eric.” 

I shook my head. “You don’t think I would have noticed a big old, extinct deer roaming around my house? What the fuck?” I pulled on a pair of boxers and dragged on the jeans. 

Jupe opened his palms and sighed with complete frustration. “Yes, what the fuck Eric? Jesus. You’ve been here for far too long if you can say that to me. You’ve been here in the human realm for too long Prince Eric.” 

I squared off with him and gave him a look that made him know his place instantly. 

“Don’t call me that. Don’t ever call me that.” I hated it. I was no damn prince. Not that I hated the title. It was what happened that I hated. 

It was an abomination to me. I wished I could have been like Caleb. We weren’t identical but twins normally shared some similarities. Identical or not. We came from the same womb but damn we weren’t anything alike. Sometimes when I thought back to the thing that drove me away from a home I’d spent the first hundred and sixty years of my life in, I wished I could be like him. He’d loved it, while I thought it was pure evil.

“I’m not wrong though. Eric there was an Elk in the house. Elk-e-n. Elken as in creepy, weasel faced, spies from the underworld who’ll work for whoever can fill their pockets the deepest.” 

A cold rush of fear washed over my body. “What?” 

It couldn’t be. I hadn’t seen one of those in... it was a long time and I was still in my teens when I saw one. I was three hundred and sixty years old now. 

Jupe grimaced. “This is what I mean about problems. But Eric it was here and you had no powers.” 

That was even more worrying, and made no sense. “What do you mean I had no powers? I just shot you with a fireball.” 

“You did, but when it was here you could have been like one of them. Human. I had to blast you with blue lightning to wake you up. I was on my way over for something else then I sensed the Elken. I came as fast as I could. I knew the woman left because her aura was still here, but the Elken was here too. It left when I came in. The magical wards protecting the house were all down too. There was nothing Eric. In that state it could have come up here and killed you.”

What the hell was he saying to me? “It must have done something to me. breached the wards and ... did something to me.” 

“Something with that low level magic can’t just breach the wards like that. It was you who let the guard down. Maybe it followed you. Maybe it’s been following you, but you let it in. Anything could have come inside the house.” 

Oh fuck. I ran my hand through my hair and took a moment to think. 

Jupe was normally right about these things so I had no reason to doubt him. Or, question him. 

A curious and mischievous smile inched across his face and he chuckled. “Too much sex, or maybe it was that good.”

I frowned, but... he kind of wasn’t wrong. Something dawned on me. Something from last night. 

There was a moment when I was with Ariyah when something happened to me. Something that never happened with any woman. I didn’t know what it was but it felt good. I just chalked it up to her. Her being her. 

According to what Jupe was telling me I thought now that it was me, and now Jupe was looking at me with worried, then frightened eyes. 

“Oh my God, you mated with her. Didn’t you? Eric I know you have this fascination with human woman but there are consequences to these things and she’s not even here now.” 

“Jupe shut up. I didn’t mate with her and that whole issue is not up for discussion.” He knew my choice. 

I wasn’t going back to Pandir. Not for anything and while there were dragon shifters around that came and went from Pandir or the other realms where they lived I wasn’t looking to be soul mates with a dragon woman. 

I wanted my mate whenever, I chose one to be human. End of story. Dragon shifters were half human. It was law to mate with our own kind because it kept the dragon essence and dragon bloodline strong. We were guardians, warriors. It was what we did. 

I just chose not to do that anymore. 

“You did something, or something happened to you. Are you sure the woman was human?” 

“She was. It was me. Somehow I... tuned out my dragon essence when I was with her. Being with her stopped it. It took my magic with it.” 

“Fucking hell Eric, you know how dangerous that could have been. And if I’m not mistaken isn’t that how you would mate with a human?” 

“I didn’t mate with her.” I gave him a hard stare and he eased off but grimaced. 

“But you nearly did.”

I moved away from him and walked over to the window. 

He was damn right. I wasn’t careful. I wasn’t careful because my feelings for Ariyah took over and clouded my ability to do anything. That meant protecting myself and her. Anything could have happened to her. 

“You said she left. Are you sure she left.” What if the Elken did something to her?” I’d never forgive myself. It could have taken her. 

“She left Eric. I saw it, in my head. Her essence was here and when I touched the door I saw her leaving. She got a taxi.” 

“What did she look like? I mean... was she upset?” What If she thought last night was a mistake? 

What if I ruined it. I wasn’t this guy. A person who doubted anything. I was sure of what I knew. With her, apparently it was different. 

“I’m not sure. I sensed confliction.” He narrowed his eyes at me and ran a hand through his hair. “Am I facilitating this, whatever it is by saying that she looked like she didn’t want to leave? And...I shouldn’t have said that should I?” he bit the inside of his lip. 

Our race was born many thousands of years ago when there were more magical and mythical beings. Like pure dragons. They lived to protect and serve. Then one day the dragons started dying. The mages from the Coven of Shadows came up with a solution. It was to combine dragon essence with a human soul. Basically creating this super being and giving them the ability to take human form and dragon form. Dragon shifters. 

Since that time only a select handful of dragon shifters had sealed the soul bond with a human. All lived in the human realm and lived like humans. Such a thing was frowned upon, but allowed in certain circumstances. But never, never if you were from the royal bloodline. Like me. 

As a son of the king who’d ruled Pandir for the last thousand years it was against the law for me to even contemplate it.

But... I didn’t care. It was my life and I wasn’t going to spend eternity doing what someone else told me. I’d do what I fucking well wanted and right now it was to find Ariyah. She didn’t have to go. I never wanted her to. 

I never did. Of course she wouldn’t have known that because I never said and leaving was probably what you did after going home with some guy you didn’t know. 

I wished like hell I’d been awake or heard when she left so I could have stopped her. I couldn’t believe I’d tamped down my essence to such a low level. That wasn’t like me. And the wards?

Fuck, those wards should have been powerful enough to keep the Elk out. I didn’t know how they would have got past them. 

I really didn’t want to deal with that shit now. And I wouldn’t... 

I damn well wouldn’t. Something was definitely brewing. The Elken wouldn’t have just come here. They were either looking for something, or checking something out. Whoever sent them must have been paying well for them to venture to a dragon shifters home. My lair. Shimmering in and out, and I could have been dead to the world. 

I shrugged into my shirt. “I’m going to find her.” 

Jupe put his hand out to stop me as I was about to walk past him. “Eric, the Elk. We need to deal with that. They were here for something.”

“Yeah sure, but I’ll deal with that later.” 

“Eric.” He said my name with more insistence. 

I rested my hand on his shoulder. “Look, Jupe, you’ve been a good friend to me. So I’ll spare the time to tell you this. There was something special about this girl, something that took me to that level where I sealed off my essence.”  

The corners of his lips turned down. 

“Fine,” he smirked. “But, Eric you aren’t thinking straight. Elk in your house is not something to brush under the rug. I think they were watching you. Plus you seemed to miss the bit where I said I was on my way over here anyway. Amanda Drinkle’s going to be thrown out of her home in about five minutes.” 

I winced widening my eyes. “Why didn’t you tell me that first?” 

“Because of the Elk and the state of you with no magic. I don’t think you realize the seriousness. You have things in this house that could be dangerous if the wrong hands take it.”

While he was right about that, and not wrong to worry about my unusual collection of artifacts and charms, Amanda losing her home topped all of that in my book. 

“How is she losing her home?” 

“She couldn’t keep up the monthly payments after she lost her job and she was too embarrassed to tell us. She called me in tears earlier.” 

That news was the only thing that could deter me from finding Ariyah. 

Amanda was a client. We’d known her for a very long time. She was a former drug addict trying to make her way back from the darkness. She came to me years ago when she had disputes with her step family over their inheritance. They didn’t want her to get anything after her father died because she was his daughter from a previous relationship. I sorted it out for her and she was able to get something. Recently she’d lost her job and she had two kids.  

Without a second to spare I secured my grip to his shoulders and shimmered out of the room, going through the thin veil of time and space that allowed me to teleport. That wasn’t dragon magic. That was me. That was one of the tricks I’d picked up over the years. 
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Chapter 5


Eric
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I took us to the alleyway just behind Amanda’s house so we wouldn’t be seen. 

“Damn it why can’t you ever tell me when you’re going to do that?” Jupe scowled grasping his stomach like he was trying not to heave. 

“Man up,” I smirked. 

He held his hand up to me. 

Usually it would have been funny to watch him try to regain his composure but time was of the essence. A look to the street confirmed we were running out of it.

There were two bailiff’s outside of Amanda’s house and they were taking her things out of her house. When I saw that I stepped out from the alley. Doing so allowed me to see Amanda herself and her two boys, both under five. They were standing by the oak tree on their lawn. All three were crying.  

This was the kind of thing that got to me deep. My father always told me I tapped into too much of the humanity that ran through my veins. He favored Caleb over me for a very long time. In some ways I was sure he still did. Didn’t matter that Caleb would kill him for the throne and the chance to rule the kingdom. Like he actually did. My brother actually tried that, but it was to his detriment. 

I rushed up to Amanda, completely surprising her. Jupe followed behind me.

“Eric,” she gasped through tears. The poor woman was shaking and crying. The two kids clung onto her legs. 

“Why didn’t you tell me this was happening?” I cut straight to business. 

She looked embarrassed. “I couldn’t. It’s too much. It’s all too much.” She ran her hand through her thick dark locks which were a complete mess. 

“How much is too much?”  I raised my brows. 

“Twenty thousand. I took a loan on the house to set up my business then I lost my job and couldn’t pay. There’s no way you can negotiate this in time, but thanks for coming.” She looked from me to Jupe. “I have to find a shelter or something. They may take my kids.”

There was no way I was going to let that happen. Not any of it.

“Jupe, take the boys to the little café down the road. Get them whatever they want. I’ll take care of this.” 

“Consider it done.” Jupe nodded. 

“What are you doing?” Amanda searched my eyes.

“Never mind about that. Who’s in charge here?” 

“That guy.” She pointed to a tall man with a huge gut. He was just putting up the foreclosure sign on the door. “Eric what are you doing? It’s too late. I lost it.” 

“It’s never too late.” 

I had money. The old legends were true about dragons. They loved gold and anything of value. A number of precious stones had passed through my hands in the two hundred years I’d lived in the human realm. That was how I made my wealth. For a while I live life to the fullest and finest. Spending everything then the time came when I got bored doing that. So I decided to help the people I was so fond of and became a lawyer.

I knew you shouldn’t help everyone but there were some who appreciated it. 

People like Amanda. 

“Eric you’ve been very good to me, very good.” She nodded. 

I had been, but it wasn’t just her. I was a pro bono lawyer. All my legal services were free. Services that most lawyers charged a fortune for, but I got into this career, for lack of a better word for that purpose. It seemed to be the one thing that served as a good distraction for me. Put simply it gave me something to do. Jupe too. He had no reason to leave Pandir other than because of the fact that he was my friend. Since we’d lived in the human realm we worked together helping one helpless soul after another. 

“Clearly I haven’t been that good to you if this happened.” I gave her a friendly smile. 

Pride, it was one of the things I didn’t like about humans. Pride was one of those things that got them in trouble. Amanda here was a classic case of pride. She let pride get in and the potential injury to herself respect way before any thought occurred to her to ask for help. 

I would never do that. Especially if I had children. Young babies like she did who didn’t need the horrible experience she just gave them. 

“Please... tell me what you’re going to do.” 

“You already know. It’s the only thing I can do in this situation.” I regarded her stunned expression with her hands shaking and lips trembling. More tears streamed down her cheeks. 

“You can’t. You can’t do what I think you’re saying.” 

“Watch me.” This was what I meant about pride. She’d rather keep it than allow me to make the payment. That really was all I could do. 

She held my gaze with her sad eyes, not quite believing what I was offering. 

“Come on,” I put my arm around her.

“Thank you Eric. Thank you so much. I can’t thank you enough. Thank you. I’ll pay you back as soon as I can. I will, I promise I will. I have no one, no one who would do this for me. ”

“It’s okay, and I’m here. Don’t think about anything else right now.” 

“Thank you so much.”

“Let’s do this.” I ushered her up the path where the head bailiff stood. She could barely walk. 

He frowned when he saw me but adjusted the expression to mild interest when I gave him my best don’t-fuck-with-me  look. 

