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  She thought she’d put her past behind her…


  



  Local artist Keva might be human, but she knows about the things that go bump in the night. Years ago, a dragon shifter saved her from certain death. Ever since, she’s lived in his clan’s territory and put her life back together. But the feeling of security is only an illusion, because her past has come back to haunt her. A past with claws and fangs, demanding blood.


  



  He’ll do whatever it takes to defend his mate…


  



  Dagen has finally met his mate—except he insults her the first time they meet. He’s not too proud to grovel to get back into her good graces. But when a threat from her past emerges, he realizes that he’ll do anything to keep her safe. Even if it means dying—or losing her forever.


  



  Dedication


  



  For Kari. Thank you for helping me plot this story during our writer’s getaway in beautiful Leavenworth, Washington. You are one in a million and I’m lucky to call you my best friend.


  



  Prologue


  



  Four years ago


  



  Keva’s heart raced out of control as she sprinted through the woods, her hair flying behind her, a tangled mess of knots. Faster, faster. Her leg muscles ached as she jumped over a fallen log. Her lungs burned, the icy winter air harsh and unforgiving.


  She had no idea where she was going. Just that she had to get away from him. Her ex-boyfriend. Wolf shifter. An asshole who wanted her dead. Because he was obsessed with her, refused to let her go.


  He’d beaten her the first time she’d tried to leave. Raped her the second. This time, he’d kill her.


  She knew it in her bones. Just as she knew she was likely going to die today and no one would ever know. Her bones would be scattered or buried in these woods in the middle of Montana. She could run fast, but she was just a human. Something he liked to remind her of. A silly, weak human who was no match for his strength. His speed.


  But screw him. She was going to keep running until she ran out of energy. Or before—a branch snapped behind her.


  Adrenaline surged through her as she broke free from the trees into a clearing. Snow covered a wide swath of land. Even if she could outrun him, he’d see her tracks.


  She bit back a sob as she continued running, tears tracking down her face as she heard his growl somewhere behind her.


  Run, run, run.


  Glancing over her shoulder she saw a blur of fur and fangs burst through the tree line.


  She sobbed this time, unable to hold back the sound. Keva didn’t want to die. Didn’t want to end up ripped to shreds and left for the wild animals to pick apart because she’d been young and stupid and picked the wrong man.


  So very wrong.


  She cried out when she tripped, sprawling into the fluffy white powder. This was it. His growl grew louder, harsher. Heart racing, she shoved up, kicking snow everywhere as she tried to run.


  But then he was on her. All the air left her lungs as he pinned her to the snow. He roared, the sound reverberating through the trees as a shadow fell over them.


  And that was when she realized he wasn’t roaring.


  Suddenly the weight was off her. Rolling over, she had her fists raised even though she knew it wouldn’t do much good.


  But he was gone. Running away from her, making the most pathetic whining sound she’d ever heard.


  The roar split the air again. Then there was fire everywhere. Orange flames burning, destroying, melting… She stared as a dragon—a fucking dragon—swooped down from the sky.


  And let out another stream of fire at Randall’s retreating figure. She couldn’t move as her ex disintegrated before her eyes, his body disappearing even as the snow and earth below melted away.


  Another sob escaped as relief punched her in the face. He was gone. Dead. She was free.


  The dragon stopped breathing fire and turned to look at her. Though it was impossible, she swore the giant beast with the diamond scales and jade-colored wings glittering under the midday sunlight looked concerned. His big head turned slightly to the side and he let out a puff of smoke.


  Instinct slammed into her, and without thinking she ran at the dragon, only too late realizing how insane she was. She knew shifters existed, had heard rumors that dragons were real, but this… What the fuck was wrong with her? She couldn’t hug a dragon to thank it. That was insane. Yep, he was going to kill her too. Burn her right to a crisp. He hadn’t saved her—he’d probably just saved her for last.


  She collided with the big snout, letting out an oomph as she fell back. “I wasn’t attacking you,” she whispered. “I just wanted to give you a hug.”


  Swear to God, the dragon let out a sound that sounded a little like a laugh. A sort of huffing chuckle as only smoke came out of its nostrils.


  “Thank you for saving my life,” she whispered, apparently unable to talk any louder than that. And she really hoped that he had been saving her. “He was an asshole and he would have killed me.”


  The dragon nodded, clearly understanding every word. A dragon. Her brain was now catching up with reality as the huge beast started shrinking, sparks of what she assumed where magic flying up everywhere, and then a giant, naked man with gray eyes stood before her.


  “Are you okay?” the man asked quietly, gently.


  Looking away, she nodded. “Fine.”


  He didn’t make a move toward her, just crouched down, then made an uncomfortable sound. “Ah…sorry about the lack of clothes. And also that…you saw me in dragon form. I did not intend to scare you and I won’t hurt you.”


  “No problem,” she squeaked out. No big deal that she’d just seen a dragon kill her ex. Then shift into a huge, hulking human.


  “Who was the male chasing you?”


  “My ex-boyfriend. He was a wolf shifter. Which, of course, you must know.” She kept her gaze averted still. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw him nod once.


  “So you know about our kind.” Not a question.


  “Well, I know about wolf shifters and that there are other animals like bears, jaguars and stuff. But dragons? My ex told me you guys were just a myth.”


  “As you can see that’s not true.”


  “I won’t tell anyone what you did.”


  He made a small scoffing sound. “No one would believe you if you did.”


  For some reason, that made her laugh, the sound more manic than amused. God, she could imagine how that conversation would go. Yes, detective, I saw my ex-boyfriend, who’d been chasing me through the woods in wolf form, about to kill me, get incinerated by a mythical creature. No sir, I am not on any sort of drugs and no I’m not intoxicated. They’d lock her up and throw away the key.


  He let out a sigh and stood. She remained where she was, very aware of her own mortality in that moment. Finally, he spoke. “You’re going to come with me now. And I’m going to put on some clothes. Then we’re going to talk about this ex-boyfriend of yours and what the hell he was doing in my territory. Above all, I can promise that you will be safe and you may remain in my territory if you so choose.”


  Keva wasn’t sure what he meant by his territory exactly, but she could guess. And she wasn’t sure she believed him when he said she’d be safe. But if he wanted to kill her, he certainly could have. So she was going to trust this dragon. For the moment.


  Still looking away, she pushed to her feet and nodded. “Okay. My name’s Keva.”


  “I am Conall.”


  



  Chapter 1


  



  Present day


  



  As he stepped through the glass doors of the four-story building filled with various offices—lawyers, real estate agents, and more—Dagen glanced at the text on his phone before shoving it back into his pocket.


  You’re late.


  Yeah, no shit he was late. Not bothering to respond to his new clanmate, he stared hard at the elevator doors, annoyed that he had to take the damn thing instead of the stairs.


  But there was tape across the door to the stairs, proclaiming it was undergoing maintenance. It was stupid that after all these years he still hated small spaces. He was a dragon shifter. He could bust out of an elevator if he needed to. Could literally rip the doors off with his bare hands in human form. Still, being in a small metal box had all his hackles rising. He rolled his shoulders once as a petite female headed his way.


  Her long, dark hair fell around her shoulders in soft waves, framing firm-looking breasts—and she most definitely wasn’t wearing a bra. He realized he was staring way too hard at the stranger so he abruptly turned away to face the elevator doors.


  Not looking at her didn’t do a damn thing to get the image of her out of his brain. Especially when he could still see her out of the corner of his eye. Her long dress was bohemian, flowing down to her ankles. Her bracelets jangled in tune with the sound of her sandals, which made little snaps as she approached. When she didn’t walk past him, down the hallway to one of the many offices on the first floor, but stopped next to him instead, he subtly inhaled her scent.


  It was wild, reminding him of the ocean on a windy day with undercurrents of something sweet and sensual.


  His entire body jolted at the scent, his dragon waking up, nudging him to move closer. He was big, even by dragon standards, so it wasn’t as if he could step closer without her noticing.


  He felt as if he was being tugged to her against his will, a puppet on her strings, but she barely looked his way.


  When the elevator doors opened, he shoved back his urge to step inside in front of her. It was shifter nature to go into any room first to protect a female—for a mate. But it was a human custom to let females go first.


  And as stupid as he thought the human tradition was, he wanted to be civil, so he let her inside first.


  She gave a polite smile as she stepped inside.


  “What floor?” she asked, finally looking at him and giving him the full effect of her greenish-gray eyes. They were vibrant against her bronze skin.


  It took him a moment to find his voice. She was stunning. “Three.”


  “That’s where I’m going too,” she said, her voice melodic.


  He could discern the faint scent of members of his clan clinging to her, but nothing overt and nothing to indicate that she had any current sexual partners. He couldn’t help that he could scent that, even if he was sort of invading her privacy. But he couldn’t deny that part of his nature.


  As the elevator moved upward, it suddenly jerked to a halt as a groaning sound filled the air.


  The subtle scent of her worry sparked the air. She pressed the button again but nothing happened.


  “This can’t be good,” she muttered.


  He gritted his teeth and reminded himself that he wasn’t in that prison. He was in a stupid human construct, in a small Montana town, that he could easily bust out of if he needed. He wasn’t in a warded, enchanted stone prison thousands of miles away. He couldn’t act like a scared rabbit in front of her. Not in front of this female who his dragon wanted to impress.


  He pulled out his cell phone and called the number on the wall for building maintenance. Being stuck in this little box with such a beautiful woman wasn’t the worst thing in the world. Still, he couldn’t stop that familiar tension that wrapped around his chest.


  As he ended the call, he turned to the woman. “We should be out of here in twenty minutes.”


  “I certainly hope so,” she said with a little laugh. “You sounded very authoritative.”


  His mouth curved up in a small smile. He had been kind of brusque with the guy. But that was simply his nature.


  “So what are you here for?” he asked, shoving his hands in his pockets and trying to appear smaller. Not that it would really help. But he wanted her to feel as safe as possible and he knew his size could be intimidating. Sometimes he used that to his advantage, but not with women. And definitely not with humans.


  “A super boring meeting I have no interest in.” She shrugged and gave him another one of those smiles he felt deep inside. This woman was simply stunning.


  And that was when he noticed the dangling necklace between her breasts. Two wings that were most definitely fashioned after dragon wings, not angel wings as he often saw in jewelry. Maybe she knew of their kind? Maybe she was dating one of his kind.


  He frowned at the thought and realized he was scowling when she took a small but subtle step back.


  Shaking himself out of his thoughts, he scrubbed a hand over his face and leaned against one of the walls to give her as much space as he could. “I’m here for a meeting too. My name is Dagen,” he said, holding out a hand.


  “I’m Keva,” she said, taking his much larger hand.


  As they touched, he felt the electricity between them spark as if she’d actually shocked him. He couldn’t tell if she felt the same but her cheeks flushed a faint shade of pink as she took her hand back.


  “So what do you do?” he asked, inwardly chastising his dragon who wanted him to step closer and run his nose along her neck. Yeah, because that wouldn’t send her running—or pepper-spraying him.


  “I make jewelry and art. Sculptures and small pieces mainly. I own a shop downtown.”


  That was when it clicked into place. This was the woman he was meeting. Her first name was Eileen. But he’d seen her middle initial was K—and she clearly went by her middle name.


  This was the woman he was supposed to be trying to buy property from? He resisted the urge to rub the back of his neck in frustration. Shit, he needed to shred the offer he’d had his attorneys draw up. It wasn’t the worst, but…he had lowballed her. The building wasn’t for sale, but the clan owned almost all the buildings on that particular strip and it was in a prime location. So he’d had one of his attorneys reach out to her so they could discuss buying it.


  “It’s okay,” Keva said softly, cutting into his thoughts. “Even if we do fall, we’re not even one floor up. We won’t be hurt.”


  He frowned at her reassuring tone and wondered why she was telling him this—until he realized he was holding on to one of the metal bars. And gripping it so tightly he’d slightly dented it. Shit.


  “I hate small spaces.” A confession he’d never told anyone. He eased his grip and hoped she didn’t notice the damage. That was definitely a little more than human strength could do.


  “If I was as big as you, I’d probably hate small spaces too.”


  He barked out a laugh at her words and she nailed him with a smile he felt bone deep. In that moment he felt like a jackass for the offer he’d drawn up to buy her shop. He was used to lowballing people, and while it was simply business for him, with her it made him feel like a dick.


  “Do you live in the area?” she asked. The wild, sweet scent rolled off her and it was driving him crazy.


  “Yeah. Been here about six months.” Which was nothing for someone his age. Dragons weren’t technically immortal, nothing really was, but they were close enough. He’d never gone into Hibernation, however. Not yet anyway.


  “I’ve been here over four years. There’s great skiing in the winter and always something to do the rest of the year.”


  He nodded once. He’d been working nonstop and hadn’t taken the time to enjoy himself, though his new clanmates were always trying to get him out. Instead he did what he did best. He made lots of money. He knew it was part of the reason Conall had agreed to let him join the clan. They had a very distant blood tie that linked them, but he was good at turning a profit. Always had been.


  “We’ll get out of here soon,” she said softly, and he realized he’d gripped the railing again.


  Damn it. He shoved his hands in his pockets again, beyond embarrassed. He was a dragon shifter. A powerful male who’d been on his own for a long damn time. This was ridiculous. He should be protecting and reassuring this female, not the other way around. “I know nothing will happen. It’s just…the small spaces.”


  “Is there anything I can do?”


  “Keep talking?” He liked the sound of her voice.