“Hi, my name’s Eric Baverok. I’m here to pay the debts, Miss Drinkle’s debt.” I released Amanda even though she was still shaking and stood a little taller. This guy was the same height as me, but I had more muscle. 

“The whole debt, just like that. Sounds a little fishy to me,” the bailiff smirked. 

I stepped closer into his personal space and assessed his emotions. As I did I truly wished I could do a thing or two to teach this guy a lesson. This asshole was loving this whole thing. Coming here to throw a woman and her kids out of the house. It made him look like the big bad wolf in front of his workmates. All the men around here that were going in and out of Amanda’s house with her things. Her possessions. 

As one came through the door with one of the boy’s toys I stopped him. 

“Take that back upstairs.” I ordered in a similar fashion to how I spoke to the dragon warrior soldiers who served under my command in my father’s court. The man instantly stopped and looked to his boss who’d grown angrier by the second. 

“Who do you think you are?” The boss challenged. 

It was so obvious that he had an ulterior purpose in this. No normal person  would challenge an offer to help the way he did. 

I didn’t have time for pussyfooting around and shit. 

Much as I shoved the Elken to the back of my mind I knew I had to deal with it, but first I wanted to find Ariyah. I didn’t really want to waste any more time than necessary. 

He was about to continue giving me lip but I stopped him with a firm hand to his throat. Amanda gasped and the guy who had the toy walked right back into the house with it. 

“Let go of m—” he struggled.

I smiled a wicked smile and tightened my grip, hoisting his miserable body into the air. I knew this display of my strength was so far from blending in. However, I didn’t give a flying fuck.  

“Listen to me, pal. There’s no problem here.” I spoke in a low even tone and patted his chest. “Where do I sign to make this little problem go away?” 

One more time, I tightened my fingers showing I meant serious business and he nodded. 

I released him and he fell, dropping to the ground, shuffling backwards on his hands. He reminded me of an insect. He righted himself quick though and got some paperwork he’d folded up from his back pocket. 

I took it and filled out the section he’d crossed out. The section that would have allowed Amanda the chance to make some kind of payment. 

Asshole. 

I signed it giving my bank payment details and handed it back. 

“Pleasure doing business with you. You have any questions let Amanda know. Now get your men to fix her place back the way it was.” 

Amanda looked so happy. 

I gave her a curt nod before going back down the path. 

It felt good to do good. Now back to present problems. 

Or rather, my present concerns. 

Finding Ariyah. 

I looked back to Amanda just to check everything was all still okay but something caught my eye, making me stop midstride. 

There was a dark mass just under the willow tree of the neighbor’s house across from me.  

It looked like a sphere. It stayed for about a second after I spotted it before it disappeared. 

Jupe was right. I was being followed, but that wasn’t an Elk. 

It was something else. Something, or someone with dark magic. 
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Chapter 6 


Ariyah
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I couldn’t stop thinking about Eric. 

I thought I could focus on my work by staying off grid for a few hours. I went home, back to the apartment I was staying at with my best friend Gabrielle who so graciously allowed me to live there for free for the last few weeks. 

Gabrielle and I went way back to college. We roomed together then and had a blast. She was like a sister to me, and I guess I was the same for her. We had some very striking similarities in our lives in the sense that she lived in foster care until she was eight then she was adopted. She was one of the good stories people heard about. Placed with a family who loved her to no end, Gabrielle had a good life and her family were the kind that would do anything for her. 

It was her story that made me think of going into social care. Her story and then of course there was mine. My very bad story. The combo meant I had a second hand taste of what the good life could be like, and my experience to possibly help troubled kids like me. 

That was what I was supposed to be focusing on instead of dreaming about Mr. Perfect and Gorgeous in every way who I’d spent the night with. 

I couldn’t believe I’d actually went home with him and had the most amazing night of my life. 

It also meant that I was in two minds about going back to the club now. 

Or rather, thinking more on the side of not going back. I wanted to see him. God knew I wanted to see him, but it would be weird. 

It could be weird and I didn’t think I could bear the thought of seeing him with someone else, or worse shunning me. That was a possibility. It was what men did when they were done with you. After they got what they wanted. 

I made a connection with him last night so it would really hurt me to see him do that. 

It was all those thoughts that raced through my mind all morning as I looked over my files on my newest case. 

It was for a five year old boy who’d just been placed with a foster family. Things were going well, and they wanted to adopt him. I was supposed to look over the reports for the six months he’d been with them and arrange the next steps which would probably take them on another six months journey of assessments and other things. 

I’d been pouring over the files in the archives department for three hours, hiding away from everyone as I made my notes. 

Half an hour ago I thought a break was in order so I resurfaced to the onsite coffee shop of the Social Services building. To me it was just as good as Starbucks and they made the best cookies. 

I was sitting at a table in the corner skimming over my notes which I planned to type up later for the report. 

“My God, there you are.” Gabrielle’s voice made me jump. 

She rushed up to my table and beamed at me, suspicion in her eyes as she looked at me. 

“Hey.” I smiled trying to act nonchalant. 

She slid into the chair in front of me, her long black wavy hair bouncing and her large brown eyes wide with anticipation. “Don’t you hey me, Miss Lady. You wouldn’t believe what happened this morning.” 

“What happened?” I straightened up quickly.

“No, you tell me where you were last night first.” 

I didn’t think I could have bit back the smile that tugged on my lips if I tried. Even if I tried very hard I would have failed. 

With that Gabrielle knew exactly what happened. 

“Ariyah, you little devil. You tell me now what happened? You were with a man. My cards never lie.” 

I rolled my eyes at her and shook my head. “Your cards?” It was more of a rhetorical question. 

Gabrielle was great but she thought she was a witch. A Witch and psychic. Some days she was both, some days she chose to be one or the other depending on what she felt like. 

I mostly humored her because it was funny. Especially on the off chance when she was right. Like when she cast that love spell on Connor Donovan back in freshman year and he asked her out. Her excuse for things not working out between them was that the spell wore off. 

“My cards never lie.” She gave me a saucy smile. “So, who was he? Before you tell me, I’m gonna let you know that I would be very happy if it was the guy you were telling me about. Tall, dark and broodingly gorgeous.” 

Eric wasn’t the kind of man a girl saw and forgot to mention to her very best friend in the world. No way. I absolutely told her about him from the first night I saw him. Honestly, talking about him was what got me through the last few weeks. 

Part of the fantasy. Something would happen with Stephan and I’d instantly talk about Eric. But up until last night he was just Mr. Gorgeous. 

My cheeks warmed. I should have been bursting to tell her, bursting to let her know that I was with a man who made me feel like a queen. If only for one night. 

Somehow though, it felt more private. Like I shouldn’t talk about it. It was special. To me. But, this was Gabrielle. I couldn’t keep secrets from her, never could.  

“It was him.” I answered barely above a whisper. 

She gasped and squealed eliciting curious glances from the people on the neighboring tables.

“Oh my gosh. Really?” 

I nodded trying not to look too excited since it wasn’t like I was going to see him again. “Yeah.” 

“Okay, why the face? Your aura is tainted and mixed up.” She waved her hand over me.

I laughed. I’m pretty certain my aura looks all kinds of ways today. It’s too much going on. I can’t see him again Gabrielle.” 

“Did something happen this morning? Please don’t tell me he was an asshole.” 

I wouldn’t have known if he was an asshole in the mornings and I hoped not too. “Nothing happened.” 

“Nothing? What did he say?”

I shrugged and took a sip of my hot chocolate. It was almost cold and had that bitter edge to it that got the back of my tongue. 

“I left. I... um left before he woke up.”

Defeat filled her eyes. “Oh, Ariyah. You didn’t think you should at least stay and see what happened? I mean, providing you wanted to see him in the morning. Forgive me for assuming it. I just got the impression that you really liked him. Given... um the circumstances it was a good thing.” 

“You’re right. Is it possible to like a guy a lot after three weeks of watching him and a night of passionate sex.” 

She chuckled. “Honey if it’s passionate I don’t think it’s sex. That’s something else. If you’re calling it passionate then it’s gone a little beyond sex.” 

I shook my head. “No, I’m flying on the lowest limb of the tree here sister. There’s no way I’m going to contemplate more than what it was. I’m being careful. Damn careful.” 

She bit the inside of her lip and straightened up. Her mood shifted slightly and I knew she was about to tell me something I wouldn’t like.

“Well being too careful isn’t the worst idea. Stephan came by this morning.” 

“What?” 
“I’m sorry honey. I had today planned out really well. I’d tease you about not coming home last night and I’d tell you about the seriously erotic dreams I’ve been having about this scorching hot guy I don’t even know. Never seen him but damn –” 
“Gabrielle.” I cut in before she went off on her wild train of thoughts. The woman was notorious for doing so and I had to know what the hell Stephan wanted now. 

“Sorry. He just came to check if you were still staying with me. I told him you didn’t come home last night so I wasn’t sure. It was funny because his face was classic. Asshole. Anyway he was talking about getting the money back for your student loan and the masters degree.” 

“Ugh.” I slammed my fists down on the table. “Fucking asshole.” 

My degree was a joint honors of Psychology and Social Care. I worked day and night to pay for living expenses. The part that wasn’t covered by student loan because I went to Brown University. My degrees were my one claim to doing something worthwhile in this life. Stephan was the one who insisted on paying off my debts when we got together. 

He was the one who insisted on paying for my masters. It was the last thing I had to do academically. I was about to start the course when we met. I wanted to make sure I had a strong academic background because I couldn’t afford to take the time required for the unpaid placements for work experience. I was always on the go because when you left too many gaps in either study or employment, it didn’t look good. 

He offered to fix all of that, now the bastard wanted it back. 

I put my hand to my head. “I can’t take this Gabrielle. I can’t. I’m not going back to him. There’s no way.” 

“Of course not. I told him he could go fuck himself, our lawyers would get in touch.” She laughed. 

I chuckled but gave her a withering smile. “Lawyers Gabrielle? I can’t afford it. I can’t afford any of it.” 

“That’s why you got me. Ariyah. You know how I feel about Stephan. I think I was the only one from our friendship circle who didn’t like him. I thought he was a pompous ass while the others thought the sun shined from his ass. This isn’t an I told you so. I’m just saying I get it. I knew why you were with him and why you stayed. By the same token I’m glad you left, and I’m glad you know your worth and that you’re determined not to go back to him.” The light in her eyes told me she was proud of me. 

“Thank you. Thank you and you’re right. I guess I know I’m worth more than being with a man who cheats on me.” 

“Darn right. So here’s me telling you I called my lawyers. He thinks he can bully you because he had all the money. But we’ll fight fire with fire if we need to.” 

I sighed. “Thank you. But... there’s gonna come a point where I’ll have to change things up.” 

My job didn’t pay enough. Not enough for me to be prepped for disasters of this kind. Or, just in general. I was on the salary of someone in their early twenties, all because I had no work experience prior to this. I’d been working here now for two years. One year in admin as an assistant to the head social worker, and another year in the field as a junior social worker with on the job training. 

A year’s experience was enough to get me applying for some higher paying jobs but I’d be up against people with more experience. I at least wanted to stay in this role for another two years before jumping ship. That and I actually really loved working here. 

“How about we see what happens.” Gabrielle offered, always and ever the one to look on the bright side and be positive. “Just be careful. We know he’s doing plenty to mess with you. He’s being petty because he’s probably worried about telling his family and friends you left him. Hell, I’m sure he spun it to make it look like there was something wrong with you.” 

“I don’t think he’s told them yet.” It made sense because of all the stuff he’d done. He was most likely hoping I’d run back to him by now after he’d cut me off from everything. Then he wouldn’t have to tell anyone anything. 

“Well, screw him. I just wanted to find you and tell you, in case he came here.” She released my hand and the curious smile returned to her face. “You going back to the club tonight?” 

“I don’t think so.”

“What? You have to. It’s not exactly my favorite place and I’d come with if I wasn’t so busy with this campaign.” She chuckled. 

She worked for Glades Advertising and they’d just secured a deal with Nike for their new line of women’s exercise wear. 

“Another all-nighter?” 

“Sure is. At least one of us is having tons of fun. I only get fun like that in my dreams. Anyway. Seriously, you don’t want to see him again?”

“I think Eric was a one off case.” 

“Eric? I love his name. Ariyah, I don’t know him but he sounds amazing,” she bubbled.

He was. 