  She smiled, and he felt it all the way to his soul. Yeah, he was seriously screwed where this female was concerned. He’d heard about the mating call, and he always thought that it wasn’t necessarily bullshit—but for some reason he hadn’t expected or remotely understood how strong the pull would be. He was just grateful that his mating manifestation wasn’t showing right now. Because that would be impossible to explain. Traditionally, for his familial line his manifestation showed with fire. Everywhere. The flames wouldn’t burn anything, but they would coat him and everything in the near vicinity.


  “Okay,” she said laughingly. “What do you want me to talk about?”


  “Tell me about yourself.”


  “All right. If I start to bore you, just tell me to stop. Like I said, I’m an artist. I make jewelry mostly, but I do sculptures as well. Centerpieces—like for dining room or living room tables—are by far my most popular non-jewelry item… Still want me to keep going?”


  He nodded. “What about non-work related stuff. Where did you grow up? How did you know you wanted to be an artist?”


  “Oh, well, I grew up in a very traditional, strict household. Then during a class field trip when I was in middle school we went to a museum and an entire new world of art opened up to me. My parents were horrified that my class was shown art with naked people,” she said, laughing. “Honestly they were well-meaning-ish but so ridiculous. Then when I decided to get a degree in art, they about lost their minds. They were glad I went to college at all, however. My mom had been afraid that—and I’m quoting her exactly—I would turn into a hippie and join a commune where I’d end up being one of many wives to some guy. I think she was confusing communes and cults. But yeah. My parents were set in their ways.”


  He snorted, enjoying the soft, melodic rhythm of her words. “You’re talking about your parents in the past tense.”


  She nodded. “My dad died of colon cancer years ago. And my mom was an alcoholic, though I didn’t realize it until I was older. Her liver finally just gave out. They died a few months apart.”


  There was a wealth of sadness in her voice and he regretted asking her to talk about herself. “I’m sorry.”


  “Yeah, I probably should’ve stuck to something lighter for elevator talk with a stranger.”


  Before he could respond, the elevator jerked to life, and her smile grew even bigger.


  “Well that’s perfect timing. We can both get to our meetings.” She seemed relieved, probably because of the heavier tone of the conversation.


  He simply nodded. Though he hated small spaces, he wouldn’t have minded staying where he was just a little bit longer. They both stepped out onto the third floor.


  “I think we may be going to the same place,” he said, nodding at the reception desk where Mrs. Heck, an efficient human woman in her forties, sat in front of a computer. She smiled at the two of them. There were various offices on this floor, so Keva might not realize they were headed in the same direction, but he had no doubt.


  “Mr. Hunter, good to see you again. And you must be Ms. Sheehan?”


  “Yes.” Keva then looked at him questioningly. “You’re one of the attorneys?”


  “No, I made the offer on what I think is your property. The first name listed is Eileen.”


  Surprise flashed across her face. “My legal first name, but I go by Keva since my mom’s first name was Eileen too.”


  “The conference room is ready if you two would like to follow me,” Mrs. Heck said.


  “Did you need to wait for your attorney?” Dagen asked. Suddenly he was annoyed that she was here by herself. Someone should be here to look over the offer for her.


  Her cheeks flushed pink and she shook her head. “It’s just me. And to be fair, I’m likely going to tell you no. But I know your attorney, so I agreed to it out of respect for…” She trailed off, snapping her mouth shut.


  He wanted to ask what she’d been about to say, but the administrative assistant stopped at the last door and nodded to where the two attorneys were already waiting inside. “They’re ready for you.”


  He moved inside and dropped his voice to subvocal levels so Keva wouldn’t be able to hear. “We need to come up with a better offer. Stall for a few minutes and draw up something new.” Then he laid out his new offer quickly, knowing it was higher than what the building was actually worth.


  He wouldn’t risk insulting her. More than that, he wanted to start courting her properly. Because screw this acquisition—he didn’t care about any of it. He simply cared about getting to know the woman from the elevator who’d tried to make him feel better when it was clear he was feeling claustrophobic.


  Turner nodded once and started to gather the papers from the long conference table.


  But he saw that Keva had already picked up one of the proposed contracts and was frowning.


  “This is the wrong offer,” he said, stepping forward, wishing he could simply snatch it out of her hands.


  She frowned more as she flipped one of the pages. Then she snorted, the sound adorable. “Well if you’d told me this offer over the phone, I could’ve saved you a lot of trouble. I’ll admit I was a little curious about this meeting. But this is beyond insulting.” She dropped the stapled set of papers back onto the table, her face a neutral mask as she looked between the three of them. Her expression might reveal nothing, but he could scent her anger. Gone was the friendly, smiling woman from before. Instead she gave him an icy smile. “I can tell you right now I’m not going to sell. I’m sorry you wasted your time. Actually, I’m not sorry about that. I’m sorry I wasted my time.” She picked up her purse and started for the door.


  His dragon was desperate to stop her. Moving with inhuman speed, he stepped in front of her. “This offer was a mistake.”


  Fire sparked in her eyes, and a hint of fear, which disturbed him. He immediately stepped back, not wanting to crowd her space. “I’d say it was a mistake. Look, I don’t like wasting my time. If Conall wants the property, just tell him to call me. I’ll work something out with him. But this,” she said, motioning to the contract on the table, “is garbage. I expected more from him.” A hint of disappointment crept into her voice.


  She knew Conall? He was surprised enough that when she stepped past him he didn’t try to stop her. Not that he had the right to. Unfortunately he had to let her go. For now. But he was going to make this right.


  And then he was going to make her his.


  



  Chapter 2


  



  Dagen stalked through the front door of his Alpha’s home. Conall’s door was open to the clan most of the time. It was only ever locked when he wanted alone time with his mate.


  He paused in the foyer as Rhea, Conall’s mate—a fierce wolf shifter—stepped out from a side door that led to an office of sorts. Next to her was Arya, Conall’s mother, walking with Rhea as they whispered about something to do with a baby shower. He nodded once, hoping to escape polite conversation so he could talk to his Alpha.


  “Hey Dagen, how did the meeting go?” Rhea asked.


  He lifted a shoulder. He’d screwed up royally and there was no way they’d be getting that property anytime soon. Not that he gave a shit about buying it now.


  Arya stepped forward and patted him gently on the cheek. “What’s wrong? You look like you have female troubles.”


  Despite the fact that he was over three hundred years old, she treated him like a baby dragon. To be fair, she was ancient and she treated everyone under a thousand years old the same, so he didn’t take it personally. In truth, he kind of liked it. She’d become a mother of sorts to the entire clan since rising from her Hibernation. Not exactly surprised by her insight, he started to respond, but paused when he scented something burning.


  Just then the front door slammed open and Arya’s two sisters-in-law—Mira and Prima—came through—mostly naked. Which wasn’t actually that out of the ordinary. Their clothes were in tatters, singed everywhere, and neither of them wore shoes. But they grinned widely as they spotted Rhea and Arya.


  “You were right about the rocket launcher!” Prima said.


  And that was definitely Dagen’s cue to leave. These females, since awakening from a long Hibernation—they’d been sleeping far longer than he’d been alive—were completely insane. But they were Arya’s very ancient sisters-in-law. Not that they looked old, not unless you looked into their eyes. Then you could see millennia of knowledge.


  “I think you scared him off,” Rhea said, snickering as he headed down the hallway.


  He wasn’t even embarrassed to admit it. All those females were crazy.


  When he reached the entryway to the office, he saw that Conall’s door was already open. The Alpha nodded once at him and motioned for him to come in as he ended a phone call. “I reviewed the legal documents for that condo complex. Solid buy. Good find. We’ll invest.” And that was Conall, always straight to the point.


  Dagen took a seat in the chair in front of Conall’s desk. He’d known the deal was solid and wouldn’t have given it to his Alpha otherwise. Right now he still felt like he was trying to prove himself, prove that he was worthy of being part of this clan. “I screwed up today. I wanted to buy that little jewelry store on Main Street. Owned by Keva Sheehan. It’s the last holdout we have, the only building we don’t own in the area.” He’d hoped to put in the offer and then let Conall know—his Alpha had made it clear that he didn’t want to micromanage him. “She was not happy with my offer and hinted that she knew you.”


  “Yeah, I know Keva.” He said her name with a familiarity that bothered Dagen for no good reason. “I don’t want to buy her property.”


  “Why not?”


  Conall lifted an eyebrow.


  “I’m not questioning you as an Alpha, just from a business standpoint.” And okay, he wanted to know how his Alpha knew her. He didn’t like that streak of jealousy that sliced through him.


  “I like Keva—and our clan does a lot of business with her. We don’t mess with her. Ever.”


  It took Dagen a long moment to realize that he was actually growling. He was fucking growling at his Alpha. “I’m…” Hell, he wasn’t sorry. “What is Keva to you?” he snapped, his dragon no doubt in his eyes, even as he tried to rein himself in.


  Conall’s eyes narrowed ever so slightly. “What’s she to you?”


  Dagen’s jaw tightened as he struggled to get himself under control. “I…think she’s my mate.”


  All the tension easing from Conall’s shoulders, he sat back in his chair. “Ah.”


  “That’s it?”


  His Alpha stood and strode toward a window. He stared out at the mountains in the distance. “She knows about our kind.”


  Dagen blinked. “What?”


  “Not all of our clan knows she’s aware of our existence, but…she’s under my protection. So tread lightly.”


  And, he was back to growling again. Conall shot him an exasperated look.


  “I’m not challenging you, but I can’t seem to stop this,” Dagen muttered as he stood. Fuck. His Alpha was happily mated. But Dagen’s dragon gave exactly zero fucks. He’d never felt out of control like this. Ever.


  Conall’s lips twitched ever so slightly as he turned to face Dagen. “I know you’ll respect her, but I’m serious. Tread lightly. She was hurt in the past by a shifter. And I won’t tell you more than that.”


  Dagen’s dragon clawed at the surface, rebelling against the idea of anyone threatening his female. “When you say hurt, do you mean physically?”


  Conall didn’t respond, but that was a response itself. And it was enough to make Dagen’s dragon go into a rage. Someone had hurt Keva? If they weren’t dead already, they would be soon, his dragon promised, years and years of civilization stripped away in an instant.


  Hurt a shifter’s mate? You paid. Usually in blood. Or with your life.


  “So you are having female troubles,” Arya said the second Dagen stepped out of Conall’s office.


  “You’re not even gonna pretend you weren’t eavesdropping?” he asked as Conall snarled, “Mom! Leave the man alone,” from the office.


  But Arya simply linked her arm through Dagen’s and started walking with him down the hallway.


  “No troubles,” he said when she didn’t continue. He was not having this conversation with her.


  She simply made a tsking sound. “You need to court her properly.”


  “I know.”


  “And you must bring her gifts,” she said, smiling, undeterred by his brusque tone.


  “I know, thank you.” He knew very well how to court a female, thank you very much. He’d seen enough of his former clanmates do it, and seriously, he wasn’t fucking stupid. Except for the lowball offer he’d made earlier, though he hadn’t known Keva was his mate when he’d made it.


  “Well if you need help with anything, come to me. I’m very old and very wise.”


  “And not at all lacking in ego.”


  She grinned then kissed him on the cheek before leaving through the front door.


  “If you know what’s good for you, don’t go to her for anything involving females,” Rhea said as she stepped out of the living room by the foyer. She didn’t even glance at him as she typed something into her phone. “You’ll regret it.”


  “Noted.” He loved Arya and did view her as a mother figure, but yeah, he wasn’t going to her for advice about women. Maybe advice on weapons or plans for world domination, but nothing else.


  He did, however, need to come up with a game plan for courting Keva. He’d never courted a female before. That was what you did when you found your mate. And he’d feared he might never meet his—he’d actually been resigned to never meeting her. Now, to have found her, and a human no less, he was stunned and glad the universe had seen fit to make him wait.


  Now to convince her that he wasn’t a complete jackass.


  



  Chapter 3


  



  Keva smiled as her latest customer stepped outside her shop, the little bell jingling overhead as she left.


  Her smile froze in place as a woman she recognized as part of Conall’s clan stepped inside—Conall’s mother, something Keva had figured out on her own. Though the woman looked to be in her thirties, she knew that shifters aged differently than humans.


  Two newcomers she’d never met before were with Arya. Definitely dragons, given their height. Maybe they were new to the clan? Because Keva definitely would’ve remembered the two tall, striking females. She’d learned to recognize dragon shifters by their size alone, and all these women were tall, elegant, and okay, a little terrifying. But that was only because she knew they could shift into giant fire-breathing animals and burn her to a crisp if they so chose.


  “Hello ladies, welcome to The Gallery, please let me know if you need help with anything.”


  They all smiled politely at her but she wasn’t fooled by the civil smiles, especially from the two unknown women. They were tall, just shy of six feet—maybe. And when she looked into the silvery-gray eyes of the first one it was as if she was being watched by a predator. A very ancient one. She could be wrong though. It was impossible to know and her knowledge on shifters was limited to what her ex-boyfriend had told her and then what she’d gleaned in the last few years.


  She fought off a shudder at the thought of her past, not wanting to go there. He was dead and out of her life. For a couple years after his death, she’d randomly used one of his credit cards so his family wouldn’t know he died. He was a loner by nature and would go years without talking to them. So she figured she’d be okay. But she’d wanted to be smart, to make sure that if they got curious about him, he had some sort of online trail after they’d “broken up.” It was pretty sneaky, but she was good at surviving. And she had a whole story for them if they ever came sniffing around about how they’d broken up and that she hadn’t heard from him since.


  “Everything today is on me,” Arya said to the two females without looking up from a display case of rings.


  The woman with the jet-black hair twisted at her nape simply snorted and went over to the display of necklaces featuring dragon wings. Most of her customers, the human ones anyway, assumed they were angel wings. But they were most definitely fashioned after dragon wings. Keva had always been into making jewelry, and after she’d witnessed Conall in his shifted form, the image of his wings had been seared into her brain forever. He’d saved her that day, given her freedom. She would never forget that. She’d wanted to honor him in some way and she did that through her jewelry.


  “These are breathtaking,” one of the women said as she approached the counter.


  Normally Keva interacted more with her customers, but these women put her a little on edge. It was silly to think that a countertop could actually stop these women if they wanted to attack her, but she was still using it as a barrier of sorts. After yesterday and that meeting with that big jerk from Conall’s clan, she was feeling edgy and annoyed in general. She knew she should simply call Conall and ask him what the deal was. If he wanted her building, she’d sell it to him. But only for a fair price. He might have saved her life, but he’d also given her a backbone in the process.


  “Thank you,” she murmured.


  The woman held the necklace up and eyed it curiously. “These wings really are intricate. You have a lot of talent. I was told you make everything by hand.”


  Keva nodded. “I do, and thank you.”


  “I would like this, and my sister-in-law is not purchasing anything for me.” She sniffed haughtily and looked over at Arya. “I have my own funds.”


  Arya simply rolled her eyes and picked up a bracelet that Keva had handcrafted with platinum and glass she’d found on a long stretch of deserted beach in California.


  By the time the women had gathered all of their choices, Keva had learned their names—Mira and Prima—and they’d racked up over two thousand dollars in sales. Which was an incredible day indeed.


  Keva couldn’t fight the smile even if she’d wanted to as she tallied up all the sales. She swore the dragons kept her in business. Though the tourist season was always nice and definitely kept her afloat, the dragons had helped push her business heavily into the black. Something she liked very much. So did her bank account. There was a certain kind of security that came from having financial independence. After she’d been dependent on her ex—who’d burned through the money her parents had left her—nothing compared with being able to take care of herself. She would never go back to being the woman who’d been so stupid, so dependent on a man, so beaten down.


  As the three shifters left, she froze as the man from yesterday stepped inside. He simply nodded at the women, barely glancing their way because his gaze was laser sharp on her.


  She immediately stepped around the counter. Some intrinsic part of her, a part she barely understood, knew without a doubt he wouldn’t hurt her. That alone confused her—along with the fact that she was very much attracted to the big jerk with the insulting offer. His shoulders were wickedly broad, his dark hair close-cropped, making his cheekbones stand out even more. And there was just a hint of silvery-gray in his blue eyes, making them appear like flecks of ice. He wore a simple T-shirt and jeans, his biceps straining against the material. “Mr. Hunter.”


  “It’s Dagen.” That sexy voice swept through her and she was glad she’d actually worn a bra today.


  Because her nipples beaded tightly from that damn voice alone. “Okay.” Her tone was noncommittal. “Can I help you with something?”


  “I came by to officially apologize for my offer yesterday. It…was just business for me. But I see why it was insulting.”


  “Just business, not personal, right? I hate that phrase.”


  He simply nodded, looking uncomfortable. Then he cleared his throat. “I should also tell you that I wasn’t authorized to make that offer by Conall. It didn’t come from him. I was just doing my job. But I was too overzealous.”


  She wondered at his motives. “Is your Alpha making you apologize?”


  He blinked once and she noticed he hadn’t walked very far into her store. “It’s strange to talk to a human who knows what I am.”


  She lifted a shoulder. “I really don’t know that much.” But she wanted to know more. So much more.


  He was silent for a long moment, then said, “No, he didn’t make me apologize. I came here on my own. I didn’t mean to upset you.”


  For some reason, she actually believed him. It didn’t mean she was going to become buddies with the guy, but she nodded politely. “Apology accepted.”


  He blinked again, looking surprised, but the tightness in his shoulders loosened and she absurdly wondered what he would look like naked—but only because she wanted to sculpt him. That was all. Oh my God, Keva, that’s the saddest lie in the world.


  He continued to stand there for a long moment, looking unsure of himself, and she wasn’t sure what to say either. He was…ridiculously sexy.


  “Did you need help with anything else?” she finally asked.


  “Baby shower,” he blurted.


  She blinked once. “Excuse me?”


  “I’ve been invited to a coed baby shower. I need help shopping for something.”


  She looked around her store and suppressed a grin. “I don’t think I have anything appropriate for a baby shower gift here. Unless you’re planning on buying jewelry for a woman who is not your mate?” Because even she knew that was a big no-no in the shifter world. Shifter males in particular could get very possessive. At least from what she’d seen. Heck, that was pretty much a no-no for humans too.


  He frowned as if the thought had just occurred to him. “That is true.” He shifted from foot to foot as he glanced around the store, his expression curious. Then he strode over to a sculpture she’d made of a beautiful dragon with bluish-gold wings that looked as if they were on fire themselves. The beautiful animal was in the middle of breathing fire the same color as his wings. In the sunlight, even more colors glittered through the glass and gems. That piece had taken her ages to finish and she almost hated to sell it.


  “This is incredible,” he breathed, awe in his voice. “You made this yourself?”


  She felt her cheeks heat up at the compliment. “I did.”


  “I’ll take it.”


  “Ah…it’s fifteen hundred dollars.”


  He didn’t even blink as he gently picked it up. “It’s worth more.”


  Now she was the one to blink in surprise. Even more heat rushed to her cheeks but she simply put on her “store-owner’s smile” and said, “Thank you. Just give me a second and I’ll get a box and some stuffing so I can wrap it properly.” Today had turned out to be a very good day indeed. And it was only a little after lunch, so it was very likely that she would still see more customers.


  For some strange reason, she was glad this virtual stranger was the one who’d purchased the piece. It was clear he valued it.


  * * *


  Dagen steeled himself and stepped inside Keva’s shop the next morning. Just like the first time, seeing her—and scenting her—nearly knocked him on his ass. He tried not to be obvious but all he wanted to do was inhale that rich, sweet, wild scent. Fuck. He needed to get it together.


  She was clearly surprised to see him but smiled politely. It was nothing like that original smile she’d given him—before she’d known who he was. The smile that stole his breath and much more.


  “Good morning,” she said softly.


  The little bell jingled overhead as he stepped fully inside and let the door shut behind him. “Morning. I brought you some pastries from the shop a few doors down.” It was owned by the clan and Isobel ran it. Arya had told him what Keva’s favorites were, though he was still unsure how the ancient female even knew that. But she seemed to have a wealth of knowledge.


  “Why?” she blurted. Then she seemed to wince and said, “I mean, thank you. But also…why are you bringing me pastries?”


  “To be nice. And because I wanted to ask you out to lunch. Or dinner.” Basically he wanted anything she would give him. Which felt a little sad and desperate, but his dragon apparently had no pride or shame when it came to her. He just wanted the chance to get to know her more. To see if this insane connection he felt was real, and could be reciprocated.


  Her delicious lips pulled into a thin line. “You mean like a date? Or is this some plan to get me to sell?”


  “I do not want to buy your property. I don’t care about that. I…just want to ask you out on a date.” God, he wasn’t some untried dragon barely out of his youth. He was a fucking sentinel, part of the team that kept their borders secure. But right now he felt out of his depth, as if he was drowning.


  “Oh.” She bit her bottom lip, the action adorable. But when she crossed her arms over her chest, the move protective, he knew she was going to say no before she said it. Sighing, she continued, “Look, I completely accept your apology. But I’m not looking to date anyone. Especially not…a shifter. And I mean that in the nicest way possible. I’m just not looking for anything at all—with anyone.” There was such a finality in her words, but also a hint of regret.


  His dragon definitely picked up on the regret and clung to it. “Are you looking for a friend?”


  “I guess,” she said, then laughed lightly. “I mean, if you really want to be friends, sure, but I’m making it clear right now that I am not looking for a relationship. Or sex either.”


  He perked up at the word sex but kept his expression neutral. That was hard, especially when he scented more than a trickle of lust roll off her. He went completely still for a moment, inhaling the turbulence of her mixed emotions. She wanted him. Even if she didn’t want to want him. “Okay, then. Would you like to go out to dinner as friends?”


  She snorted softly again, a hint of amusement lighting up her eyes. “Somehow I feel like you’re not hearing anything I’m saying.”


  He lifted a shoulder. “I hear everything you’re saying.” And not saying.


  “I can do lunch on Saturday. I’ve got extra staff working that day so I can get away.”


  Saturday seemed an eternity away, but he would take it. Moving closer, he was careful not to crowd her space as he set the bag of pastries on the countertop. “I’ll need your phone number.”


  “You should have my phone number from the files for the real estate offer.”


  “The number is in there, but I didn’t want to invade your privacy and save it in my phone.”


  She blinked in surprise but then smiled, one of those real ones that he couldn’t get enough of. Then she rattled off her phone number. He quickly put the numbers in his phone and texted her once so she had his.


  “Saturday, should I pick you up here?” he asked.


  “Sounds good. How about eleven thirty? There’s usually a lull around then and I won’t feel bad about leaving my shop.”


  He nodded. “I’ll see you then.” And he’d likely be counting down every second. He wasn’t sure how mated males, or females for that matter, ever got anything done. All his focus was on Keva. And if she wanted to be just friends, then fine. Well, not fucking fine. But he wanted her in his life. He wasn’t sure how things would play out if his attraction grew even stronger but he was going to take it one day at a time. Hell, one step at a time. He needed to prove to her that he was a worthy male. The only thing he knew was that he got to spend time with her on Saturday. That made his dragon very happy.


  He was a predator by nature, but his dragon half thought in very simple terms. And right now, one hurdle had been crossed. Convincing his future mate to spend time together was complete. And he’d gotten to give her food. Yes, this pleased him very much.


  



  Chapter 4


  



  Keva was already second-guessing her decision to go out to lunch with that sexy dragon on Saturday. She should have just said no, that she didn’t need any more friends. But it seemed stupid to agitate members of Conall’s clan.


  Okay, that was a big fat lie. She’d said yes because she wanted to go. Period. For no other reason than apparently she was a masochist and wanted to spend time with the very sexy man who could only ever be a friend.


  Because she hadn’t been kidding about not wanting a relationship. She’d gotten burned so badly before that she hadn’t even dated since her ex died. A lot of that had to do with getting her business up and running. But the thought of dating a shifter, where the power dynamic was so lopsided? No, she didn’t think she could deal with that again.


  Her ex-boyfriend had seemed sweet and charming in the beginning too, though there had been telltale signs. She just hadn’t been able to see them. She’d recently lost her mother, and even though they hadn’t been particularly close, both her parents had died in such a short timeframe that she’d felt alone in the world. Without an anchor. And Randall had been so damn charismatic.


  God, she still felt like an idiot for falling for his lies. When he’d told her he was a shifter, he’d made it out like he’d confided this huge secret to her because he trusted her. What a load of crap. Only later had she realized he’d told her to keep her in line, to keep her afraid.


  Dagen seemed nothing like that. The fact that he was respectful and had asked for her phone number when he easily could’ve gotten it on his own gave her a good feeling, but she wasn’t sure she was willing to risk anything again.


  Besides that, she’d seen him yesterday with Arya, and the woman had linked her arm through his. The two were clearly chummy. Maybe even more than just chummy. She thought Arya might be mated but she wasn’t sure if dragons were faithful or…what. Her ex certainly hadn’t been. And she didn’t know enough about dragons or other shifters to know their norms. She just knew that mates got all possessive, but that did not equal fidelity. God. She was just getting caught up in her own head. And she had work to do.


  A customer stepped inside and she shelved all thoughts of the sexy man who’d infiltrated her dreams the last couple nights.


  By the time Keva was able to take a breath and actually relax, four hours had passed. One customer after another had come in, the beginning of spring season here. She was definitely not complaining since there would be a lull come the end of spring and into the beginning of summer. She’d hired a couple seasonal staff—because someone had to work the store while she actually created the jewelry. And she had the urge to design anyway. She loved what she did and loved that she got to make money from it, though the work was definitely time-consuming and exhausting.


  Smiling at the mother and daughter leaving her store, she rounded the countertop and glanced at her phone when she saw the little blue light blinking.


  When she read the recent text message, ice chilled her veins.


  Where is my brother?


  She knew who it was from even though she didn’t recognize the number. Even as she tried to shake off the fear, she recalled her plan and texted back. Who is this?


  It had been four years since Randall had died. And she was going to say she hadn’t seen him in over three years to anyone who asked—which was true. So she couldn’t act like she knew who this was or what this was about.


  Her phone pinged again. Don’t be stupid.


  Whoever this is, I think you have the wrong number.


  Two minutes later another text came in. This is Richard, Randall’s brother. Where is he?


  Yep, it was exactly who she thought it was. Randall’s older brother hadn’t been the Alpha of his pack, but he had been second-in-command. Randall had always told her that one day he’d settle back with his pack, but not until he was done roaming. He hadn’t liked having an Alpha very much. She wasn’t sure of the exact dynamics of what that meant but it sounded a lot like having a boss.


  She waited another minute, then texted back. Why are you bothering me? I haven’t seen him in three years. Then she set her phone down and greeted a new customer stepping into her store. She was afraid, yes, but she wasn’t going to let that fear control the way she acted today. She wasn’t going to let it control her life.