In reality I shouldn’t feel any kind of way about a man I hardly knew, and I should be careful for more than one reason. All this craziness that had happened to me was now making me doubt. Doubt that I could have happiness. 

In reality good things didn’t happen to me. My past and present should have taught me that. I spent my childhood being passed from one terrible foster home to another. Each one worse than the first. And that was putting it mildly. If I wasn’t being beaten or bullied by other kids in the home, I was neglected by those who were supposed to be taking care of me. I had such a rough time that I didn’t know how I’d made it to today. 

“How about you keep an open mind,” she suggested, cutting into my thoughts. 

“Open mind.” I thought my mind was wide open. In the last three weeks I’d done things I would never ever have dreamed of doing, and God the way I was with Eric last night probably made me the poster girl for the open minded. 

“It can mean more than one thing. It could just be putting yourself just that much higher on your low branch and seeing what could happen if you looked beyond the leaves.” 

That was nice. Maybe I could do that. It sounded a lot like hope.  If we didn’t have hope or anything to look forward to, we had nothing. 

“Look beyond the leaves?” I laughed. 

“Uh huhh. That being said. I’m gonna make you something from one of Mom’s new recipes.” 

“Yummmm.” Anything her mom cooked tasted like heaven.

On a normal basis we’d see each other almost every day. She was originally from Seattle where her parents ran a very successful restaurant. Her mom sent her recipes all the time and she tried them out on me.

Gabrielle could cook. Me on the other hand not so much. While she did recipes new and old that had been passed down from generations I could only offer the easy stuff like hamburgers and fries, or chicken dippers again ready made with fries. Or something else with fries. Sometimes I did pizza. As in the frozen kind you’d by at the store.

Sometimes in my fantasy world I thought of what my parents must have been like. I imagined my mother to have been really young and unable to look after me, and maybe my father was the same. They must have put me up for adoption because they couldn’t afford to look after me. 

In reality I knew it was foolish to think it happened that way. But if I was going to see past the leaves I wanted to hold on to something like that. 

“So if you aren’t going to the club tonight, expect a casserole in the oven. Casserole because if neither of us make it home tonight there even better the next day.” She giggled.  “I swear to God that club looks like the kind of place where vampires would hang out, but I hope you go.”

“Vampires aren’t real.” I laughed. 

“Whatever, Ariyah. I’ve been there. One time only.” 

“Not with me.” 

“Because I said I wasn’t going back. I told you there were a bunch of guys there that looked creepy. I can’t explain but they were creepy. One was staring at my neck. Who does that?”

“Maybe he wanted to steal your necklace,” I laughed.

“Right. Anyway. My fears aside. I think you’d be okay. Now I know you’d be okay because you know someone there. You worried me sick the last few weeks, but my cards tell me happiness awaits.” 

I would have answered her and told her, her cards were wrong, but my heart jumped into my throat as the door to the coffee house opened and in came Eric. 

He looked around the place first. When his gaze landed on me I forgot to breathe. 

I’d thought of how I’d feel if and when I saw him again. I never expected to feel like this. 

Happiness. 

Actual happiness. 

It bubbled within me as he smiled and took long confident strides toward me. 
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Chapter 7


Ariyah


[image: image]


There was that pull again. Powerful and full of strength. 

Attraction, desire, chemistry now in abundance. I could almost see it rippling off him in waves. 

Long sleeved t-shirt and jeans today. 

He looked delicious. His hair was slightly ruffled in that I just got out of bed sexy way. 

“Oh my God,” Gabrielle said under her breath, watching him too as he came close. “That’s him.” 

I would have asked how she knew, but I was pretty certain I couldn’t have been more obvious with my gawking and the shock on my face. My face which I knew was red hot from the heat coming from it. 

I had to swallow, hard. It did nothing though. 

Eric walked up to me and damn just like at the club heads turned, regarding him. Women looking at him, men looking too with envy. 

“Ladies.” He spoke with that cool casual demeanor. 

“Hi I’m Gabrielle, Ariyah is like a sister to me.” Gabrielle cooed standing up and putting out her hand to shake Eric’s. 

“Pleasure to meet you my lady,” he answered charming the both of us. 

“My lady. I like that.” Gabrielle looked back to me with that exaggerated impressed expression she wore when she more than approved. Then the look was all the more enhanced with his firm handshake. 

“Forgive me, I come from an old fashioned sort of family.” That sexy half smile tugged at the corners of his mouth. 

His comment instantly made me wonder what sort of old fashioned family he must have come from. It didn’t surprise me because I’d seen the wealth. It was hands down what people called old money. He was thirty six and from what I’d seen had the type of wealth that looked like it had been in his family for decades at the least. 

Stephan was rich but not like Eric. Also, Eric had that humility about him that made him all the more attractive. He didn’t flash his wealth around. 

“That’s perfect. We love old fashioned, don’t we Ariyah?” Gabrielle, the little minx looked back at me and gave me that one shoulder sassy shrug. 

Eric looked at me too. Looked at me and I knew he was doing more than just seeing me. It was the kind of look that told all, and hid nothing. It made my whole body blush. 

“We do.” I tipped my head and tried to still my breathing so my heart would stop galloping. 

He smiled at that. 

“Well Eric, I’m going to leave you in the care of my very best friend.” 

“Sounds like I’ll be in good hands.” He chuckled. 

“Yes, you most assuredly will be. Blessed be.” 

I groaned inwardly. Who said things like Blessed be. Then again I didn’t know anyone who said My lady.

Eric gave her a curt nod. “Blessed be.”

Gabrielle gave us her best dazzling hundred megawatt smile before sauntering away. Practically floating on whatever cloud had come for her.

Then in came the tension. 

The awkwardness that was definitely waiting for the buffer Gabrielle created. 

Awkward was seeing the guy you left in bed this morning, after fleeing from a one night stand. Awkward was the feeling that brewed between us from the way he was looking at me. 

He sat in front of me in the chair Gabrielle vacated. 

“Hi,” he said resting his hands on the table. The sound of his voice and this closeness sent a shiver of awareness through me. 

“Hi.” I pressed my lips together and ran my tongue over them.

“I hope this doesn’t border on stalkerish.” 

“Nope, finding out where I work and coming to my place of work doesn’t tend to do that.” 

He looked a little uneasy at the comment. “I’m sorry. I guess it can’t look anything other than stalkerish. I’m a lawyer and I have access to private investigators and ...” When he saw the hole he was digging for himself he stopped talking. “I had to see you. I wasn’t sure you’d be at the club and I didn’t want that to be our first meeting after last night. If it’s too much I’ll go. I’ll leave you alone.” He made a move as if to get up but I stopped him. 

“No.” I tucked my hair behind my ear. “I was joking. It’s sweet that you went through so much to find me.” 

“Sweet, but not okay?” 

I smiled. “Sweet, and okay.” 

Good. He seemed more relaxed. 

“Sweet and okay.” He lifted his strong chin.

“Yes, although I didn’t figure you to be the sweet type.” 

“I’m all kinds of things. When you get to know me you’ll see I’m all kinds of things.” 

And, why in the world did that sound like the best thing ever. Getting to know him. I wanted to. That had to be a bad idea given my circumstances. I’d already come straight from a relationship with a rich guy who I thought was nice in the beginning. Granted not as nice as Eric, but still nice enough for me to stay with for a good two years before I saw the asshole he was. That part was on me though. Not valuing myself enough. 

“You didn’t have to leave,” Eric stated. “I wanted you to stay. Unless, you regret last night.” 

“I don’t.” I answered quickly. There was no way I wanted him to think that. “I don’t at all. I just thought maybe you’d want me gone in the morning.” 

“No,” he shook his head. 

We stared at each other for a few seconds until he broke contact. 

“I wonder if you’d consider not going to the club tonight.” His eyes sparkled. 

“Not going? I’d be so bored at home.” I joked.

“No, no, you wouldn’t be at home. I’m thinking an actual date.” 

I gasped and feigned innocence. “A date? With me?”

“Oh yeah.” 

“Eric are you asking me out on a date with you?” 

“I sure am. Do you think you’ll say yes?” 

“Yes,” my heart answered before my brain could process what it just agreed to. 

“Yes?” 

That was another chance to decline and err on the side of caution. I just didn’t want to. 

“Yes,” I answered more firmly. 

“Great... Pick you up at eight. For dinner.” 

“Do you need my address?” I kind of guessed if he knew where I worked, he must have known where I lived. 

“Nope.” 

I smiled to myself and his grin took over his handsome features. 

“Is there anything left for me to tell you about myself on this date?” I really hoped he hadn’t dug deeper than just finding my address and place of work. 

“I swear you’ll have plenty to tell me. I just looked at info that would help me find you. Just your address. There are a few things I’d love to know though that could help me out on this date.” 

“What’s that?” 

“I don’t know what your favorite color is, or your favorite food, or flowers.” 

His expression came alive with interest. 

“Pink, Italian, and roses. White long stemmed roses.” 

“Noted.” He nodded. “Well, I’ll see you at eight.” 

He looked me over with complete seduction. It made me think this dinner was going to be very interesting considering we’d done this, whatever this was, back to front. 

“Eight.” The nerves were going and I could only think of last night. 

He stood up and continued to look at me. “Ariyah, do you think it would be okay if I kissed you?” 

Kiss, like last night and it felt like the world stopped? “Yes.” 

The alluring scent of his cologne filled me as he leaned forward. I moved toward him too and savored the feel of his lips on mine when he kissed me. 

In the moment that he did, I wished I could have stayed like this forever. At least I’d jumped over the hurdle of what would happen next, and eight o’clock was only a few hours away. 

***
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I laughed at another joke. I laughed trying to stop myself from laughing too much and too hard. 

There was no way that anyone could have told me I’d be like this a week ago, sitting on the terrace of The Magdalena, one of the finest Italian restaurants in Beverly Hills. 

Here I was though, with Eric who looked like he’d just stepped out of a fashion magazine. 

He’d come to Gabrielle’s apartment earlier with a massive bunch of long stemmed white roses, wrapped in three different shades of pink paper. The sight of him and the flowers swept me off my feet. Then when we got here the magic of being with him took over. I’d never been here before but I’d heard about the place. Word on the street was it was booked for a year. Yet Eric had gotten a reservation for tonight. 

That was definitely some power. 

He smiled revealing heart melting dimples. The way he looked at me 

made me feel like I really was the most beautiful woman in the world.

“So, you heard all my embarrassing stories. You have to tell me some.” He nodded. 

“I don’t have any. I tread softly.” 

“Tread softly? Come on. I told you about the time I had to walk around my college campus shirtless because I got bird crap all over me,” he chuckled. 

I smirked and tilted my head to the side making my blond locks drift over my shoulders. “Eric, I fail to see how that’s embarrassing. I’m sure every woman on campus would have been drooling as you walked on by.” I’d bet my left leg they were. 

“I didn’t see any.” 

I believed him. At the club he didn’t see the eyes on him, earlier at the coffee house he was blind to all the attention too, and he most certainly was blind to it when we first got here. 

Blind to it because he was looking at me. Looking at me and making sure I knew he was. Making sure I knew I had his undivided attention. He was completely the opposite of every man I’d ever been with.

“They were there.” I laughed. 

“Well if I knew you didn’t have any embarrassing stories I wouldn’t have gone and tainted your view of me.”

“It’s not tainted.” 

“I’m glad. You seriously have nothing? Falling down the stairs, or bird crap on you? No family stories?” 

I brought my hands together. Normally I’d go all uncomfortable when anyone asked me about family. I didn’t feel that with him. 

“I stumbled on some steps once but I didn’t fall. I also heard bird crap means good luck so that wouldn’t be too bad a thing. As for family, I don’t, um.. I don’t have any. I’ve lived in foster care all my life. There wasn’t a lot that happened that I want to remember.” 

Concern filled his eyes in an instant. “Oh, I’m sorry.” 

“Nothing to be sorry for. It was an experience. Not the best, but an experience. It was pretty tough. But I guess I’m ok now.” I offered a small smile. 

“I can’t imagine how hard that must have been for you.” He sympathized.

“Taught me a lot. Some lessons I had to learn the hard way. Some lessons keep popping up with a refresher.” I’d dangerously verged on to territory that was best left unsaid. 

This was a date not a counselling session. 

“Sounds like something happened recently.”

“I don’t want to bore you with that.” 

He leaned forward and looked more interested. “There’s no way you could bore me. I want to know.” 