  She wasn’t a match physically for a wolf, or any shifter for that matter, but she had invested in a gun, pepper spray, and a Taser. Overkill? No. Definitely not. Because she knew about the things that went bump in the night, and shifters weren’t the only supernatural creatures out there.


  There were also vampires and a few other things her ex had mentioned in passing. Now that she knew about them, she wanted to be better prepared in case she was ever attacked by anyone—or anything—again. Not that she was worried supernatural creatures would randomly start attacking her. They’d been around as long as humans, and apparently had their shit together better since they were able to live in relative hiding.


  But she shook those thoughts away. She had a business to run and bills to pay.


  She’d worry about what she was going to do about this later. And maybe…she’d call Conall to let him know.


  



  Chapter 5


  



  Dagen tried not to feel like too much of a stalker as he followed Keva to her vehicle. A bone-deep compulsion ordered him to watch out for her, to make sure she was okay. Just because she had no idea they were mates didn’t mean he could stop acting against his nature. To do so would be like cutting off a limb. So even if it could be construed as creepy to be following her, he wasn’t a human. It wasn’t like he was going to peep in her windows later tonight.


  As she headed down the sidewalk, he stuck to the shadows even though he could have easily cloaked himself. To do that, however, he’d have to get completely naked. That was a dragon gift. Whether in dragon or human form, dragons could cloak themselves in camouflage.


  But he was adept at blending into his surroundings regardless. As he trailed after her, he scented fear. Just a hint of it, and it raged against his senses. She was afraid of something? He hoped to God it wasn’t him. But he couldn’t imagine that it was. He hadn’t scented anything like that when he’d last seen her. Just confusion, and yes, lust. That scent was forever seared into his brain.


  She walked past the last row of shops on the street before turning left. He knew she parked in a well-lit parking lot two blocks away. So he kept his distance, maneuvering around the humans still out strolling, even as she rounded the corner.


  By the time he made it to the parking lot, he knew something was wrong. First, he smelled wolf shifter. And not any wolves he recognized. If someone was in Petronilla territory, they should have announced it to his Alpha, and Conall would have let everybody know. Sometimes mistakes happened and supernaturals stumbled into one another’s territories. That was always no harm, no foul. But when he spotted Keva talking to a huge shifter male, her body language screamed that she was terrified.


  Going straight into warrior mode, he caught some of the conversation as he used the vehicles to cover him. Moving quietly, he was in complete stealth mode.


  “I don’t understand why you’re here bothering me,” Keva snapped out. “I already told you, I haven’t seen him in over three years. After he blew through my trust fund he had no need for me anymore.”


  The male growled and it took all of Dagen’s restraint not to breathe fire at him. “If I find out you hurt my brother—”


  Keva let out a sharp laugh of incredulity. “Are you kidding me! That’s not possible.”


  He scented the truth in her words even as he approached from behind, ready to snap this male’s neck. He scented another wolf nearby but couldn’t pinpoint exactly where. Still, there was another predator close by and it didn’t take two wolves to come talk to a small human female.


  Somehow he kept his dragon in check, kept him from shifting even though Keva’s fear was palpable.


  Worse, the wolf liked it. Dagen could smell it on him. He wanted to remove the male’s head from his body quickly and cleanly. And then his dragon wanted to snack on him. With barbeque sauce.


  “Do you or do you not know where my brother is? Don’t lie to me,” the man snapped.


  Dagen took that moment to step out of the shadows, moving lightning fast as he gently pushed Keva behind him and got up in the wolf’s face.


  The male jerked back in surprise, slamming into the car behind him. “What the fuck?”


  “I should be asking you the same thing. You’re in Petronilla territory.” A statement of truth the male would scent. “Why haven’t you contacted my Alpha?”


  “I don’t know who that is. This is no one’s territory.”


  Dagen didn’t scent a lie coming off the male so it very well might be true that he didn’t realize this was dragon territory. Not everyone knew about dragons, after all. “You might want to do a little research,” he growled, letting his dragon show in his eyes. Whether the wolf knew what he was or not, Dagen didn’t care. “Then you better follow protocol and let my Alpha know you’re here and why you’re here. And you’re also going to want to apologize to Keva for threatening her when she’s protected by my people.” He said people instead of clan, wanting to keep it very vague. This wolf could do his own research—though something told Dagen he wouldn’t be reaching out to Conall.


  “I’m simply looking for my missing brother, and this bitch—”


  Dagen’s hand shot out before he consciously thought of moving, wrapping his fingers around the wolf’s neck as he slammed him into the car. Metal crunched under the force of the blow. “You’re going to want to watch your words. And you better tell your backup to get the fuck out of here too.” He released the wolf, and to give the guy credit, he didn’t fall to the ground, just straightened and glared at Dagen, his own eyes blazing with rage, his wolf peering back at Dagen.


  “I didn’t mean anything personal by it. I simply want to find my baby brother. And she knows where he is.”


  “That’s funny, I heard her say she hasn’t seen him in years. And I didn’t scent a lie coming off her. Not only that—I can’t scent a wolf on her. Which means you can’t either. So she hasn’t seen your brother. You’re barking up the wrong tree, wolf. Get the fuck out of here and leave her alone. If I see you, or even scent you in town, I’ll hunt you down and remove your head from your body.” A promise.


  The most primal part of Dagen had the urge to kill both wolves now, to eliminate what was definitely a threat to Keva—but he didn’t want her to see him do it. It was the only thing stopping him from rampaging like his dragon wanted to.


  The male nodded once and lifted his hand, motioning to someone else, who stepped out of the shadows. Another male who was just as big as the first. They’d been here to threaten Keva, to likely hurt her.


  Dagen growled low in his throat, not taking his eyes off the two wolves as they left the parking lot on foot. Yep, they’d definitely been lying in wait for her.


  “Dagen?” Keva whispered.


  Only once he was sure they were gone did he turn to face her, forcing his dragon back in place. He looked her up and down from head to toe, scanning for any sign of injury. “Did he hurt you?” he growled, unable to completely keep his dragon out of his voice.


  She reached for him then stopped, letting her hands fall by her side. “No. I’m sorry you had to see that.”


  He blinked, not sure he’d heard right. What did she have to be sorry about? “Who are those wolves and why are they bothering you?”


  “It’s nothing,” she muttered. “I had it under control.”


  He wanted to deny that, but knew that wouldn’t win him any points and he didn’t want to insult her. Still, he said, “Those wolves are very strong and you’re human.”


  His words seemed to anger her and he wasn’t sure why. Because they were true.


  She let out this adorable little growling sound that made him want to lean forward and nibble her bottom lip. But he wasn’t insane so he remained where he was. “Did I say something to offend you?”


  She let out a long sigh. “No. He just scared me.”


  “He will not bother you again.” Of that Dagen was certain.


  “I don’t need your help with this. I’ve got it handled. He scared me, yes, but I’ll deal with it.” She pressed the fob on her key ring. “I’m just going to head home now.”


  “I’m going to follow you.” And he wasn’t asking.


  She frowned as she opened her door—thankfully not the vehicle he’d dented with that wolf’s body. “That’s unnecessary.”


  “Two unknown wolves are in my Alpha’s territory. It is necessary. I’m going to make sure they don’t bother you anymore.”


  “You said that before, territory. It sounds pretty self-explanatory, but what exactly does that mean in…” She glanced around but there was no one in the parking lot—he would have scented them. “Shifter terms?” she finished.


  “Conall is the Alpha of a specific area, including this region. That means if any supernatural crosses into his territory they have to let him know.”


  Her eyes widened slightly but she simply nodded. “Okay…do your job, then. But I’m okay and I don’t need protection.”


  He snorted though it came out as a scoff and he realized his mistake the moment he did it. She did need his protection, but maybe she didn’t want to admit it.


  She simply narrowed her gaze at him and slid into the front seat.


  He knew where she lived so he hurried back to where he’d parked his truck. He didn’t think those wolves were stupid enough to try and tail her now. Besides, if they knew where she worked, they definitely knew where she lived. They’d likely been hoping to catch her off guard and in a parking lot with crappy security cameras.


  No matter what, he was going to make sure that Keva was okay. Protected. Because she was getting his protection whether she wanted it or not.


  



  Chapter 6


  



  Keva’s fingers trembled as she disabled the alarm system for her house. Her place was small and perfect for her. She’d bought it for the work shed out back and the fact that she was on three acres. She didn’t have to worry about neighbors interrupting her and it had felt like a safe haven for the last couple years.


  Now that glorious privacy seemed like a double-edged sword. She wasn’t in the middle of nowhere exactly, but her nearest neighbors weren’t close. And while a security system would alert her to an intruder coming into the house, the doors would do nothing to stop a determined wolf. And Randall’s brother had been very angry and determined.


  She didn’t care if Richard wasn’t supposed to be in this territory. She didn’t think it would stop him from coming to see her again. At least she’d been able to answer truthfully that she didn’t know where Randall was. She didn’t know. She had no idea what had happened to his ashes when he’d been incinerated. And she had no idea where he was in the afterlife, though if she had to guess, she was going with Hell.


  But if he asked her point-blank if Randall was alive, she wouldn’t be able to lie her way out of that. To top off the end of her crappy day, she hated that Dagen had witnessed all of that. He’d looked at her as if she was completely incapable of taking care of herself.


  Even worse, she knew that him showing up hadn’t been the worst thing. She still hated that she had to depend on someone else. It had taken years to build back her self-esteem and her life. She didn’t want to depend on anyone, but realistically she realized that just might not be a possibility now.


  When she heard a knock on her front door, she nearly jumped out of her skin.


  “It’s me, Dagen.” His sexy, strong voice carried through her door.


  She dropped her purse on the nearby foyer table and opened the front door. “What’s wrong?” She’d assumed he was just going to follow her home.


  He stepped inside as if he had every right to. She spluttered for a second as he shut the door behind him.


  He turned to face her and gone was the awkward, sort of adorable dragon from that morning. In his place was a fierce warrior. The warrior must have been there all along.


  “If that wolf knows where you work, he knows where you live.” His gaze flicked over to the alarm system panel and he nodded once in approval before continuing. “I’m going to do a sweep of your house just to check. But I don’t scent him here. However, there is a faint scent trail of him around your property. So he has been here at one point. Probably earlier today and probably just the once because it’s very faint. When he didn’t find you here, he likely went to your work.”


  Before she could respond or absorb everything he’d just said, he stepped farther inside and simply started searching rooms. She wanted to tell him to stop, but what was the use? She knew he wasn’t going to, and okay, she liked the idea of Dagen double-checking her closets and under her bed. Because yeah, Randall’s family scared her. They were all just as psychotic as he had been. And if Dagen scented the brother on her property? Ugh.


  It only took the sexy dragon about five minutes to do a thorough search of her place, because he’d used his supernatural speed—which had been a little disconcerting to watch—so she’d let him be. When he was done he found her in the kitchen where she was opening up a bottle of wine. Because yeah, tonight was definitely a wine kind of night. “Would you like a glass?” she asked as he stepped inside.


  He blinked in surprise but shook his head. “No. Your place is secure. And I’ll be staying in the guest room.”


  She snorted loudly. “Is that right?”


  “That is right. Or I can shift forms and stay outside. I don’t mind sleeping in my dragon form. But I will be here and I won’t lie to you about it.”


  “Pretty sure the neighbors might have something to say about that.”


  “You don’t have neighbors close enough to notice me—and they wouldn’t be able to see me anyway.”


  “You’re being ridiculous. You can’t just stay at my place.”


  “I’m not being ridiculous. There’s a threat against you and I’m taking proper action. What kind of dragon would I be if I let a woman in clear danger face a threat alone? I’m not saying that because I think you’re a helpless human. I’m saying that because the wolf is dangerous and he is physically more powerful than you. That is a simple fact. Even if he believes you don’t know where his brother is—he might hurt you regardless. Because he can and because he would like it.”


  She shoved out a breath. “It’s hard to get mad at you when you’re being all logical.”


  To her surprise he let out a laugh then gave her the faintest hint of a smile. “You are under my Alpha’s protection. And even if you weren’t, I would still keep you safe.”


  Oh…hell. What did she do with that? And what did she do about the butterflies that had launched inside her at those very possessive words? Nothing, that was what. She scrubbed a hand over her face. “This whole situation is insane. But…I’m also scared and I can admit that I don’t want to be by myself tonight. So thank you for staying in my guest room. I was going to order takeout. How does Mexican food sound?”


  “Perfect. I can order if you want to take a shower or whatever. I know you had a long day at work.”


  Okay, this man was ridiculously thoughtful. And she was actually going to let him do it. Smiling, she pulled out an old takeout menu from one of her drawers. “My favorites are already circled. I’ve got cash. I can pay when they deliver.”


  “Sounds good.”


  It was so surreal to be heading upstairs while a disturbingly sexy dragon was in her kitchen ordering takeout food as if this was the most natural thing in the world. But she trusted him. And with him in her house, for the first time in years she felt completely and utterly safe. Because if Randall’s brother tried to attack her now, Dagen would step in. And she had no doubt who the winner would be.


  * * *


  Dagen frowned at the sculpture of a dragon that looked a lot like Conall on Keva’s dining room table. The entire thing was covered in various sculptures and jewelry pieces. It was completely irrational but he didn’t like the thought of her sculpting another male, whether in human or dragon form. He had no claim to Keva even if he felt like he did.


  “So what do you think?” she asked, stepping into the room and motioning to the sculpture.


  He’d heard her long before she got downstairs. Her damp hair was braided back against her head, and she had on soft-looking navy blue pants and a pullover sweater the same color.


  “It’s beautiful.”


  “Thanks.” She gave a small smile as she gazed at it. “It’s not completely finished. I’m creating a wolf who looks like Conall’s mate, then I’ll position them together on a base piece. Rhea commissioned this as a gift for him for his birthday.”


  “You know Rhea?”


  She nodded once. “Yep. And I’m pretty sure I know exactly whose baby shower you were talking about yesterday, because I’m invited to Victoria’s.”


  That surprised him. “I didn’t realize you knew members of the clan.”


  “I know some. Not all. But I have lived here for a few years. It’s weird—some of them don’t even know I know about dragons.” She let out a little laugh. “I guess Conall just tells who he wants.”


  Dagen simply nodded. He didn’t want to talk about his Alpha or anyone else. But especially not any other males. “The food arrived while you were upstairs, so if you’re hungry…”


  As if on cue her stomach rumbled and her cheeks flushed a sexy shade of pink. “I think that’s a yes.”


  He loved that he got to feed her again. It was making his dragon side ridiculously pleased.


  



  Chapter 7


  



  Keva glanced up as Dagen stepped into her shop, not surprised to see him. He’d told her that as soon as she closed up, he’d stop by and escort her back home. She wondered if she’d given in to his protection too easily yesterday, but she had to be smart. Richard was a dangerous wolf, and if he wanted to come after her, he would do it while she was alone. Obviously, Dagen escorting her around wasn’t a long-term solution, but for once she wasn’t going to worry too far into the future. Right now she was going to appreciate the protection she had.


  Even if it came in the form of a sexy dragon with dark hair, cheekbones that were an artist’s dream, and silvery-blue eyes, who was getting under her skin without even trying to.


  He’d escorted her to work this morning and told her he’d be nearby. When she pushed, wanting to know what he meant, he hadn’t exactly answered. Instead he’d just said that he’d be within shouting distance if she needed help with anything. She’d even asked if she was taking him away from his clan duties but he hadn’t been concerned—he’d said that any work he needed to do, he could do on his laptop or phone.


  “Hey,” he said, nodding once at her as the door shut behind him.


  “Hey yourself.” Seeing him again in person took her breath away, just like the first time. The man was huge—and so annoyingly sexy. She wasn’t sure which side of him she liked better: the cute, awkward side or the sexy, scary warrior who’d been in her house last night.


  Both.


  “Do you need to do anything to shut down?” he asked, glancing out the front windows, his body language alert.


  She shook her head. “It was slow the last half hour, so I did all the paperwork and reports I needed to.”


  “It seems like you had a good day. Or at least there were a lot of customers in and out.”


  Wow, he really must have been nearby to know that. “I did. And now I’m starving.”


  He frowned once. “It’s because you skipped lunch.”


  “How could you know that?”


  “Because there’s no food in here. If there was, I would smell it. And you never left the shop all day even though you had two employees here—and there were no food deliveries either.”


  “You’re far too observant.”


  He looked as if he was going to say something then snapped his mouth shut. “If you’re ready, I was going to stop by Ziti The Great and pick up dinner.”


  She grabbed her purse from the counter and smiled. “That’s my favorite restaurant.” It was kind of impossible to go wrong with Italian food. Cheese and pasta? Delicious.


  “I know.”


  She narrowed her gaze at him as she headed to the door. “How could you know that?”


  He lifted a shoulder, not answering as he held the door open for her.


  True to his word, they headed straight for the restaurant. After picking up the food, they headed back to her place. It was weird, mainly because it felt normal for him to be taking her home. But she wasn’t going to get used to this. Not to him or his company. She couldn’t get used to any of it.


  She might lean on him for physical strength right now but she was her own woman. She had to remind herself of that. She never wanted to devolve into that stupid fool who’d been with Randall. Ugh. She hated even thinking of who she’d been back then, of how she’d let herself be manipulated.


  “I hate to bring this up, but you need to be aware,” Dagen said as they pulled out of the restaurant parking lot. “Richard and the wolf he was with have gone to ground.”


  “What do you mean?” Rows of shops and restaurants passed by in a blur as he drove.


  “They haven’t left the area. Or I’m pretty sure they haven’t. And they never checked in with Conall. So either they left or they’re here and they’re hiding—my money’s on here. Maybe I’m wrong, but they’re waiting on a chance to get you alone.”


  More of that ice slid down her spine. “So what does this mean?”


  “Nothing for you right now. I know that your ex is dead. I also know that Conall killed him.”


  She turned away from him, staring out the window. “What else did he tell you?”


  “Just enough so I know his family is unhinged. But he didn’t give me any details about your ex and you. He said if I wanted to know, you had to tell me.”


  “Do you want to know?” she asked softly.


  “Only if you want to tell me. But I don’t want to know if it will hurt you to talk about it.”


  Closing her eyes, she laid her head back against the headrest. This dragon was going to be her undoing. Dagen had started protecting her simply because he could. Because he was a good man who clearly cared about others. She felt like she owed him this, but more than that, she wanted him to know this about her. “After my parents died, I started dating Randall.”


  Next to her he let out a little rumbling growl, then swiftly stopped when she glanced at him. “Sorry. Just came out.”


  For some reason his reaction loosened the band of tension around her chest. She let out a little laugh. “It’s okay. Anyway, I started dating him, and in the beginning things were great. There were red flags but I didn’t see them. He was so charming, and though he was a little selfish he made up for it in other ways. Or I convinced myself that he did. Then when he told me his huge secret about being a shifter, he made it seem like he told me because he trusted me, because I was special. That I was ‘the one.’ He was like that in the beginning. He made it seem like me being a human was special, that he liked that I was different from she-wolves.


  “In reality, and I only realized it much later, he liked that I was physically weaker than him. Because from what I’ve learned since, she-wolves would have beat the shit out of him for his attitude and selfish impulses. To keep this story as short as possible, we roamed around for a bit. Which was perfect for me. I was done with college and I wanted to see more of the country. And I was feeling pretty lost. I wasn’t close to my parents, but in a way they had been my anchor to the world. Neither of them had siblings and their parents had all passed so I felt really alone. I mean, I have friends, but there’s something about family that seems to anchor you. Stupid, huh?”


  “No. Not at all. I understand.”


  She was curious about his family and planned to ask him later. His words gave her the strength to continue. “After we’d been on the road for a month, I tried breaking up with him. It was right before we reached Montana. That’s when I saw the darker side to him. I thought I’d seen it, but he’d been keeping a mask on. He lashed out, hurt me. Physically.” She wasn’t going to go into too many details because Dagen didn’t need them and it hurt to talk about.


  At a cracking sound, she realized that he’d sliced through the leather on the steering wheel. Her eyes widened.


  “Sorry,” he muttered, retracting his claws.


  Maybe the sight of those claws should have scared her, but they didn’t. Dagen was nothing like Randall had been. “So I bided my time and I tried to run. He hurt me worse the next time.” She paused, debating whether she should tell him the truth. Then she decided to just do it. “He raped me.


  Dagen growled, his claws back, but he didn’t turn away, he simply watched her, listening—his dragon in his gaze.


  “I knew next time he would kill me. So again, I bided my time, and I thought I would be able to escape, but he found me again. I was running from him, or more accurately he was toying with me like I was prey. I realized later what he’d been doing. God, there was so much I realized in hindsight. When you’re being victimized, it’s so easy to rationalize stuff. Anyway, Conall saw us in his territory and burned him. I mean, the dragon flat-out incinerated him. I can’t even tell you how insane it was to see a dragon destroying Randall. I’d always thought you guys were myths. Then, like a dumbass, I ran at Conall and gave him a giant hug when he was still in dragon form. I’m blaming it on shock. And…I still wonder if I should feel guilty for not caring about Randall’s death, but all I felt was relief. I finally felt free. Because I think I knew that no matter what I did, he would always find me.” As she said the last words, a weight she hadn’t even realized was pressing on her chest lifted.


  “I’m so sorry, for all of it. I’m sorry you went through that.” Dagen’s voice was raspy, uneven.


  “I came out stronger for it. And I decided to settle down here. It seemed as good a place as any and I really liked Conall. He’s such a decent man. He helped me because he could. Not because he got anything out of it. So now you know my sad story and how I ended up here.”


  “I’m glad you’re here,” he said quietly. Dagen was silent for a long moment, maybe digesting everything. Finally he spoke again. “Why do you think Randall’s brother is coming after you now?”


  “After Randall died, I kept some of his credit cards and I would take trips to various areas, make small charges. I had the pin number so it was easy enough. And his family deposited money in his account because that lazy fuck never worked a day in his life. Something I didn’t realize when we first got together. So I kept up the charges for a couple years. Sporadically, but about once every three months I’d rack up some random charges. Not many, because he usually paid in cash. He would just take money out and spend the cash. He told me it was a shifter thing.”


  Dagen nodded. “It is. We prefer to use cash in general if possible.”


  All right, so her ex hadn’t lied about one thing. “I kept that up for a while and then over a year ago I stopped. Eventually they were going to realize he was gone or something was wrong and I figured that since I settled down here years ago and he supposedly left, roaming around the country without me, they wouldn’t bother me. He was a lone wolf and would go years without talking to his family. And I knew they kept track of his charges, so when I had a trip down to Florida to grab some supplies and meet with a potential client who wanted to commission a piece, I used his credit card for the last time. They might know what I did though.”


  “No. If they knew, you’d be dead. His brother was fishing for information. He was trying to scare you. Trust me, if he knew what happened, that you pretended he was alive for so long, you would definitely be dead.” He let out another growl and his claws came out again. But he cursed and quickly retracted them. “Sorry, I just hate the thought of you being afraid or in pain.”


  He meant it. She could hear it in the conviction of his words. Reaching out, she grasped his steely forearm and squeezed once. “Thank you.” Keva wanted to know more about Dagen but felt weird asking right now.


  And since they’d just pulled up to her place, she waited as he checked around the perimeter, then came back to get her. He was so gentle too, opening her door, and being careful not to touch her. For good measure, he checked her house even though he said he couldn’t scent Richard. But he was very thorough, something she appreciated.


  More than that…she was starting to like this dragon. Way too much.


  



  Chapter 8


  



  Well after midnight, Keva tiptoed downstairs, her heart in her throat. When she stepped into the kitchen, however, she forgot to breathe for a second. “What are you doing?”


  “Just grabbing some water.” Dagen quietly shut the refrigerator door behind him, a jug of water in hand. The man was completely shirtless and holy crap, that chest.


  She knew she was staring but couldn’t seem to stop herself as her mouth dropped open. He could not be real. Maybe she was dreaming? Ripped lines and striations of a defined eight-pack had her mouth watering. Realizing she needed to stop gawking at him like a horny teenager, she cleared her throat and managed to force her gaze upward. When she met his, instead of amusement, she found him watching her with clear hunger in those gorgeous eyes.


  Noooo, they were not going there.


  Too bad her body didn’t agree. Her nipples beaded tightly against her soft top, the friction against the material driving her crazy.


  “I hope I didn’t wake you up?” he asked softly, pulling down a glass from the cabinet.


  She shook her head and stepped farther into the room. He hadn’t turned any lights on, but there was enough outside light from the near full moon spilling in that she didn’t bother either. “No. Will you pour me a glass too?” Because her mouth was dry as sand now that he was standing there shirtless in front of her.


  When he turned she had a perfect view of his back and butt—which was unfortunately covered. Damn it, she had to stop looking at him like that. He was here for one reason and one reason only. To keep her safe. Not as some piece of eye candy for her to stare at…and lust after.


  “Thanks,” she said, taking the glass from him and trying her best to ignore the little zap of energy she felt when their fingers brushed. “So what exactly do you do for the clan? Apart from real estate deals.” She jumped up on the nearest countertop and took a sip of water. There was no way she could sleep now and she genuinely liked his company. And okay, she was super curious about him.


  He leaned against the countertop, way too close for comfort. Maybe a foot separated them and it seemed too far yet too near at the same time. She had the crazy urge to pull him to her even as she knew she should keep him at a nice distance. Stupid hormones.


  “Honestly, what I do is make money. I handle a lot of business for the clan. I’m very loosely related to Conall through a distant bloodline, and about six months ago he officially accepted me as a member of his clan.”


  “Oh, so you were part of another clan before?” She wasn’t really sure how any of this shifter family stuff worked. Her ex had told her some things but he hadn’t been a fountain of information. Or truth.


  “Sort of… Yes. I was.”


  “And?” she prodded.


  “And what?”


  “Come on. I told you about pretty much the worst time of my life. You’ve gotta give me something about yourself.”


  He was silent for a long moment as he watched her. Then he said, “I was part of another clan for many years, but I never fully integrated. Something happened to me a couple centuries ago, and…” He cleared his throat. “Anyway, my clan never felt like home to me. Not truly.”


  She really wanted to ask what had happened, but it was clear that it must have been painful for him. So she didn’t push. If anything she was surprised he’d even told her that much. “Why Conall’s clan?”


  “A few reasons. I knew that his brother and he himself had recently mated with wolves. And his clan is much more integrated with other shifter species. And humans, for that matter. I like that they’re not so segregated.”


  She lifted her eyebrows slightly. “Was your clan dragons only?”