“It’s just that sometimes people aren’t what they seem. They appear to be one thing then they change.”  Every family I was placed with all seemed like I finally had a home, but it never worked out. It was the same with Stephan. 

He looked down at his hands. “So, I have a slight confession. Please don’t be mad I was just trying to find you and I would have done anything to find you.” 

I didn’t think I could ever be mad at him, even at what I suspected he was about to mention. I’d kind of been waiting for it since he turned up at Gabrielle’s. If he checked out where I lived and knew to come to her place, then he would have known where I’d come from and that I’d only lived at Gabrielle’s for a handful of weeks. I also figured that he must have had a very good private investigator since I didn’t have any bills registered there or anything like that. 

“Should I guess what the confession is?” I thought I’d make it easier for him since I didn’t mind talking about it. 

“No, because it’s my confession.” He bit the inside of his lip. “By trying to find you I noticed that you only moved in with your friend three weeks ago. It was three weeks ago that I first saw you. I figured something significant must happened, maybe with someone.” 

I liked his tact. “My boyfriend cheated on me, and I moved out. I came home and found him in bed with two women.” The backs of my eyes stung a little not because I was hurting over seeing Stephan with the women, but because he never valued me. I wasn’t enough for him. 

I had to say I was loving Eric’s response. His jaw clenched and his whole appearance changed. “That’s really, damn... I’m sorry I just can’t imagine what man in their right mind would do something like that to you.” 

“Well, he did. I left him. He got mad that I did and he’s been trying to make my life hell since.

“He wants you back.”

“I’m not going back. Something just snapped in my mind and I wanted my life different. I wanted to be wild and free. He’s the kind of guy who loved to keep tabs on me. Always wanting me to do what he wanted. I guess I just saw it as the same thing to my childhood and I don’t want to live like that ever again.” 

He nodded. “You don’t have to”

“No.”  

“Most guys aren’t like that Ariyah. They’re not cheating assholes who like to keep such tabs on their girlfriends.” 

“No? Are you going to tell me you aren’t like that?” The playful mood had returned breaking into the tension. 

“I’m going to definitely tell you I’m not like that.”

“What are you like?” 

“Like this.” He opened his palms. “I’m what you see on the surface, but there is more to me that’s different to what I seem.” 

“Like what?” It was an odd thing to say. Something mysterious. 

He got closer and I gazed deep into his eyes. “One day I’ll tell you.”

I moved forward too and then I saw it. In the depth of his eyes was that amber glow. I couldn’t help but stare. 

“Your eyes.” I breathed. 

He pulled back and look at me surprised. “What about my eyes?” 

I reached out and cupped his face. Looking at him closer I knew I could see it now. “They’re so unusual. Green but then they look like fire.” 

He took my hand and pressed it closer to his cheek. “You see that?” 

I nodded. “Am I seeing things?”

“No,” he brought my hand up to his lips and kissed it.

“They’re beautiful.” Now his eyes looked green again. I couldn’t explain it. I knew it was weird but I just thought it was beautiful. 

“Stay with me tonight Ariyah. Please, be mine.” 

“Yours?” 

He brushed his lips ever so lightly across mine, burning me with the fire of his tenderness. 

“Mine.” 

I loved the sound of that. I could get lost in him. In being his.

“Just for tonight?” I didn’t know why I would say that. It was overstepping boundaries. Somehow my need for him overpowered sense and logic. 

He smiled easily and surprised me by reaching for me and pulling me onto his lap. 

“I’m treading softly. I have another confession to make.” 

I slipped my arms around his neck and gazed deeper into those eyes of his that enchanted me. 

“What? What’s your confession?” 

“This is strictly off the record.” 

I laughed. “Why is it off the record?” 

“Because by the normal, general human standards we just met, you broke up with your boyfriend and we barely know each other.” 

“What if none of that mattered? What if the normal, general human standards didn’t matter and we were just two people? Could your confession be on record then?” 

He pretended to think for a moment and nodded. “Yes, that could work. That could definitely work Miss Ariyah.” 

I ran my fingers along the side of his jaw and relished the bright smile on his face. 

“Tell me what it is.” 

“It’s this ...truthfully I want you forever, but I’m just treading softly.” 

My God...

I should think this is too fast. I should, but I didn’t. I didn’t want to. This was still the fantasy going. It never stopped. It tapped into my eagerness for freedom and dragged me into this wild fantasy where I was with this amazing man and I wanted him to be mine too. 

It was like the years prior to this hadn’t happened. Like none of it happened. 

“Maybe I want you forever too.” 

“We should do something about that then, shouldn’t we?” His eyes lit up again. Green turning to amber.

“Yes,” I agreed. 

It was just like last night. Yes would always be my answer. 
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Chapter 8



Eric
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I was loves fool. 

It caught me in its grasp and took me to a place where I didn’t care about anything else besides her. Ariyah. Just her. 

We barely made it inside my house before I had her naked pressed up against the wall with those long legs wrapped around me as I pounded into her. 

Next was the shower. We got lost in each other up against the granite walls. Then I indulged on her gorgeous body in my bed. 

Jupe tried to call me. On my phone and telepathically but I shut him out. I shut him out and set up the highest protection I possibly could around the house. It was like triple the protection of the wards I’d previously had. Anything wishing to come near my home would do so with a death wish. 

Ariyah and I feasted on each other and damn it I knew this was fast for her, but not for me. It wasn’t fast for me and the call to mate was beckoning to me. 

All the more so because she’d seen the fire of my soul in my eyes. 

I’d never tested the truth in the saying among the people of Pandir, personally because it had never happened to me, but it was said that that fire was only visible to those who could qualify as soul mates. 

They were the only people who could see it. I already turned down my dragon essence and tuned out the essence that would make me noticeable as belonging to the royal bloodline. 

A normal dragon shifter could sense me and know I was one of them, but they wouldn’t know I was the lost prince. So, how it was that this human woman could see the flames of my soul was beyond me. Especially since I couldn’t even see it myself. In dragon form my eyes blazed with the symbolic flames of Pander. They were blue. 

I panicked a little when she mentioned my eyes earlier. I thought my out of control emotions for her were weakening my control over my powers too. But from the minute she said fire I knew what she meant. 

She said she saw fire. 

From the moment she’d said that, I hadn’t been myself since. 

I just wanted her. I wanted her to be mine. 

Mine all over again. It didn’t matter how many times I’d had her, I wanted her.

We’d made it to the bedroom after a round trip in the other rooms of the house.

She moaned that sexy whimper as I sucked her breasts and pressed back into the silky sheets. 

I looked up at her and smiled at the satisfied expression on her face. Her tight pink nipples pointed up against the ample flesh of her breasts begging me to continue sucking. 

I wanted to but she looked tired. 

“Don’t stop. That feels so good.” Even her voice sounded heavy with tiredness. 

We’d been awake all night. It was twilight now and I could feel the strength of the sun coming up. While I could have foregone sleep, she needed sleep. Badly. 

“Goddess, you need to sleep.” I stroked her beautiful face and she smiled. 

“I don’t want to. I don’t want to sleep and then this will be over.”

“It won’t be.” I promised settling myself on my elbows. 

She ran her finger over the guardian dragon on the edge of my bicep. 

“Tomorrow I’ll worry about why I feel the way I do about you. Tonight is fine because we’re like this.” 

“Goddess it’s already tomorrow.” I laughed and tweaked her left nipple catching the taut peak between my thumb and forefinger. 

“So I’m late with my worries and I didn’t know.” 

“Nothing to worry about. Later, when you wake up I’m going to ask you to stay with me again tonight.” 

She laughed. “What about work? You work and I work.” 

“I can work from home. You can go to work as normal and go to Gabrielle’s and pack a bag.” 

She lifted her head slightly and I watched in complete satisfaction as her massive globes bobbled. Fuck, she was perfect.

“Pack a bag?” The smile on her pretty mouth flickered in her eyes. 

“I’m just sharing you with your friend. It’s not fair that she gets to have you all to herself. Plus I can take you to bed with me, and do this.” I leaned down and sucked her breast again.

“I really love that.” 

“Me too.” 

She smoothed her hand over my head and urged me to continue. I did until her hands went limp and drifted back to the sheets. 

Looking at her confirmed my thoughts. She’d fallen asleep. 

I shuffled to sit up and watched her. She was a sight of sheer beauty and I really did want her to be mine. 

She talked of the worries that tomorrow would bring. I was already there. I was already on that train of worry because I was the perfect description of a person who wasn’t what I seemed. 

A dragon shifter. 

It was one hell of a thing to tell someone, but I had to tell her. I had to tell her soon too because I could feel her falling for me. The same way I’d fallen for her. In all my very long life I’d never been in love. I’d had so many women, dragon shifter women and human women. Only this one in my bed had given me that taste of love. Only this woman in my bed had seen the flames of my soul. 

I wasn’t sure what to do. There was no doubt that I had to tell her who and what I was, I just wasn’t sure how I’d do it. 

“You look happy.” Came a dark cold voice from across the room. 

It instantly snapped me out of my love filled reverie and I looked to where the voice came from. 

Fucking hell, from the darkest part of the room came the form of a man. 

No...

Not just any man. It was Caleb. My brother. 

I immediately covered Ariyah, covering her nakedness. Then I glared at him. 

He stared at me crude and hard, looking me over with complete disdain. 

I hadn’t seen him for the same length of time that I’d been away from Pandir. That last time ripped us all apart. 

It was his fault and his greed for the kingdom. He wanted it for himself and he turned to the depths of hell to find the power to get it.

“Caleb.” I winced straightening up. 

“I’ll allow you the space to get dressed.” He smiled and looked from me to Ariyah.  “Pretty girl. You always had good taste in women.” 

Damn it. The worse thing that could happen here is him seeing her. My brother was evil and he’d use whatever he could against a person. We were twins, he knew what was important to me. He knew what I held dear. That  was why he was looking at us now the way he was. 

He walked out to the hall. A cloud of darkness followed him. Darker than his jet black hair and his eyes.  He really had turned to the dark side. 

I dragged on a pair of tracksuit bottoms and followed him out to the hall where I kept my art collection. 

He turned and the edge of his long black coat swished with the darkness. 

“Brother, you’re a hard man to find these days.”

I stood taller in a defensive manner. “Didn’t want to be found.” 

“Not by your own brother?”

“I have no brother.” I informed him. I really wasn’t in the mood for this shit. Him being here was a very bad thing. It meant something. I hadn’t seen him in over two centuries and suddenly he just turns up. 

Why was he here? What the fuck did he want?

“A little harsh don’t you think?”

“Harsh. Do I need to remind you of our last meeting?” We nearly killed each other. I wished I did kill him. He deserved death.

“Not at all. Also that little scrape between us won’t happen again. That two minute head start you got on me did you a world of good.”

“What do you want Caleb?”

“By the guardians, it’s like you can’t wait to get rid of me. Not even an offer for a drink of water.” His black eyes darkened somehow. “Plus the place is like a bomb waiting to explode with the wards you put up. I get it though. Didn’t want to be disturbed with your lady love? I had to wait for the intermission. Good show though.”

Fucking asshole, he’d watched me with Ariyah. I balled my fists and tried to calm the fireball that started to brew in the center of my palms.

“What do you want?” I asked more pointedly

“Relax, brother. This is a heads up visit. A friendly chat. The answer is simple. I wanted to find you. Clever. You hid your dragon essence perfectly, but my Elks sniffed you out. Their a real stickler for love.” 

It was him, him all along. The Elken and the black sphere near Amanda’s house. All him. 

But love. 

“I love many things.” I knew what he meant. He was talking about Ariyah, but I didn’t want to give him more confirmation than he already had. 

“You love the woman. I can feel it. They felt it weeks ago when you first saw her at the club. Then I felt it. Falling in love is a powerful thing amongst dragons. I wonder what father would say if you knew you were giving your soul to a human. I guess I don’t really care what he’d say to be honest. Neither do you. I can feel it. It’s the power of the twins. One mind, one body, one soul. I feel what you feel. You could do it too. Not so much anymore.” He laughed a wicked laugh that actually made chills race down my spine. He stepped toward me and the swirly patterns on the carpet started moving like snakes. 

“Not since you went all dark on me.” 

“I want the kingdom. That’s all. Had to find a way to take it. I just might have succeeded.” 