  He nodded once. “Don’t get me wrong, they’re decent dragons, but many of them were set in their ways. They didn’t like outsiders, especially humans. And it never sat well with me. Probably another reason why I never fully integrated into my clan. It’s stupid not to integrate, for social and economic reasons.” He lifted a shoulder.


  “What about your parents?”


  “They’re in Hibernation.”


  She frowned, not completely understanding. Bears hibernated. Dragons did too?


  “I’ll explain it to you one day,” he said, clearly reading her confusion.


  She nodded once. “So…any news on Richard?”


  His expression darkened, his eyes seeming to flicker in the moonlight. “No. And he hasn’t been sniffing around your property either. I would’ve heard or smelled him. You do have a bold family of raccoons that likes to forage around your yard.”


  She grinned. “I know. I actually feed them.”


  That pulled a smile out of him and it changed his entire countenance. He was so serious and rough-looking sometimes and she found she really loved making him smile. And she felt that smile way down deep in her abdomen—and other parts.


  Dagen simply watched her right back, not bothering to hide his hunger for her.


  No. No, no, no. Damn it. Something told her that if she leaned forward just a bit, or gave the slightest inclination that she wanted to kiss him, he’d be on her. And that she would love every second of it.


  But…no. “I should probably go upstairs,” Keva whispered into the thick, growing silence. Yeah, she really should go upstairs. Otherwise she was going to do something incredibly stupid any second now. Like kiss Dagen. A lot.


  He shifted slightly down the countertop until he was caging her in, both his hands planted on either side of her body. But for some reason, she didn’t feel caged in. Instead she felt protected.


  Something he’d made her feel from the moment they’d met. Well, almost. He was kind of a jackass at that first meeting. But his apology had been real, and ever since then he’d been kind of perfect. All awkward at first, then sexy warrior.


  “You make it hard to breathe,” he whispered. His gaze had gone bright. She knew the man was still looking at her, but she swore his dragon was just beneath the surface. And she wasn’t even sure how she knew that, but she did. Without a doubt.


  She swallowed. “You can’t just say stuff like that. We’re…friends.”


  His gaze dipped to her mouth, his eyes going molten. “I think we both know that’s not true. We’re more than friends. Or I hope we will be.”


  Though she wanted to reach out and touch him, to trail her fingers over all that bare skin, she resisted the urge. Somehow. Instead she curled her fingers into her palms, the little bite of pain reminding her she needed to stop whatever was going on right now. “Look, I’m attracted to you. There’s no use in denying it. But the power dynamic between us is simply too vast.”


  “You wouldn’t say that if you knew what kind of power you held over me.”


  “You say that now, but things could change.”


  “Not for my kind. What do you know about dragons—” He abruptly stopped talking.


  “What?”


  He shoved out a breath and looked away but didn’t move from his position. “Nothing.”


  “It’s probably impossible for you to understand where I’m coming from. You’re a freaking dragon shifter. You’ve never felt alone and vulnerable. Unable to defend yourself. I don’t think you would hurt me. I also never thought Randall would either. It’s just… You can’t know what it is to be at the bottom of the food chain, to be so very aware of your mortality. Of your weakness.”


  He looked back at her and there were far too many emotions in his eyes. Then he stepped back, shoving his hands into the pockets of his jeans. His forearms flexed with the movement. He remained silent for a long moment, the moonlight streaming in from two of the kitchen windows illuminating him and all his beautiful glory.


  When he spoke again, his voice was lower, raspier. “A couple centuries ago I was captured by a shape-shifting witch. Shape-shifters alone are rare. So are witches. True witches, anyway. She was both, a rare anomaly with a lot of power. And she wanted more. She caught me mid-shift, literally, and…I won’t go into all the details, but she imprisoned me. She took my blood, took…other things.” He closed his eyes for a moment, his jaw tightening once before he opened them. “She raped me, made me enjoy it. At least…physically. I hated it even if I…” He cleared his throat. “It was a long time after I escaped before I was able to actually have sex again, let alone enjoy it in a healthy way.”


  In that moment, Keva felt very small for what she’d said to him, the assumptions she’d made. God, she was an asshole, assuming he didn’t understand what it was to know pain or be vulnerable because of who he was. She slid off the counter and stepped toward him as he spoke, ready to pull him into a hug.


  To her surprise, he didn’t step back, instead just wrapped his arms around her as he continued talking. “I eventually escaped. Obviously. But I’ve never forgotten that feeling of being so helpless. It’s why I had a hard time in the elevator when we first met. Intellectually I knew I could break out of that contraption, but sometimes I’m still that young dragon trapped in the enchanted prison cell with no way out, no way to stop her from hurting me. And small spaces trigger those memories. It doesn’t seem to matter how many years have passed. I’ve never forgotten that feeling.”


  “I’m so sorry,” she murmured against his chest. “So, so sorry.” It was horrific to think of anyone defiling him that way. She hoped the witch had suffered when she died.


  “The power level between us is different, yes. But there are things about dragons you don’t know yet. Things I’m not able to tell you. But…when dragons mate, it’s for life. And mates are equal in a way I don’t think you understand.”


  He was right, she had no clue what he meant. She had more questions but right now she just held him tight. Everything about him was rock-hard against her body, his scent earthy and masculine, wrapping around her. She couldn’t believe he’d opened up to her so much and hated that he’d ever been in prison and hurt, abused. “Is the shape-shifter dead?”


  He let out a dark growl. “Yes.”


  All right, then. She didn’t know what else to say so she simply held him and let him hold her in return. It could’ve been an hour or a minute; she had no concept of time, and when he pulled back, his dragon was in his eyes.


  “I need to shift, and I’m going to keep watch outside. I’ll be camouflaged so you won’t see me, but know that I’ll be there. Protecting you.”


  “You don’t have to sleep outside.” She hated the thought of him doing so. Especially now.


  Those delicious lips pulled up in a half-smile. “Trust me, I don’t mind. I need to stretch my wings and I need space for myself.”


  She wasn’t sure how to take that but she nodded. “I’m here if you need me.” It felt stupid to say that but he’d been there for her, and was protecting her from a threat when he didn’t have to. She wanted to give something back to him.


  She also wanted… Gah. She didn’t know what she wanted at this point. But she was seriously rethinking her whole “just friends” idea.


  



  Chapter 9


  



  Feeling a little cranky this morning—hello, sexual frustration—Keva stepped outside onto her back porch. Frowning when she saw a small brown paper bag, she bent to pick it up. Then she nearly yelped when Dagen materialized from nowhere, a huge freaking dragon just chilling in her backyard. He hadn’t been kidding about keeping guard overnight. She wasn’t worried anyone would see him, considering where she lived, but seeing him in this form was startling.


  And he was absolutely beautiful. His wings were a waterfall of colors, mostly blue and silver, with subtle lavender undertones, creating a visual feast. His body was more silver than anything, his scales glittering, and the most beautiful thing she’d ever seen. God, she wanted to see him in the air, soaring.


  She stared for a long moment, drinking in all of his beautiful colors. “Will you stretch out your wings?” she whispered.


  She was pretty sure he could understand her when he was in dragon form, and as he let out a little huff of breath and did as she asked, she grinned. Holy crap, he was stunning.


  “You’re the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen.” There was no way to deny his beauty, his raw power.


  He let out another little huff and flapped his wings a couple times, fanning her with a gentle breeze. Then he stood up and strutted around the yard, as if he was actually showing off for her.


  Still watching, she sat down on the porch and reached for the bag. Later she would sketch him, but she was starving and she didn’t want to pause and go grab a pad and pencil. She quickly peeked inside the bag and let out a little moan when she saw tons of pastries, including cannolis, her favorite. Someone must have dropped it off because she didn’t think Dagen would have left her to go get them.


  She put the bag down and looked at him again. He was now just sitting there, watching her, his dragon eyes the same shades of blue and silver. And even though he was an apex predator and pretty much at the top of the food chain, she didn’t feel threatened. Still, it was a little disconcerting to be staring at a freaking dragon in her backyard. “Did you bring these?”


  He shook his head.


  “I’m going to grab some plates and coffee for us. I’ll be right back.” She hurried inside and grabbed everything, putting it on a tray. At the last minute she grabbed an apron. He would have to shift back to human form to eat and drink and she doubted he wanted to sit there in the buff. She wouldn’t mind seeing him, but she had a feeling she wouldn’t be able to concentrate on her food if he was completely naked. It had been hard enough last night in the kitchen when he’d just been shirtless.


  By the time she stepped outside, all she saw was a shimmer of light and sparks filling the air and then he was standing there in human form. Every gorgeous inch of him. And he was so very naked.


  Averting her gaze, she set the tray down on the ground by the short set of stairs. She didn’t have any furniture out here and made a mental note to remedy that. The spring weather was gorgeous, with the sun barely up and a light breeze rolling over them. Without looking at him, she held out the apron. “This should cover your junk.”


  He laughed so loudly she felt it straight to her bones. It was adorable and infectious. And when she turned back, he’d already slipped the apron that said kiss the chef over his body. He was so much taller than her—and bigger—that the end barely covered the important stuff but thankfully it did.


  “Shifters aren’t shy about nudity,” he said, sitting down at the top of the stairs.


  “Yeah, I’ve gathered that. Who brought breakfast?”


  “Arya. She wanted to check on you.”


  “Really?”


  “Yes. She’s Conall’s mother, which I think you already know. And she’s sort of like a mother to the whole clan. Well, she and her sister Alma are. She checks on anyone she cares about.”


  That was sweet. “Arya’s mated, right?”


  “Yes.”


  “Have you and she ever…” Keva felt weird asking, but at this point, she wasn’t holding anything back.


  He frowned as he dug into the bag and then froze. “What? No! No, never. Dragon shifters mate for life. They don’t cheat. Ever.”


  He said it with such intensity, she believed him. “I wasn’t trying to insult you—or her. I just saw the way she was with you outside my store that one day. And you guys seemed so close.”


  “Shifters are big on touch in general. I’ve never slept with anyone in our clan. And for the record, I haven’t had many bed partners.”


  After what he’d told her, she understood and felt bad for even asking him about Arya now. “I wouldn’t care if you had. And if we’re being honest, I haven’t been with anyone since…” She didn’t even want to say his name. The thought of making herself vulnerable to anyone—it had been too hard. She hadn’t been in a relationship since Randall, and one-night stands were definitely out of the question. She wasn’t going to let herself be vulnerable with a stranger.


  Dagen was silent for a moment as he pulled the cannolis out and put them on a plate for her. “I just want you to know that even with everything going on, my attraction to you has not changed. I know I said I could be just friends. And I do want to be friends. But I want more. I don’t want to lie to you about it.” He watched her carefully as he spoke, truth in every single word.


  She let out a sigh. She wasn’t sure how to respond to that because she wasn’t even sure what she wanted anymore. Before him, she’d been so certain. “Look, I don’t know what I’m capable of, relationship-wise. And I don’t want to lead you on. Right now I’m offering what I can. And that is my friendship.”


  “Okay.” Smiling, he handed her the plate.


  Okay, then. She’d thought he might push and was glad when he didn’t. It was definitely time for a subject change. “Oh, the baby shower is this afternoon. Am I still able to go?”


  “Of course. I’ll escort you there. You’ll be safer on dragon territory anyway. And if I thought you would do it, I’d suggest living on our land for a while, but—”


  She was already shaking her head. “I’m not leaving my house. My workshop is here. Everything I own is here. I can’t let a few wolves take that from me.”


  “I figured you’d say no. But the offer is there.”


  This dragon was seriously wonderful. She wondered how the heck she was going to resist him if they kept spending time together.


  



  Chapter 10


  



  “I swear to God if anyone sets something on fire during this baby shower, I’m going to start punching dicks,” a female snarled from somewhere.


  “Stay away from me!” a male shouted back.


  Dagen wasn’t sure who said that as he and Keva stepped inside Arya and Dragos Senior’s giant home, but next to Dagen, she started giggling. “Dick-punching? I have a feeling this isn’t like a normal baby shower?” she whispered.


  “I have no idea. I’ve never been to a baby shower before.” But Drake’s mate wanted to have one and she’d invited a bunch of her former packmates from Biloxi so this would be wolves and dragons. Maybe even some hybrids, because her former pack had a handful of half-wolf, half-vampire, demon, and a bunch of other stuff he wasn’t really sure of. He’d heard the word demigod thrown around too, so maybe one of those as well.


  Before they’d taken two steps inside, Arya appeared out of nowhere wearing tactical gear and strapped down with weapons—which seemed odd for a baby shower—and smiled at the two of them. “You guys are right on time. Right now everyone is just getting drinks and mingling in the living room, kitchen, out back and…I think there are a few wolves in our game room. Apparently we’re supposed to start playing games soon. But no one is allowed to set anything on fire.” She rolled her eyes once and took the gift bags from the two of them.


  Keva sort of stared in horror and Dagen smothered a laugh. She definitely had a lot to learn about dragons and wolves. Because both species seriously liked to set stuff on fire. At least dragons had an excuse. Wolves were just crazy, in his opinion.


  “I’ll make sure not to burn anything,” Keva said, her smile a little nervous.


  Arya let out a loud laugh and wrapped her arm around Keva’s shoulders. “I really like you, little human. And you’re not the only human here so I hope that puts you at ease.”


  “Sure.” Keva shot Dagen a look he couldn’t decipher as Arya dragged her away.


  Dagen wasn’t letting his mate-to-be out of his sight though, so he followed after the two women down a hallway.


  “My two sisters-in-law really love your jewelry,” Arya said to Keva. “They’re telling everyone who will listen how talented you are. They were the two women who were with me the other day. And those bitches are so picky, so if they like it, everyone knows your stuff is good.”


  “Thank you.” The scent that rolled off Keva was pure pleasure, though she did shoot him a curious glance over her shoulder as they stepped into a huge kitchen.


  There was food everywhere. Literally, covering every surface. Tiers of cupcakes, petit fours, cakes, and that was just the baked goods. Made sense, since shifters ate a lot, but holy shit this was the most food he’d ever seen in one place. It was like they’d tried to cram in as much as possible. And succeeded.


  “If you’re hungry, just grab a plate. We’re not doing anything formal. Shifters eat when they’re hungry, otherwise we tend to get cranky. Oh, and there’s a bunch of food out on the patio as well. My mate is grilling. Victoria and Drake are on the back porch too—because my daughter-in-law is not allowed to do anything other than sit there.”


  Ah, maybe that explained all the weapons. Arya had been a little crazy and overprotective since the announcement that Victoria was pregnant.


  “Okay, sounds good,” Keva said.


  Arya spoke with them for another couple minutes before she got a text message. After reading it, she turned to Dagen. “You picked a good one. Don’t fuck it up,” she said before leaving the room.


  “So…she’s pretty intense?” Keva said, picking up a plate.


  “Oh yeah. And her sisters-in-law are even more terrifying. I don’t even know how old they are.” Keva was his mate and had proved that she would keep the existence of supernaturals a secret, so he was going to open up to her more.


  Her eyes widened but she didn’t say anything as she put a petit four on her plate. “Fair warning, I’m pretty much eating only baked goods today. I’m stressed about Richard and this is how I cope. Also, this is a lot of food, right? Like, I’ve never seen this much food except at the grocery store—and it’s more spread out there.”


  “You’re about to get a lesson on shifter parties today. Though since this is a baby shower it should be fairly tame.”


  “Is it wrong that I hope someone sets something on fire? And that I get to see someone get punched in the dick?”


  “I can make it happen.”


  Keva started giggling again as she snagged a cupcake. “As long as no one gets hurt and you’re not the one getting punched.” She laughed again and he savored the sound.


  He wanted to roll around in that laugh and wrap himself up in it. Hell, he wanted to wrap himself up in her. She’d taken the existence of shifters incredibly well, and though there was a bit of unease rolling off her, there was no fear—even though she was in a house full of the most lethal predators on the planet. After what she’d been through at the hands of a shifter, he was impressed.


  “I’ll be by your side the whole day,” he murmured.


  “Good.” He heard the relief in her voice as she stepped closer to him. “Aren’t you hungry?”


  Oh, he was hungry all right, but he didn’t think she wanted to hear what he was hungry for right now. Instead he simply nodded and picked up a plate himself when all he wanted to do was cage her up against the nearest surface and kiss her senseless.


  



  Chapter 11


  



  Victoria stretched out on the chaise outside, enjoying watching her new clanmates and former packmates—though they’d always be her family—interact. Because no matter what dragons said, they were just as nutty as wolves.


  “Well, looks like Dagen is officially off the market,” Greer said as she sat down. The tall, gorgeous dragon shifter who Victoria had gotten to know in the last few years had a glass of champagne in one hand and a cupcake in the other. At six feet tall, she was about standard height for a dragon female. And like most of the dragons, she looked like a freaking supermodel.


  “Honey, I don’t think he was ever on the market.”


  “Isn’t that the truth,” Greer murmured. “I’m glad he found someone, and I like the little human.” Greer was a healer and the term “little” wasn’t meant to be insulting.


  Victoria had learned that after coming to live here. Her mate’s parents called her little sometimes and she was five feet ten. And now two new ancient aunts of her husband also called her little—and tried to baby her. “Me too.” Victoria kept her voice as low as Greer’s, which wasn’t hard considering the level of noise happening right now. Pretty much everyone in the clan was here, and a lot of her former pack. As the healers of the clan, she and Greer were also the acting sounding boards/therapists for their clanmates. And though Dagen hadn’t confided much in her, he’d made it clear that he sometimes struggled with social interactions.


  “He seems different somehow, and I can’t put my finger on it.” Greer tapped a colorful nail against her mouth as she watched Dagen and Keva talking and laughing together.


  “He’s not as aloof.” Because he’d never been cold, even if it could have been construed that way. “And he’s in über-protective mode. I saw him growl at Dragos when he got too close to her. Freaking Dragos.” Her long-mated—with three grown-ass children—father-in-law, who was so beyond smitten with his mate. But mates-to-be could act completely nuts before they locked down their significant other. Especially males.


  “Aww man, I missed it! Hey, you need anything?” Greer asked.


  “Nah, I’m gonna get up and stretch my legs, make the rounds for a bit. And I don’t need help standing, so I swear to God, if you try to help, I’ll be the one punching dicks.”


  “I don’t have a dick.”


  “Fine. I’ll punch your…boob.” She shoved up from the seat, laughing at the absurdity of what she’d said. “Or your ovary. Whatever.”


  Greer howled as she stood back, letting Victoria get up on her own. She was close to popping this baby out and she was all belly. Which meant her back ached pretty much nonstop. It didn’t matter that she was a shifter, being pregnant was still uncomfortable. The only saving grace she could think of was that shifter pregnancies were shorter than humans, and of course that soon she’d be a mother. That was the most exciting thing of all.


  By the time she’d stood fully, Arya, Mira and Prima were in front of her. Dang it, she was going to kill her mate. He was supposed to be here to run interference. “What’s up, ladies?” she asked dryly.


  “What do you need?” Arya asked, standing at attention as if she was in the military, a general ready to lead her army into battle.


  “Ah, nothing. Just going to walk around and say hello to everyone.” And probably pee for the fiftieth time so far today. “They are here for my shower, after all.”


  “Well—”


  “If you suggest something stupid, like you’ll carry me around or whatever insanity you can come up with, I will lose my mind. Straight up, lose it. What is wrong with the three of you? I know for a fact you were still battling when you were pregnant—with all your kids.”


  Arya lifted a shoulder, looking completely unapologetic. “This is true, but after losing my Drake for so long I can’t help my overprotectiveness. I simply want to make sure you’re okay.”


  Victoria’s gaze narrowed even as guilt sliced through her. Arya had lost her son—Victoria’s mate—for over fifteen hundred years, believing him dead, when he’d been sent to Hell by a traitorous male who was now dead. She couldn’t tell if Arya was being serious or playing her—the female was a brilliant tactician. “Fine, you get a pass. But you two,” she said, looking at the tall, beautiful twins, “don’t.”


  The two females looked affronted, both sniffing haughtily. But Victoria was having none of it. She was tired, super pregnant and cranky. She’d always thought she’d be serene and chill during pregnancy. She was a healer, after all. And maybe she would have been if it wasn’t for all these overbearing nut jobs surrounding her.


  “We have done nothing wrong,” Mira said.


  “Hmm. Okay. By the way, I heard that some big bear shifter was looking for you,” Victoria murmured, not bothering to hide her smugness.


  Mira went completely still in a way that gave away she was a supernatural as her dragon peered out at Victoria. “How do you know that?”


  “A little birdie told me. I heard it through the grapevine. And you can figure out on your own who I heard it from.”


  “Oh, Vega or Gabriel, yes?” she asked.


  Victoria shrugged, but then pointed toward where a group of wolf shifters, including Vega and Gabriel, were playing volleyball—in animal form.


  It was definitely going to be one of those kinds of parties—and Victoria wouldn’t have it any other way.


  



  Chapter 12


  



  Dagen stepped inside an office on the bottom floor of the house, hating that he had to leave Keva for even a moment. But his Alpha wanted to talk to him about the whole wolf situation. He was surprised to find Conall’s brother Drake there as well. “Hey,” he said. “Everything okay?”


  Drake simply nodded. “Yes. I want to help with hunting down the wolves bothering Keva. I like the human jeweler. And she was very kind to me when I first arrived. I don’t like what’s happening.” Dagen only realized he was growling when Drake snorted softly. “Your reaction is illogical. I’m happily mated and expecting my first child. This is my baby shower you’re at. I am not a threat to you.”


  “I know.” He sighed. “I’m not used to feeling so possessive and, well, insane. Does it lessen once you’re mated?” Not that he and Keva were remotely at that point in their relationship. God, maybe they never would be. He couldn’t even fathom that. His dragon clawed against his insides at the thought, outright rejecting it.


  “Sort of. The obsession and possessiveness doesn’t exactly die down, but the snarling at other shifters does.” He paused and then added, “Sometimes.”


  Well that didn’t help any.


  Dragos Senior stepped inside then, looking so similar to his two sons it was clear they were family.


  “Any news?” Dagen asked, wanting to get right down to it. He didn’t like having Keva out of his line of sight, even if she was in the safest place possible right now. No one but family and known entities was allowed here today.


  “Camden tracked some credit card use of Richard’s to a few towns over. But I think it’s bullshit. The wolf has gone to ground and now all of a sudden gets stupid and starts using his credit card? Nah.” Conall shook his head.


  “I don’t buy it either,” Dagen said.


  “How’s she doing with everything?” Drake asked. The male had been trapped in Hell for almost fifteen hundred years, but he was still one of the most caring people Dagen had ever met.


  “Good, I think. Or, as good as can be expected. She’s strong,” he felt compelled to add. Because Keva might not be physically as strong as him, but she had a warrior’s heart. And she was smart too—continuing to make credit card charges on her dead ex’s card to avoid suspicion? Very smart.


  “Good. I’ve still got a crew watching her business and her home. No strange activity.”


  “So…why am I here?”


  “Just checking in with you. And I wanted to check on her. Does she know she’s your mate?”


  “No. She knows…I’m attracted to her.” He didn’t want to say any more than that. He’d mentioned mating to her, but she hadn’t seemed to realize the depth of what he meant.


  “She’s attracted to you as well,” Dragos said, speaking for the first time. The ancient male was gazing out one of the side windows, not looking at any of them. “But females are complicated, wonderful creatures.”


  True. He didn’t want to discuss Keva with anyone, however. Until she was his, until his dragon half was satisfied that she was completely claimed and marked, he wouldn’t be comfortable with any of this conversation.


  “Has Camden found anything new on Richard’s pack?” Dagen had done his own digging when Keva had been working, but Camden was a hacker and skilled at what he did.


  “No. They are what they appear to be. A bunch of asshole wolves with very few alliances. I reached out to the Alpha and he hasn’t responded at all. I have a feeling that if we kill Richard, he’ll simply say that he was acting on his own accord. Unless of course he’s fucking stupid and wants to go to war with us.” Conall shrugged, as if it was no big deal.


  “I plan to kill Richard,” Dagen said. That wolf had wanted to hurt Keva; it had been clear in his scent and body language. That male had gotten off on scaring her. And if he was anything like his dead brother, he needed to die.


  “I know. Go be with your female. We’ll—” Conall paused, glanced at his cell phone, then his expression went dark. “Grab Keva now. Someone set her workshop on fire.”


  * * *


  Twenty minutes later Keva stared at the destruction of the back half of her workshop, fighting back tears.


  “We managed to catch it in time. Could have been a lot worse,” the firefighter said, his tone apologetic and soothing. The man was human and had no idea that she’d arrived with dragons. “This wasn’t an accident though.”


  Yeah, she already knew that. “Yeah. I’m very particular about my workshop.” And Richard had to have known that damaging this place would hurt her. He was attacking her personally, attacking her livelihood. It had to have been him, or one of his packmates. She looked over her shoulder at Dagen standing with a handful of his clanmates on her back porch.


  The police were waiting to talk to her as well, though she’d already talked to one officer when she got here. Apparently they’d had to call a detective once the firefighters had deemed that it was arson.


  She was insured at least, but this attack didn’t hurt any less. She hadn’t done a full inventory yet of what she’d lost, but she’d have to. That bastard had destroyed her work, pieces she’d put a lot of sweat and time into. Resulting in lost revenue.


  Deep down, she knew that it was simply stuff, that she should be grateful she hadn’t been here and hadn’t been hurt, but…the personal nature of the attack made her rage inside.


  “We’ve done all we can. The police are going to take over for now… Is there anything else we can do for you?” the man asked her.


  “No, thank you for everything.” She rubbed a hand over her face, knowing that now she had to answer questions. Then she’d have to document everything and get it ready for her insurance company.


  She felt as if her life was spiraling out of control. It wasn’t, of course, but… She simply hated that Dagen was a witness to all of this. She hadn’t brought this on herself, knew she was a victim of all this bullshit, but it still sucked. She didn’t want this shit in her life—she wanted to stand on her own two feet. And that bastard Richard had done this on her day off, when she’d been enjoying herself for the first time in a long time, with her new friends. It was like pouring salt in a wound.


  Two hours later, she’d finished talking to the cops, made an official report and had taken a ton of pictures of the damage. The cops had too, and she’d use their report later when she filed a claim. She wasn’t going to catalogue everything tonight though.


  Because it was evening now and she was officially exhausted.


  “Here,” Dagen said, stepping up next to her like a ghost.


  She was getting used to his stealth, however. Glancing at him, she took the water bottle gratefully. Even if she hated that he was seeing her at her worst, it meant so much that he was here for her, a solid presence. “Now that the cops are gone…do we know how this happened? I mean, other than the obvious. It had to be Richard, right?”