Now he fucking well had my attention. “What did you do?” 

As Caleb stepped closer to me his hair took on the dark blonde color it used to be and his eyes became the same color green as mine. We weren’t identical, but we did look similar. We looked like mother. 

“What. Did. You. Do.” I repeated stepping to him now. 

The normal appearance he showed me was supposed to appeal to me in some way. It was bullshit for all I cared. 

I saw him for what he was centuries ago. 

“You know what brother?” He smiled then laughed, shimmering back into his dark self. That was how he looked when I last saw him. Like a wraith demon in the form of a man.  “It’ll be so much more fun for you to find out what I’m up to.” 

“Tell me now!” I demanded. 

“Oh Prince Eric, I can’t wait to see how this plays out.” He glanced over my shoulder toward the bedroom. “Pretty girl, very pretty girl. I can definitely see how it was so easy to fall in love with her. I’ll keep that in mind.” 

I growled and lunged for him but just like that he disappeared. Disappeared like he was never there. 

Shit. This was bad. It was really bad. I needed to get Jupe here. Fast. 
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“I was trying to call you.” Jupe snapped the minute he came through the door. 

“Keep your voice down Jupe,” I cautioned. 

It was barely six. Ariyah was still asleep. 

It had taken Jupe half an hour to get here and I didn’t know how I kept my sanity. 

“Keep my voice down? Are you kidding. I told you we should have looked a little deeper into the Elken but no you had to go run off being Romeo Casanova to some woman.” 

“She’s not some woman Jupe. I love her.” The words fell from my lips before I could think about what I was saying. 

His mouth dropped and blue flames hazed around him from the shock. 

“What did you just say to me?” He narrowed his eyes at me.

“You heard me. I love her.” 

His flames subsided and he cocked his head to the side. “You’re serious. Wow.” 

“What does this mean?” 

“I don’t know. He knows. Caleb knows.” Fucking Caleb. The bastard knew I was in love long before I did. 

“Eric you sure he didn’t give any clue as to what he’s up to?” 

“No, I thought once you got here you could try to see his plan.” That was my plan. Jupe. 

Jupe was my starting point. He could use his abilities to see what was going on. I just hoped like hell he wasn’t going to tell me something like Ariyah was in danger. Why else would Caleb taunt me like that? And use her? 

“Where was he? Let’s start there.” 

“Come on.” I led him upstairs to the hall. 

Jupe started walking around. “I don’t feel anything.” He frowned.

“He stood here.” I moved to the spot where Caleb stood. 

Jupe bent down and touched the carpet running his hands over the fibers. He shook his head. “I’m not getting anything Eric. Not even a jingle.” 

This was complete shit. 

“Try harder.” My stomach tensed. 

“I’ll search the ether plane for –” as soon as he said it and tried to push his hand between the veil a blast knocked him back sending him flying across the room and into the wall. 

I rushed to him as he landed. Blood ran down his nose. 

“Holy shit Eric.” 

“What happened?” 

“It knocked me back. I don’t think I can get through the ether.” 

The ether was the path that led through the veil. It was the path that led back to Pandir. Something occurred to me. Something about the way Caleb said something. How he teased me. 

It would be so much more fun to see me find out what he was up to. That was what he’d said. 

I stood, and did something I hadn’t done in two centuries. 

I stuck my hand through the ether. Unlike Jupe it didn’t blast me back, although if I didn’t have the power I possessed it would have. 

Stepping through the veil was like going through a curtain. Just like going backstage at a show, but this held a passageway that led to over a hundred different realms and planes of existence. Routes to different worlds, passages to different times. All through one sphere. The Eden Stone. To get to wherever you wanted to go you had to think of the place and it would take you there. 

As soon as I stepped through the veil I didn’t need to think of the place I needed to go to. It called to me. My home called to me with anguish.

All I had to do was walk up to the Eden Stone and it would let me through. I’d done it before. So many times. That last time though was the hardest, because I vowed to never go back. 

I stepped forward, anticipation of what I’d see gripping at my insides. But the Eden Stone remained as it was. 

I thought of Pandir harder and moved to touch it but my hands came into contact with the rough stone surface. 

“Pandir,” I said. 

“Pandir!” I cried. 

Nothing happened. 

Nothing happened and I understood straight away that this was part of the plan. Caleb’s plan. 

This was what he wanted me to find out. This was what he thought would be fun. 

I couldn’t go home. He’d stopped me from getting back. Jupe and me. None of us could get in. 

He must have used some powerful magic to do that. Some powerful magic not even I could conceive. 

He’d always wanted the kingdom. 

It took both father and me to defeat him last time. Me mostly. With me out of the picture. He stood a chance. 

I vowed never to go back, but this changed things in a big way. They were in trouble. My home was in trouble. My sister was there and father. 

I couldn’t let them suffer, but with my passage blocked to the realm how would I get back?
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Chapter 9 


Ariyah
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Eric was completely impossible. 

I already woke up late and the man wanted me to stay with him the whole day. I would have absolutely said yes but I had to get to work. I had to put on my big girl hat and get myself up and out of love’s nest. 

That was me being grown up and treading softly. To some extent. 

I headed home and I was thinking of all the things I was going to pack in my bag. 

That was me being crazy and allowing myself to fall for this amazing man that had changed my life in the space of two and a half days. I would however add the three weeks prior to us getting together for good measure.

Maybe I really was crazy, I didn’t care though about how long I’d known him. It was completely irrelevant when I knew how I felt. 

This was what love must feel like and he said something I’d never heard before. He talked about forever. 

Not just last night. Or the night before, he spoke of forever. 

And, maybe I was crazy, but it felt good. it felt good and I decided to push Stephan and all the shit from the last few years to the back of my mind. 

That was the new plan. To live in this fantasy, and learn more about Eric. 

I really wanted to know more, and what he meant about there being more to him. It was the way he said it that piqued my interest. It piqued my interest and I wanted more. More of him, more of everything. 

I opened Gabrielle’s front door and head to the living room where she kept all her note paper. I thought I’d write her a really nice note rather than text. That was what we did back in college. Write each other notes. 

A sound in the sitting room caught my attention and I headed there instead. 

I looked in and saw Gabrielle inside walking around the coffee table hands at her head. She was crying. 

“Gabrielle.” 

She jumped at the sound of my voice. “Is it you? Are you really there?” she asked in a hurried, panicked voice.

More tears streamed down her cheeks. 

“What happened?”  She was shaking now. 

“Ariyah, I think I’m going crazy. Something weird happened. Freaky shit. I don’t know.” She stuttered. 

“Come sit with me.” 

“No, I ... I don’t want to sit. I can’t calm down. Ariyah you would believe me if I told you something weird right?” 

I nodded quickly. I might joke around with her about her witch stuff but she was my friend and she’d been there for me. I didn’t start to feel like I had anyone in this world until I met her. Ten years ago. We’d been friends for ten years. 

She was my family and if she told me the sun wouldn’t come up tomorrow I would believe her. 

“Tell me, what happened.” 

“I had a dream. Except it wasn’t a dream. There was darkness everywhere and a figure. It was trying to steal my soul and kill me. Then these dragons came. Two of them. They were, big, massive,  and stopped the darkness from taking me. I woke up and went to my spirit board because I thought maybe someone from the other side was trying to contact me. Then... Ariyah it started moving by itself.” 

Okay... 

Jesus Christ. This was a hard ask to believe.

I was willing to bet the long hours at work were making her exhausted. 

“Gabrielle, don’t take this the wrong way. I’m simply asking. Did you really sleep last night?” 

“Yes,”  she winced. “Ariyah, I’m not talking crazy here. I’m not. Look at the spirit board.” 

Oh God, that thing freaked the fucking shit out of me. I would rather not look at it. But this was Gabrielle. My best friend so I would do it. 

“Okay, let’s look at the spirit board.” My voice rose a pitch higher than normal. 

We walked over to the board and there it was on the floor by the long French windows. 

Shivers instantly ran down my spine at the sight. It just had that horror movie feel that didn’t sit well with me. Gabrielle walked straight up to it, kneeled down and touched it, putting both hands on the large pointer. 

“Show me, like before.” She said to it, and fuck it started to move. 

My mouth dropped. Dropped right open. Gabrielle shrieked and jumped backward. I couldn’t move. I was stuck on watching the damned thing moving. 

At least Gabrielle had better sense than me. She rushed over to the desk near the shelf to grab a piece of paper and a pen.

“It’s spelling something.” She gasped. 

I could see that. It was moving like crazy toward the letter G. 

It wasn’t until she started writing that it moved to the next letter. E. 

Then, T. 

GET. 

God, if the next words were OUT, I was going to grab Gabrielle and run straight through the door. 

The next letter was E again then RIC. 

Eric. 

Like my Eric? 

What the hell?

It then spelled NOW. 

Gabrielle held up the paper and read it out: 

GET ERIC NOW

“What does Eric have to do with this?” I asked. 

“I don’t know.” 

I opened my mouth to talk again but noticed all the letters on the board started jumbling. Jumbling together all in one and suddenly a green shimmer popped from the disarray and expanded taking over the surface of the board. 

“Ariyah are you seeing that?” 

I couldn’t answer and I nearly fainted when two little dragons that looked exactly like the tattoos Eric had flew out and headed straight to Gabrielle. 

She screamed as they both slammed into her arms that she’d flung up to protect herself. They slammed into her arms and bonded with her skin, sealing with the flesh on her arms. She screamed as they wriggled against her skin looking like insects. Then they stopped and turned gold, looking like she’d had them tattooed on her arms. 

“Ariyah, please. Get Eric Now!” Gabrielle cried. 

Her voice broke through my fear and made me dive into my bag for my phone. 

Eric answered on the first ring. 
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I figured I’d seen enough to send me straight to the asylum. 

However, when I spoke to Eric and asked him to get here I was shocked to hear the doorbell ring not even a minute later. 

He would have had to be outside the whole time to get here so fast right?

It didn’t make sense, but neither did anything else. 

I was still trying to process what I’d seen. Still trying to allow it to sink into my brain. 

When I opened the door for him another man was with him. Just as tall and handsome with the high cheekbones. Like Eric. 

Eric rushed in and pulled me into his arms. 

“Are you hurt?” he asked looking me over with complete panic. 

“I’m okay.” 

“Ariyah, this is Jupe. My best friend.” He introduced the guy. “He’s here to help me.”

“Pleased to meet you,” Jupe said. 

“And you.” I wasn’t sure of exactly how Jupe would be able to help. He’d probably run away after he heard the tall tale I had for the both of them. 

I told Eric that something terrible had happened to Gabrielle and I needed him. 

“Where’s Gabrielle?” 

“She’s ...” I needed to at least prep him for what he was about to see. I could only imagine how crazy I was going to sound when I explained. “Eric, I realize this is going to sound quite ridiculous. I know it will. I didn’t mean to drag you into this craziness but...” My voice trailed off. How was I supposed to tell him the spirit board told me to get him? 

A tear ran down my cheek. He leaned forward and put both hands on my shoulders. When he looked at me I saw the soft flame glowing in his eyes. 

“Your eyes... they’re doing that thing again.” More tears streamed down my cheeks. What if I was crazy? Maybe it was me and none of this actually happened. 

“You know what’s cool?” 

“What?” 

“It’s only you who can see that.” He smiled. 

“Me? How come? Am I going crazy?” 

“No, not at all.” He smiled and held my gaze. “You can see it because you’re special. To me. Just me.” 

I didn’t know what it was but somehow I felt this comfort flow through me and warm my heart. It soothed my soul. I reached up and touched his face. “Oh Eric did we really happen?” 

“We did Goddess. We did,” he nodded with conviction.

“It doesn’t feel real.” 

He took my hand and placed it on his heart. “Trust this.” 

His heart was beating so fast. Fast and powerful. “I trust it. I trust you.” 

“Good girl, now tell me what happened here.” 

I pulled in a deep breath. “Maybe I should show you.” I nodded and motioned toward the sitting room. He released me and followed me in there where Gabrielle stood by the window shaking. The golden pattern of the dragons all up her forearms. 

Next to her was the board, still green but shimmering now. 

“Oh my God.” Jupe sighed when he saw the board. 

Eric however was looking at the golden dragons on her arms. 

“Eric, help me please,” Gabrielle cried. 

“Jupe. Look at her arms.”

When Jupe saw he stilled and I didn’t know how they could be more shocked at that than the extremely paranormal puddle of whatever it was on the ground. Also, considering the fact that they hadn’t seen what I saw. They didn’t see the dragons fly out of the puddle and merge with Gabrielle’s arms. 

They however seemed to be taken with it. 

“Eric, is that what I think it is?” Jupe asked him. 

“What is it?” I tugged on Eric’s arm. 

He looked back to me and the flames in his eyes brightened. They brightened past the soft amber I’d previously seen. This whole setting. Gabrielle, the spirit board, him. It was all weird. All of it. 

Fantasy. 

He placed his hands on my shoulders and gave me that piercing stare again. 

“Ariyah, do you remember when I told you there was more to me that’s different to what I seem?” 

I nodded, slowly and from the weirdness of the day I could honestly say my mind was damn open. 

“Yes, I remember. What is it? What’s different?”

“You’re about to see a few things that will surprise you, but know that this is real.” He touched his heart. “Everything’s real that we have, and I’m still a man.” 

“A man?” I didn’t know why he would say that. 

“Yes. Ariyah tell me, did the dragons on Gabrielle’s arm come through the green puddle?” 

“How do you know that? How would you know?” More tears threatened to come. 

“I just know. Did they come from the puddle?”

“Yes. She was using the spirit board and it told us to get you. Then everything changed and they came out of the puddle and flew on to her arms.”

“Thank you.” 

“Eric, what is happening?” 

“I will show you.” He released me and despite the craziness I noted the change between us. Something shifted in our bubble of attraction. It shifted in a noticeable way. 

He looked to Gabrielle again who was still shaking and stood taller. 

“My lady,” he bowed his head in reverence. “The dragons are your guardians. They came to protect you when you needed them the most. They protect you now as the portal opened to Pandir. It’s the only route of passage to the Realm.” 

I didn’t know what he was saying. And, he called Gabrielle My Lady again. This time it didn’t sound as endearing as it did yesterday. This time it sounded more respectful. 

“What are you talking about Eric? I don’t know what you mean.” Gabrielle answered. 

“My lady, there are only two types of people who can command those dragons. A high witch from the Coven of Shadows and a dragon shifter from the royal bloodline. Both of these people stand in this room.”

Gabrielle just stared at him. I still didn’t know what any of this meant. 

Eric looked to Jupe now and Jupe nodded. “Jupe protect my girl.” 

My girl...

He really considered me his. 

I could have relished in the words forever but I didn’t get the chance. Jupe waved his hands and a wall of blue electrical fire came up between me and Eric, separating me from everyone. The fire turned to glass. 

In the same moment a red dragon appeared on Eric’s neck, similar to the dragons on Gabrielle’s arms and when he looked to me his eyes were blue fire. 

He looked to me for a few seconds and I saw the difference he meant. The difference and the sadness in his eyes. 

Turning back to Gabrielle he held out his hands to either side and lifted his chin. 

“I am Prince Eric of Bavrock, son of King Agrippa by the order of his majesty I command you to reveal yourself.” 

As soon as he finished speaking the dragons on Gabrielle’s arm moved. I thought they were going to fly off again but they didn’t. They simply transformed into two tall women with long white hair and golden robes comparable to what the Greeks wore. 

Like Eric their eyes were blue flames. They bowed to him but stood with Gabrielle. 

I pressed my hands to the glass before me, unable to believe or comprehend what I was seeing. 

What was I really seeing? 
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Yesterday when I called Gabrielle My lady, I thought it was a slip of the tongue. Sometimes that happened to me. 

I’d say things like that because it was so common to say it in Pandir when talking to noblewomen like my sister. All the years I’d been away and I still did it. I thought it was that. 

It never occurred to me that the words had come from the innate recognition of a member of the Coven of Shadows. The highest coven of mages and witches, old as time itself. They made dragon shifters, and as such our guardians, a warrior class of dragon shifters watched over them. 

Didn’t matter about the war that ripped everything apart. These guardians stayed with them. 

That was the deal. Their purpose was to protect against everything. Imbued with the powers from the highest court in the Celestial Realm, a place where the creator of all worlds lived with his heavenly host of angels they were immortal beings that could only be harmed if they came up against a wraith demon. 

History. 

That was my history. Stories Caleb and I grew up with. We learned how the guardians of old served the coven and protected other magical beings. They left Pandir to fulfil this purpose. 

I’d never seen one until today. The fact that Gabrielle had two was something I was having difficulty getting my head around. It told me she was both a being that needed protection and had either some type of skill or ability that needed guarding. 

I’d never met a being who needed the service of two guardians before. 

But, I couldn’t focus on myself right now. 

Gabrielle clearly didn’t know who or what she was, and my dear Ariyah was in complete shock from what she just witnessed.  

She was in shock from what I became and the shock would only get worse. I had to unleash my true dragon essence to command the guardians. When I did that the red dragon, the insignia for the royal bloodline would appear and all my powers would unveil themselves. 

It would be too much for a human to handle. Jupe’s barrier would alleviate some of the pressure. 

I turned back to Ariyah who had her hands pressed on the glass . Her eyes searching mine. I sensed her curiosity and the shock of what she was seeing, but that was it. The attraction had faded. The love was... 

Well, I couldn’t feel it. 

“Eric, what is going on?” Gabrielle asked breaking my stare with Ariyah. 

I turned back to her. “We’ll talk later and I promise to tell you all that I can. I have to go now.” 

“Hey, don’t you mean we?” Jupe cut in. 

“I need you here. Whatever is going on at home is... well it’s something I need to look into. Caleb knows she’s important to me. I can’t just leave her with nothing.” 

“The guardians are here,” Jupe argued. 

“And they will protect the witch.” 

“I’m a witch? A real one.” Gabrielle asked. 

I nodded.  “Jupe. There are two of them. I don’t have to tell you what that means.” He knew. Just as much as I did what that meant. It also meant that if Ariyah was in danger they would probably take Gabrielle far away from it. Leaving Ariyah defenseless. 

“Be careful Eric.” Jupe placed a hand on my shoulder. 

I looked back to Ariyah, her hand was still pressed against the glass barrier and she was still looking at me. 

“Ariyah, I’m so sorry. This wasn’t the way I wanted to tell you, or show you what I was.” I apologized.

“What are you?” 

“A dragon shifter. Half human, half dragon, but still yours.” 

A tear ran down her cheek as I spoke. “Mine?” 

“Yours. The green puddle is a portal to where I’m from. I have to go.” 

She shook her head. “No, please, what if I never see you again?”

“You’ll see me.” I promised. I didn’t know how I could make such a promise, but it was her. “I’ll come back for you.” 

Moving her hand over the barrier she reached up to where my face was and stroked the glass like she would my face. 

That’s when I felt it. 

Love. Love in its purest and finest. 

“You better come back to me. Not for me, to me. Come back to me,” she spoke with conviction. Words straight to my heart. “Please be careful and come back to me.”

Hearing those words was energy. It was everything to me. It told me she didn’t care what I was. She wanted me.

“I most certainly will. I promise you.” I pressed my hands to the glass meeting hers. Then I moved, stepping back. There was no time to waste. 

“Guardians of the coven may I have safe passage to Pandir?” I asked the guardians. 

They both nodded, reached out their hands and waved them over the puddle which turned to the color of the sky in Pandir. Bright blue. 

I’d enter from here and come through the sky, that meant I had to be in dragon form. 

Ariyah was about to get another shock. 

I lifted my head and started the transformation process. The skin on my arms was the first to go. It was replaced by the blood red scales of my armor. 

Next was my face. Sharp spikes jutted from my chin as my head became more elongated to make room for my fire chamber. Then I grew. 

I was big so I couldn’t allow the whole transformation to take place here. I stuck my head in to the portal first and dived into the sky just as the rest of my body took shape. 

I spread my wings wide and flew high, higher and higher into the brilliance of the Pandir sky. 

Two hundred years hadn’t seen me like this, and I had to admit the freedom was like nothing I’d ever experienced in my life. 

It was exhilarating and true elation. It felt like I’d unlocked my true self and as I steadied myself and looked beyond to the two suns in the sky, I missed home. 

However. Below me, right below me I saw the evidence of what I was about to face. Ahead of the expanse of forest was a thick fog of darkness. 

It covered the area over the palace. Rich and black like smoke after the hottest fire had consumed it. 

This was Caleb. This was his doing. 

I flew over to it and nearly choked on the smog. The darkness may have looked like smoke but it wasn’t. It was dark essence. I descended to the ground and transformed to my human form just as I hit the ground. 

That was when sadness took me. There were dead bodies of dragon shifters everywhere and the whole palace and the surroundings had been blown up. Destroyed with blue fire that still burned in some areas. It looked like the war that drove me from here. How ironic for me to return to the same setting. 

I rushed into the palace courtyard looking everywhere for my family, feeling truly selfish now for the way that I left. The way that I left my little sister especially. 

I never thought anything like this could happen. 

“Eric,” someone called out to me. 

I stopped and turned toward the stables. Out came Shaneia, the oracle. Then Aurora, my sister. 

I diverted to them.

It was Aurora who threw her arms around me first, although I’d reached for her. She hugged me fiercely and started crying. When I left she was barely a hundred. She always resembled our mother. Now she looked exactly like her. 

Exactly like her with the same long blonde hair, golden like the sun, and the same bright blue eyes. Eyes like the sky. Eyes like Ariyah. 

Those same eyes beheld me with tears. 

“You came,” she winced. 

“Of course I came.” I may have left never to return but that didn’t mean I was going to abandon my family. 

The minute I knew I couldn’t travel to Pandir I knew there was trouble and coming back somehow, someway was the only answer. 

I just never expected the way in which I came. 

“I sent the message to the witch,” Shaneia said. Her bright red hair flowed out against the wind. 

“You did?” I asked releasing Aurora. 

“I saw Caleb’s disaster coming in a vision, and looked for other portal stones to the realm. I never expected to find her. It’s bad Eric. Caleb has found an etherstone and cursed your father, then used the powers of hell to seal off the passage to Pandir. Keeping you out.” 

“An etherstone?” I couldn’t believe what the hell I was hearing. 

“Yes. Possibly the only way to get the kingdom.” 

If father died the dragon essence would chose the next king. I understood Caleb’s plan completely. I’d have to be here for the essence to choose me, or direct it to choose someone I thought was worthy of it. Me being out of the picture would enable all of that to happen. 

“Where did he get the etherstone?” 

“We don’t know. A sorcerer maybe. Must be that, only they have the power to  fashion one. Whoever helped him must have been very powerful.”

Very powerful indeed. An etherstone gave the wielder the ability to command the darkness amongst other things. The dark forces from wherever they were. Blocking passage to Pandir was just one thing. 

Caleb already consumed dark essence that was why he looked the way he did. 

With an etherstone he could do all manner of things. Who would have helped him like that? And, why?

This was starting to feel like it was above me. Completely above me. Nothing added up. It just didn’t and represented part of a bigger problem that neither of us could quite see.

“The guards had sightings of him last week.” Aurora stated, dabbing her eyes. “We looked everywhere and tried to prepare as best as we could but we weren’t powerful enough. Eric he came with all kinds of creatures from hell.”

I should have known something like this would happen. Caleb wasn’t the type to back down for anything, or anyone. It took him all this time to formulate a plan. A very good plan from what I could see. 

What had he done to father and the land?

“What is he doing now? Where is he?” 

“We don’t know. The hell fiends disappeared after the massacre.” 

We looked around at the ruins. The place looked like desolation. What used to be vibrant architecture from our people of old was just ashes, crumbled walls, nothingness. 

“He’ll be back,” Shaneia muttered. “He’ll sense your presence.”

That was one sure thing. Caleb would sense me and sense that I found a way to get here.

“Come, please. Father is ...he’s fading.” Aurora winced. 

Father...

I didn’t know what it would be like seeing him again. 

In my mind I still had the same feelings as I had toward him when I was last here. Father watched me leave, knew why I left and never came after me. 

He was right and I was wrong. That was the law of our home. To him my humanity made me weak. Caleb was the favorite. 

But Caleb betrayed him in the worst way.  

Two hundred years ago Caleb struck up a deal with one of the generals in Father’s army. A shifter called Philias. Caleb promised him untold wealth if he betrayed our father. 

The plan was set in motion but failed. Philias was supposed to give Father poison to drink, but mother had it instead and died. With guilt in his heart Philias came to Father and confessed his crimes. Confessed and told him about Caleb’s betrayal. 

Little did we know how deep his treachery lay. There was a war similar to the war of old. We’d grown up on the stories from that time and that was how I imagined it to be. Dragon shifters of Pandir and Caleb with his forces from hell. We won and father banished him from Pandir. 

Up until last night that was the last time I saw my brother, and the same day I left Pandir too. I left because father didn’t just banish Caleb, he killed Philias and his whole family. 

His grief over losing Mother made him issue the most severe punishment deliverable for high treason. It didn’t matter that the man confessed. It didn’t matter that his family were innocent. It didn’t matter that he had children. 

It didn’t matter that Father was keeper of the law and could change it if he wanted to. He could have shown some compassion. He didn’t.

Father killed them, all of them. 

To me he and Caleb were the same. 

So I left. I left my family. My sister and my father, banishing myself. 

Now this had happened and father was fading. 

“Okay.” I nodded agreeing to see him. 

There was no time for my reservations, and the actions from the past that weighed heavily on my mind. No time. 

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter 11


Eric

[image: image]


***
[image: image]


We went back through the stable, into the courtyard and down into the chambers where Father used to meet with his councilmen. 

Three of them stood around him as he lay on a flat stone bed. He turned his head when he saw me and tried to sit up but the councilman closest to him stopped him. 

I glanced at Aurora who gave me a nod, telling me without words to go to him.

I did and as I got closer I saw for myself that he was indeed fading. His entire bottom half was transparent. It was just his face and torso that had solid form. Even the robes he wore had taken on the transparency. 

“Eric, my son.” He spoke sounding like his voice was so very far away. 

His councilmen gave way, giving me space at his side.

“Father. I...” I honestly didn’t know what to say. 

What could I say?

What should I say?

This was all so awkward for me. 

“I’m so sorry, for everything. I’ve been a truly stubborn old fool,” Father began. “Our humanity is a part of us. It makes us who we are and I never embraced it. I saw it as a weakness and the dragon essence the more dominant entity inside us. My lack of desire to embrace both made me stubborn and I lost you.” 

“We need to think about how to fix this.” 

He shook his head. “No, I can’t fight, and neither can you. I’m fading fast. Thank the guardians of old that you are here so the dragon essence can choose you.” 

“No. That’s not going to happen. And, I don’t want it. I don’t want to be king. I won’t accept. You’re king. You, and you will not die this day on my watch.” 

Someone cleared their throat in a loud exaggerated manner that made us all turn. 

It was Caleb.

He stood by one of the pillars, resting against it with his leg on the sacred altar. That was where the priests laid the Book of the Fallen, our most sacred book that held records of the old kings and the guardians. 

At first he looked like his normal self, blonde hair, green eyes, clothes normal. 

Then he moved and became the darkness.

“Look at us all together again. Father and his slaves, our dear sister and you Eric. Not sure how you got here but you won’t get the chance to decide whether or not you want the kingdom, or make promises to Father you can’t keep.” His eyes rippled with the dark energy. 

“Think you can talk big because you have an etherstone?” I challenged stepping away from Father. 

Caleb’s face darkened even more when I said that. He flew across to me in such a rush and with such a force the earth shook. I had to move fast to get Aurora out of the way, shoving her behind me. 

“What do you know of the etherstone?” Caleb asked getting up into my face. Then his gaze snapped to Shaneia. “You, you evil bitch you did this. You found a way to bring him here.” 

He lunged after her but I moved at the same time as him and blast him with a fireball that sent him reeling backwards. I couldn’t do this last night because it was too dangerous with Ariyah in the house. I also didn’t know what I was up against. 

Caleb snarled at me and started to transform right there in the chamber. His face changed first, not into the dragon I’d seen him as. Not the red dragon he should have become that was similar to me. No, not that at all. 

His face took on the dark wispy smoke that had surrounded him and within the smoke was the dark form of a dragon. The rest of his body transformed too. Wings black as night with spikes on the edge and his whole body covered in solid black armor. The size of him was enough. He broke through the roof and the staircase behind him crumbled away as he flew up into the sky. 

I looked back to Aurora. “Shields up. Keep them up. Shaneia do what you need to.” 

With that command I transformed too, happy that it didn’t take as long as it did the first time. In the past I was able to take whatever form I wanted within seconds. 

Just like Caleb, and just like Caleb I surged into the sky. 

A blaze of black fire, hot and virile like it came straight from hell cascaded over me. I could feel the heat burning through my thick armor. That had never happened before. 

Caleb sailed through the sky like a nightmare, coming dangerously fast my way. I just about managed to dodge another fire blaze, and the few seconds that I buoyed myself allowed me the chance to open my mouth and send a fire blaze of my own. It hit him, but did nothing. 

A blaze like that should have taken him out. 

With his wings wide, casting a shadow as dark as the darkness that covered the land Caleb flew up, and swooped back to me. 

That was when I saw it. The etherstone. It was secured to one of the scales under his neck. Clever, it could only be visible in dragon form. My blast before must have damaged the scale that was supposed to be hiding it.

The form where he was the most strong. 

I had to get to it. If I did I could end this. I could end this and end him. 

He was coming at me, ready to tumble with rage. I readied myself for him. Simply gliding through the air. 

I figured a blast of my hottest flames straight to his neck could maybe get to the scale with the stone. 

I geared up to do it, getting ready as he flew closer and closer. 

And, now... 

I released the flames just as he got to me but damn as the flames bellowed from my throat a mass dark like obsidian formed before me and suddenly two more heads appeared on Caleb’s dragon body. 

“Fuck,” I whispered. 

Three heads bellowed flames at me. Fire hotter than anything I’d ever felt. Excruciating pain flew through my body like a million knives and I went tumbling down. Falling from the sky. Falling to my death. 

I went down so hard the earth shook and rippled out to the lake, and the trees adorning it fell over. 

Caleb landed next to me. The heads to his left and right moved like mindless snakes. 

“I have the power brother.” Caleb laughed. “All the power. I don’t know why I thought you’d be a match for me. All those weeks I spent sniffing you out, trying to find out where you were so I could trap you in the human realm was pointless. Look at you. Prince Eric. You are weak, but let’s make this game a little bit more interesting with the pretty girl.”

Oh God, no. 

Not Ariyah. 

He laughed and billowed out one last blaze of flames. Blue this time. 

Blue for Pandir. 

It was the last thing I saw, but she was the last thing on my mind. 

Ariyah...
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I didn’t think I could possibly describe how helpless I felt to anyone. 

There was Gabrielle sitting down across from me with the guardian women standing on either side of her. 

They hadn’t spoken since Eric had talked to them. 

No one had spoken since Eric left. 

The tension was stifling and here I was behind this shield with Jupe standing on the other side of it. 

A week ago none of this existed to me. My biggest problem was Stephan and his spiteful ways to get back at me for leaving him. 

Boy, had I come a long way since. 

There had to be something I could do. Gabrielle looked at me but looked back down to her hands as she picked at the pink lacquer polish on her nails. I knew she was finding all of this so hard. Harder than me because she was a witch. An actual witch. She wanted to be one, did all this stuff that we both thought was crazy at times and lived with the carefree spirit of one. Or what she thought the life of a witch was like. 

This was the case of thinking something and having it actually happen. It was two different things. One was something you wanted to believe in your head, the other was real. 

It was all real. It was real and Eric was a Dragon shifter. I couldn’t believe it. I really couldn’t. 

Half human, half dragon... but still mine. 

His words kept playing in my mind.

“He’s never said that to anyone before,” Jupe said. 

I glanced at him. He was the first of us to talk in the space of time that Eric had gone.  

“He’d never tied himself to anyone,” he added. “Never told anyone what he was either.” 

I just realized then that he read my mind. 

“You hear my thoughts?” Given what happened it wasn’t a strange question to ask. 

He nodded. “I’m not a dragon shifter. I’m a demon. Telepathic abilities are part of what my race can do.” 

“Demons? There’s demons?” 

“Yeah. You’re looking at one.” 

“Oh God,” I put my hand to my head. 

“Sorry, it’s too much in one go. I’m sure if you let him Eric will tell you all about ... well, he’ll give you the full rundown of what you don’t know.” 

“He’ll make it back won’t he?”

“I know he’ll try. He’ll damn well try his ...” Jupe’s voice trailed off as the house started to shake. 

“What’s happening?” 

Gabrielle stood up. “Ariyah, I don’t know what to do.” 

The portal suddenly turned black and out came a mass of darkness with claws and long sharp teeth. 

“Wraith demons!” Jupe cried. The fright on his face sent the terror to my soul. 

What was worse was the minute he said that, Gabrielle’s guardians put up a gold shield and I watched her and them disappear right before my eyes. Gabrielle didn’t even get the chance to call for me. 

I screamed as another demon came from the portal. 

When I looked to Jupe his hair and face had turned white and a blast of blue energy crackled from his hands. He fired it at the demons but it did nothing. It just went through them. 

The one that came out first lashed out at him and struck him to the ground. 

As Jupe fell unconscious so did the shield he’d placed up to protect me and I was at their mercy. Right at their mercy with no one. No one to call on for help. 

The demon grabbed me, snatching me in its claws and flew straight through the portal with me. 

I screamed right from the depths of my soul and with every fiber in my being. Fright flew through me, fear unlike anything I’d ever experienced in my life. Then I was falling amongst the blackness of the demons grasp. 

The closer I got the more landscape I could see and right below me lay a massive red dragon. 

Eric! 

That was Eric. 

Wings sprawled out on either side, neck looking like it had been snapped and a huge hole burned through the underside of his belly. He was hurt, badly.

When my legs hit the ground I didn’t care about my own fears, or where I was. 

All I knew was the demons had set me free, and Eric was injured. 

I rushed over to him and threw my arms around his neck. Him, a beast, a dragon. 

It didn’t matter to me. To me he was Eric. The man who wanted forever with me. 

The man who saw me dancing by myself in the club and saw past the façade I placed up. He saw the real me and showed me that I could have happiness. 

He gave me that, but more than anything he gave me hope. 

“Eric please, wake up. Don’t leave me,” I cried. 

I wished I could hold him the way I did in his human form. Like this he was so big that both my arms didn’t fit around his neck. 

I must have looked like an insect on him. 

“Please, I love you. I love you. I love you and I just found you. I don’t want to tread softly anymore. I want what we talked about. I want that. Please come back to me.” It was all I could do. 

Tell him how I felt. 

Tell him how I truly felt.

Laughter cut into the moment. Crude, harsh laughter. Evil. 

I turned to see a man descending from the sky with a black mass surrounding him. Hair black like tar. Soul, dark like the darkest night. 

“Very touching, a human in love with a dragon shifter,” the man said. 

“Who are you?” I didn’t know where the hell strength came from for me to say that, or the bravado I displayed. 

“I’m Caleb, your boyfriend’s twin brother.” 

“Twin brother?” Eric never talked about his family. Not in the sense where he talked about them individually. Having a twin was a pretty big thing to leave out. But, I definitely understood why.

Caleb changed in front of me and looked more like a man. More like Eric, but still different. 

“We’re not identical. That would have been interesting don’t you think?” 

“Why are you doing this?” 

“I want the kingdom, he was in my way. With him dead, I get it when my father dies. That should happen anytime now. He’ll just fade into the ether like his precious ancestors, and there’s nothing anyone can do about it.”

“This is your family. How can you do this?” 

“Means nothing. Don’t worry, I already decided to keep you for a toy. Must have been a reason why my brother loved human women. I’ll try you out and see what the fuss was all about.” 

“Oh God,” I tightened my hold on Eric and pressed my cheek to his scales. 

This was it. This would be it. 

“Eric, I love you.” I whispered one last time, right before dark talons grabbed me and held me high in the air. 

I never saw Caleb change into dragon form. It just happened as I blinked. Those few seconds. 

In that time he changed into a horrendous monster with three heads. 

The laugher that escaped his lips came from all of them. 

Just then a piercing growl shook through me. I looked down to see Eric on his feet. On his feet, looking just as ruthless as Caleb. 

“Put her down,” he ordered. His voice echoed everywhere. Sharp and strong. 

Spellbinding. 

“With pleasure,” Caleb answered letting me go. I must have been a hundred feet in the air. So high up and now I was falling again. Falling and falling to the ground. 

To my death. 

Long talons grabbed me just before I hit and swooped up into the sky. It was Eric. In the sharp edges of his claws he held me close to his heart. Close to the essence of him. 

As he flew up he looked down at me, and I saw the amber flicker in his eyes. 

Earlier he told me I was the only one who could see that. I hoped we lived through this so he could tell me why. 

He descended, flying closer to the ground and set me down on a tuft of grass in a meadow with bright red and yellow flowers I’d never seen before. So bright I could see the colors against the darkness.

For the few minutes I’d been here it didn’t register than I was in a different land. All I cared about was him. 

He set me down looked at me in that way that held so much meaning and said the words I longed to hear and feel. 

“I love you too.”

I reached out to him but couldn’t reach. 

“Stay here Ariyah.” He cautioned.

“Come back to me.” 

“I will.”  
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Strength. 

Hearing she loved me gave me strength. Strength from deep, deep within.

The kind of strength that made you want to fight with your last breath and failure was not an option. 

I soared through the sky and narrowed back to Caleb, or rather the monstrosity he’d become. 

All I had to do was get the stone. Get it and end this. 

That meant thinking outside the box. Outside the sphere of what we had right now. He had an overdose of unlimited power. Unlimited power on that big bulky body that was fast yes. However, not faster than me.

I had to think about what I had that he didn’t have. Since I’d always worked harder for everything, harder to prove myself, harder to have what I wanted I’d always had to think outside the box. 

While Caleb saw one path to achieve something, I had to travel many routes. Just like now. The wound he gave me was fatal. It should have killed me. I should be dead. The essence within was on the verge of fading just like father. Then Ariyah came and restored something inside me. 

It made me think of what she told me about her childhood. I saw the disappointment in her face as she spoke and just now I felt the devastation in her voice. I thought of how she would feel if I died. If I didn’t fight, if I didn’t fight for us. 

And, what was more than that was she told me she loved me when I looked like this. 

That was true love. It warranted this fight I was about to throw myself into. 

A cascade of fire blazed my way straight from Caleb’s mouth. I dodged it, and dodged the blast from his other two heads too. 

Fucking bastard always had to cheat at everything. 

Not this time. 

There was a game we used to play when we were boys. When father was teaching us to fly and escape the enemy. 

Caleb couldn’t cheat at that because my ability to maneuver the planes always allowed me the upper hand. I sailed through the sky heading to Baverok Valley. It was near the Far Planes where the old dragon graveyard was. That was where we used to play. If I head straight there was a chance he’d guess what I was doing. I couldn’t allow that. 

With him on my tail I dived into the water, most dragons hated water. We didn’t. Father taught us to use it to our advantage. Caleb followed me going exactly where I wanted. This path would take us to the back of the graveyard. When we used the play the game we always came through the front. There was a secret path only I knew. I used to explore it a lot, and it came in handy whenever Caleb used to cheat. In the path was a water hole that gave the appearance of being part of the coral bed, but really it was part of the cave. If I could get him there, it would give me a second. One second. That was all I needed. 

Hot on my tail Caleb followed me, at least in the water he was unable to hit me with his fire bombs. 

Up ahead I could see it. It was the same as before. The same as I left it two hundred years ago. More, because when I left Pandir, Caleb and I were grown men. 

Grown men on different paths, no longer boys who were trying to see who had Father’s love and approval. 

I stalled purposely for a few seconds looking like I was slowing down. It gave him a chance to catch up. Once he was a few inches away from me I shot forward straight through the hole, and so did he. Except he got stuck. 

Caleb got stuck just as I thought he would and in the second I saw that I doubled back and transformed into my human form. 

Unlike most of what I’d been taught growing up I always believed there was a reason why the mages of the Coven of Shadows choose to combine human essence and dragon essence. They could have chosen another being, they didn’t though. At the time I was certain they never thought of human’s as weak. They knew both were strong, and when you used the abilities of both you could work wonders. 

That was what I was doing now. It was as a man that I swam up to Caleb while he was stuck in the hole and snatched the etherstone from under the scale of his neck. 

As I took hold of it the two heads on his body disappeared and he turned from the dark blackness that covered him into a red dragon. 

I transformed again just before he broke free and made my escape leaping into the sky and up to the sunshine that replenished me. 

Bright, brilliant sunshine that wasn’t there before. My possession of the stone did that and it was drawing away the darkness from over the land. Drawing it away like it was wiping it out.

Caleb followed bellowing at the top of his lungs, but I raced across the sky and rounded back to the palace where I could see Aurora, Shaneia and a few more guards in the courtyard. 

I landed in the middle transformed to human form and waited for Caleb. 

He landed too, transformed and dove for me. 

“Rasha muska!” I cried freezing him in place. It was a spell I’d picked up from a mermaid. It paralyzed the victim and bound their power for a few minutes. I knew it wouldn’t have worked on him before because of the power he had. Right now his power was on par with mine. Me without tapping into the stone’s power like he did.

“Give it to me,” Caleb cried , his face wild and feral.

“Yes I will.” I would give it to him. I held up the etherstone, right up so all could see. I could use it to kill him. I could do it and end the threat of him taking the kingdom once and for all. 

Two hundred years had passed and my brother had come back, bigger and badder, and with a vengeance. 

“Eric!” Aurora cried. She rushed up to me and looked me over with sadness.

She didn’t want me to kill him. It was in her eyes. 

I should kill him. There was every reason to and the bonds of my spell were starting to loosen. 

“Go on do it,” Caleb snarled.

Sure I should kill him, I just couldn’t. I couldn’t do it. He was my brother. My twin brother.

I wasn’t the kind of man who could kill when there were other alternatives. Holding the stone higher I drew on the dark essence. I was its wielder now. 

“Wraiths come to me.” I shouted into the heavens. 

Caleb gasped on hearing that and his eyes widened when he looked up and saw the dark mass that had started gathering above us. Darker than the darkness that had consumed the land. 

Dark and moving in an uncontrollable manner. 

The demons flew down and waited for my command. 

“Take him from this land. Take him to the darkest part of the realms of hell and keep him there.” I pointed at Caleb.

Caleb screamed as the demons swarmed him. Screams of terror ripped through the sky from him and them as they carried him away. 

It would be the last time that I saw him. 

Where I sent him was worse than death. 

***
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After we’d buried our dead, everyone else started going through the ruined buildings to assess the damage.

I’d healed Father and the land with the stone. Undoing what Caleb did in whatever way I could. 

For the most part, I spent the time removing the dark magic he used, like the dark spell he used to block the passage to Pandir, other things took more work. It took a little over two days. 

In that time Shaneia had given me some herbs to help my wound heal. They helped but I had a long way to go before I would be fully restored. 

I stood before Father now in the grand hall holding Ariyah’s hand. Her small hand that was shaking in mine. He sat on his throne looking at the two of us. Looking at us in that assessing way I used to hate, but no longer cared. 

“Are you sure we can’t entice you to stay a little longer?” he asked. 

“There’s a few things I have to take care of in the human realm,” I answered.

“Such as?” He gave me a quizzical stare.

I eyed him with suspicion. He was never normally so curious about what I was doing with my life. 

“The stone will be given to the Coven of Shadows and there’s a new witch that needs passage to them.” 

I was certain Gabrielle wasn’t going to find what lay ahead for her easy. I had great respect for the coven but I preferred to keep dealings with them to a minimum. I was willing to bet that chances were they didn’t know about her. Anyone that powerful, or precious enough, to have two guardians would have been secured within their fold. 

Jupe was able to come through the veil once the spell had been lifted and filled me in on how she was. Once the threat to her was gone, the guardians returned her. But she was very shaken.

“I see. And of the two of you?” He looked down at my hand holding Ariyah’s. Though it wasn’t with the disapproval I expected.

“We will see where our path takes us.” I glanced at Ariyah who turned to face me.

“Very well. I don’t need to remind you that your path may lead you right back here Prince Eric.” Father warned. “Humans don’t tend to do well, with all the changes.” 

“I’ll be fine.” Ariyah spoke up, before I could. “I’ll be fine. I’m adaptable to change. I’ve lived in different homes.” 

Father looked like he liked that answer. I did too. 

“We’ll see you soon.” It was time to go. Time to get back to normal life. 

“Not soon as in the next two hundred years?” Aurora asked from behind us. 

I didn’t hear her come in. 

“No, not that long.” 

If it was one thing I learned from this experience it was I’d been away for too long and you couldn’t run away from home forever. 

There was a new adventure that awaited me and I suspected I had many questions to answer. 
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Epilogue


Ariyah
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Three days later...

I sat down next to Eric in his sitting room. 

I’d stayed with Gabrielle for the last few days because we thought she needed me more. She did. She’d decided she wanted to go to the Coven of Shadows and would be leaving tomorrow. 

I thought it would be a good time to see Eric. 

I missed him. 

He was just changing the dressing on his wound and looked a lot more like his old self. 

He pulled me unto his lap and I slipped my arms around his neck.

“Sorry, I meant to get here earlier. Gabrielle was really upset after talking to her mom.” She’d aimed to tell her mom what happened but didn’t. She told me she wanted to find out everything first then decide. 

“You sure you want to stay here tonight? Sounds like she still needs you.”

I sighed. “I need you. I needed to see you.” I did. I’d taken over the role of the shoulder to cry on and the supporter, but really I was just as torn and shaken by all that happened.

“You got me.”

Loving the sound of that I kissed the top of his nose. “Can I do anything for you?” 

“You’re already doing what I want just by being here.” 

“Hey, I’m not sure that’s enough since I really want to see you. See how are you are.” 

“I’m okay. Wounds healing. I know we have a lot to talk about and you’re eager.” 

Maybe he could sense I was eager with all sorts of questions.

“You mentioned something about forever, so I can wait.” I chuckled.

He smiled up at me. “You’re extraordinary Ariyah. You... look at me the same.” 

“Aren’t you the same?”

“Yes, but now you know what I am. Now you know I’m kind of a few hundred years old and on a bad day I could change into a dragon and literally breathe fire.” 

I laughed. I guess I really was taking this better than I thought, but it was him I wanted. “I like older men. I also happen to love dragons, and your fire is pretty.” 

“Doesn’t it scare you?” 

This was the first chance that we’d really had to sit down and talk properly.

“Maybe. You don’t scare me, I just don’t know what to do now. There’s this whole world I don’t know. Worlds, realms creatures.” 

“And you’re not sure about it?” he held my gaze. 

“It’s daunting.” 

“Ariyah, I’ve always given you the choice. I love you. That will never change, no matter what you decide.” 

“I want to be with you. Whatever that means. I want that. I don’t care about anything else. Like I told your very scary father, I’m adaptable.” I’d never met a normal king let alone the king of a realm before, so yes his father freaked me out. Not enough to make me run the other way though. 

Eric smiled. “Okay, let’s try this for size on how adaptable you are.” 

“Try me.”

“What if instead of that overnight bag you just got a truck and moved your stuff in, here?” 

“Hmmm.” I pretended to think. “Most men would freak out about that.” 

“I’m not most men.” 

“I’d like that idea.” 

“Really?” 

I nodded. “You have a really big mirror in the bedroom. 

“It’s yours.” 

“Thank you.” I gave him a quick kiss. He slipped his arm around my waist. 

“Also, seeing as you’re the only person who can see my soul, there’s something I have to ask you.” 

“Is that what I’m seeing? Your soul.” Now that was fascinating.

“Yes. It’s my soul. The only people who can see a dragon shifters soul are soul mates.” 

I cupped his face. “What?” 

“I don’t know how but it’s true. I know it’s true now because of you. So, in the not too distant future when we think enough time has passed I’m going to ask you to be my soul mate, my fated mate forever.” 

I chuckled. “How can you ask me that if I already am?”

“Officially.” He amended. 

“Officially? Can you be more specific, I don’t want to assume and get my hopes up too high and then find out you want me to help you pick out a toaster or something.” I joked.

He laughed a deep hearty laugh I loved. “A toaster, Ariyah?” 

“Or something.” 

“Okay, here’s me being specific. I’m going to ask you to marry me.” 

My heart soared into the sky and the backs of my eyes stung from the tears of happiness that pulled at them. “I’m going to say yes Eric.” 

A tear ran down my cheek which he caught. 

“Yeah?”

“Absolutely.” 

As he held me I finally, finally felt like I belonged. 

I belonged with him.
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