  “We had sentinels patrolling your place from the sky. Someone—the wolves—snuck in and firebombed it. Wolves are fucking fast. They got in, did their damage, then got out. With all the smoke and accelerant, it was difficult to track them. My clanmates know what direction they went, but lost the scent trail. They were more concerned with calling the fire department and putting out what they could.”


  “I’m so glad they were able to extinguish the fire before the fire department got here. Otherwise it would have been a lot worse.” She took another sip of water, ready to collapse. “I’m going to need to make a list of all the damage but I’m too tired to do it tonight.”


  “Some of my clanmates are going to stay here tonight, keep an eye on everything. And we’ve got two more downtown watching your shop. Not that I think the wolves would be stupid enough to do anything now. But…I think you should stay at my place tonight. There’s no way anyone would be able to infiltrate our land and—”


  “Okay.”


  He blinked once. “Okay?”


  “Yeah.”


  “I thought I’d have to convince you.”


  She gave a tired smile. “Not tonight. I want to be back here early tomorrow. And I’ll need to call some of my employees, let them know they’ll be working without me tomorrow. But…I don’t want to be here tonight. If you’re sure you don’t mind me staying at your place?”


  He watched her for a long moment, those beautiful eyes of his intense. “I would give you my home if you asked. I don’t think you realize what you mean to me, Keva.”


  “Oh.” She seriously had no idea how to respond to that. This man was going to break down every wall she had. And she wasn’t sure that was a bad thing.


  She was just so afraid of giving in to her desires and then getting hurt. She knew that Dagen was nothing like her ex. The man was wonderful, giving and protective. So if he hurt her—emotionally—it would destroy her.


  



  Chapter 13


  



  Keva stared up at the ceiling as they entered Dagen’s house, her eyes wide. When she’d been at Arya’s place, she’d been aware of how big the female’s home was, but there had been so many people milling around everywhere it had seemed almost cozy. This was so different. It was just her and Dagen in his giant home. Without all the noise and people she was very aware of the massiveness of everything.


  She looked up at the stairs, wondering how high the ceiling of the second story was. A huge, gorgeous sparkly chandelier hung from the center of it, the moonlight from a skylight glinting off the crystal.


  “What is it?” he asked, holding her bags.


  “Nothing. Your home is beautiful. And so huge.”


  He laughed lightly. “Yeah. It’s definitely a dragon thing. A lot of us have what are basically launchpads in our backyard. It’s a giant space where we can shift and take to the sky.”


  “That’s pretty awesome,” she said, smiling. Like helipads, basically. But for dragons. Man, the things she was learning. And she would love to see Dagen fly.


  “We also have huge bedrooms and huge showers. I know you must be exhausted. You can shower in the guest bathroom or mine. And mine’s better. I’ve got a dozen different jets and plenty of space.”


  She knew he was just being kind but the thought of him joining her suddenly flooded her mind. She imagined him pressing her up against one of the walls and… Nope. She had to cut that thought off right then.


  But it was too late. Lust flooded her system, and that was when she realized that of course he could scent it.


  Damn shifter senses!


  She knew shifters had incredible sensory abilities, but it was easy to forget. When his eyes went pure dragon, she cleared her throat. “That would be great,” she rasped out, cursing herself that her voice was all uneven. It was becoming harder and harder to remember why she needed to resist this man. Because the thought of getting naked with him sounded pretty damn perfect right about now.


  He looked as if he wanted to say more but simply nodded toward the stairs. She followed him up the winding staircase, aware of how lush this place was.


  They’d had to drive through a private security gate just to get into…she wouldn’t call it a subdivision exactly, but it was a gated community for sure. Only dragons or other shifters were allowed in this territory, according to him. And they owned thousands and thousands of acres of land, including uninhabited mountain ranges. He’d told her that eventually they would sell it or basically transfer it to another entity to keep it in dragon hands. They had to move every so often to disguise from the humans the fact that they aged so slowly.


  “This is you,” he said, opening a huge door. It was definitely taller and wider than normal, likely custom made. He hadn’t been kidding about dragons liking space.


  She stepped inside and smiled at the fluffy, California king-size bed. “This is nice, especially for a guest room.”


  He lifted a shoulder. “Everything in the house is supersized.”


  For some insane reason, her gaze flicked downward—to his crotch. She was pretty sure that everything about him was supersized too. Feeling like a giant pervert, she looked away. But not before she heard him growl low in his throat. Damn it, she needed to keep her thoughts to herself or just not think about him in a sexual way at all.


  But that was impossible. “So—”


  Her words were cut off when she turned to face him and suddenly he was all up in her space, his lips crushing hers. Just like that, another rush of heat spread through her, scorching and all-consuming.


  Groaning, he pulled back. “I’m sorry—”


  Keva grabbed his shirt, pulling him right back to her. Hell no. If he was going to start something, she was going to finish it. Or at least get more than just a sad little taste. She had to, felt possessed with the need.


  Oh God, she should totally stop this, but instead she wrapped her arms around him, and just like that found herself pinned up against the nearest wall as he took her mouth with his, plundering and teasing. She was completely and utterly lost.


  Heat flooded between her legs as she arched up into him, moaning into his mouth. Why had she been resisting this? Resisting him?


  As she clung to him, he shoved his fingers through her hair as he pinned her in place. Everything about him was so much bigger than her and the way he was gripping her should have scared her, but she felt nothing other than protected.


  Wanted.


  And she wanted him right back. Hell, she’d never wanted anyone with the intensity that she desired him. She’d been trying to fight it since that adorable apology he’d given her in her shop, but it felt pointless now as her nipples beaded tightly against her bra. She was coming apart at the seams, desperate to feel his naked body pressed against her, to feel him pushing deep inside her.


  It was as if he’d woken something inside her. For years the idea of sex had repulsed her. Then when she’d gotten used to the idea again, she’d been too scared to make herself vulnerable with anyone. Especially a shifter. Now? She wanted everything with Dagen.


  He hoisted her up slightly so she automatically wrapped her legs around his waist as he continued teasing her tongue with his. The little growling sounds he made were turning her on even more.


  She nipped at his bottom lip, grinning when he moaned in that ridiculously sexy way. But she froze when, through her heavy-lidded gaze, she saw flames.


  Actual, silvery, ice-blue flames. Everywhere!


  “Dagen!” she cried.


  The odd-colored flames danced all around them, but they didn’t seem to be burning anything. And that was when she realized they covered him and her as well. Oh my God, she was on fire. Sort of.


  “I’m sorry. I should have warned you. I didn’t plan on kissing you though,” he muttered.


  The flames flickered down slightly but still covered every surface. It was beautiful, stunning, and the color of his eyes.


  “What is this?” she whispered. She’d thought she was ready for anything but this was totally new and a little scary.


  His jaw tightened once, but he answered. “When a dragon meets his mate, that realization can manifest in different ways. For my people—my bloodline—it manifests through fire. The only reason it hasn’t manifested until now is because we haven’t been physical. Once I officially mate with…” He cleared his throat. “With my mate, the manifestation goes away.”


  Holy crap, that was a lot of information. “What do you mean…mate?” It seemed pretty self-explanatory but she wanted to be certain she understood.


  “I think you know exactly what I mean.” His expression was intense, though he hadn’t let her go.


  “Are you saying I’m your mate?”


  “Yes.”


  “Feel like expanding on that a little bit?” she asked, her fingers digging into his shoulders. Because she got the sense that this was a whole lot different than a simple relationship. And she didn’t trust anything her ex had told her about matings or shifter relationships. She wanted the truth from Dagen.


  “I knew what you were to me when I met you. Or my dragon half sensed it anyway. Shifters don’t always know right away, but I did.”


  “So when you said you would just be friends with me, was that true?”


  “If that was all you ever offered, I would take it. But I want more. I’m always going to want more. I want to be with you. I want to be your mate.”


  She had some knowledge of shifter dynamics, but again, she wanted it all spelled out so there was no confusion. “That’s like being married, right?” Which, holy wow, that felt weird to say since they’d only met a few days ago.


  “Sort of. But it is truly for life. Mates don’t split up. Or if they do, it’s rare and I’ve never known a mated couple to split. And for dragons, mating is different than with other shifters.”


  She let her legs fall from around his waist as she took in all of his words. Her arousal was still simmering underneath the surface, but this was a lot to digest. “Different how?” She wondered if they had some sort of kinky ritual.


  “It’s a lot to explain and I would rather not right now.” His flames completely died then and she wondered why.


  “Why? Is it because I’m human?”


  He blinked once. “No. I don’t want to tell you because you’ve just been through a lot. I don’t want to pile more on your plate. I don’t care that you’re human and not shifter, if that’s what you’re asking. I wouldn’t care if you were a wolf shifter. I’m simply not telling you right now because…maybe I’m not ready either.”


  “Ready for what?”


  “Ready for your complete rejection.”


  On instinct she reached for him, wrapping her arms around him. “Why are you so sure that I would reject you? Is it because… Do dragons mate in a kinky way or something?”


  He paused, his lips twitching once as he said, “No.” But then that serious expression was back. “You didn’t even want a relationship with me and now I’ve told you that you’re my mate.” He gently cupped her cheek. “Maybe I want to get to know you more before I lay everything on you.”


  Sighing, she leaned against his chest and listened to the steady beat of his heart, wishing they were skin to skin everywhere. “Maybe I’m an idiot and I want more than I said I did. I…want to be more than friends.”


  His body went impossibly still in that moment and she heard his heart rate kick up just a fraction. “You want something with me?”


  She pulled back slightly so she could look up into his eyes. “Yes. I don’t know precisely what I want yet, and this mating news is a whole lot to deal with. But…yes, I want to be with you.”


  “We will be exclusive,” he growled out.


  She’d learned to decipher his growls. And she loved the possessiveness in his expression and tone. “Obviously.”


  The way she said obviously seemed to ease something inside him because the tenseness in his shoulders loosened. “Okay, then.”


  “Okay, then?”


  He nodded, pulling her fully into his arms. The man was still completely hard too, his erection pressing against her. And those flames had started to dance over his skin and hers.


  “You were a little bit surly with some of your friends earlier today.” He’d seemed so chill that his behavior had surprised her—even more surprising, none of the men had seemed to think it was odd.


  “Now that you know you’re my mate, I can be more honest. When or if we ever mate, until that point, I’ll probably growl at any male who gets too close to you. Whether they are happily mated or not.”


  “Is that a shifter thing?”


  “Yes. And dragons in particular. Actually no, it’s just a shifter thing. We’re all insane.”


  She laughed at that and leaned up on tiptoe to brush her lips over his. “I’m not ready for sex. Not yet.” Okay, she wasn’t sure if she was, which pretty much told her she might not be ready yet. “But I would like to share a bed with you tonight.”


  His dragon bled into his eyes for just a moment before the man took over once more. “Then you definitely don’t belong in the guest room.” He picked up her bags and took her hand in his. “I want your scent all over my sheets anyway.”


  That had to be the weirdest and sexiest thing any man had ever said to her. And she found she liked it way too much—she liked him way too much.


  



  Chapter 14


  



  Keva sat on Dagen’s back porch, stretching her legs out as she sipped on her wine. After delivering her stuff to his room, Dagen had received a phone call. Something to do with business, so she’d decided to hunt down a drink and try to get her head on straight. Especially after that make-out session, and then everything he’d admitted about her being his mate.


  It was so much to take in, and she was trying to come to terms with it. Especially since he hadn’t fully explained everything. She understood his wariness though. He’d laid himself bare to her.


  “Keva,” a familiar female voice said from the darkness, startling her.


  She almost spilled her drink but straightened, looking around. “Arya?”


  The tall, strong woman stepped out of the darkness and smiled. She was clothed in cargo pants and a long-sleeved T-shirt. And Keva was pretty certain that she had some knives strapped to her thighs. Slightly different from the way she dressed in town. She seemed to have more weapons than usual anyway.


  “Is everything okay?” she asked, starting to stand from the chaise.


  “Yes, please sit.” Then the dragon shifter sat next to her, stretching out as she looked up at the stars and night sky. “Where is Dagen?”


  “Making some phone calls. I decided to get some fresh air.”


  “Sorry about your workshop. I heard the damage wasn’t too bad.”


  She leaned back too, enjoying the beautiful night. “Yes, I got really lucky. Well, lucky that your clanmates were there and able to stem the fire before it had gotten too bad.”


  “So, what bothers you tonight?”


  “What do you mean?”


  “I can sense it rolling off you. What’s going on? Other than the fire. I thought I saw some of Dagen’s flames around his house earlier and thought you two were finally getting mated.”


  She said it as if it was so normal that it took Keva a second to understand that those fires had been visible everywhere. Not just inside Dagen’s room. “Ah, you saw the flames?”


  “Of course. It’s another reason dragons often live isolated from humans. Giving humans a light show isn’t something we need to do on a regular basis.”


  “I didn’t know I was his mate. I didn’t know any of this.” It still frightened her a little, but excited her as well.


  Arya shrugged. “He’s a good dragon.”


  “I know. I’m just worried about the power difference between us. My ex was not a good man, and looking back I realize I should have seen it a lot earlier. But he was kind enough in the beginning and he wound up using that strength against me.”


  “I’m not saying that a dragon would never do that to his or her mate, but dragon matings are rare and powerful. If the two of you mate, you’ll be linked literally until death do you part. If he dies you will die, and vice versa. So you have a lot of power over him no matter what you think about the different dynamics.”


  Arya’s words slammed into her, the severity of them settling in her bones. “Wait…are you serious? Then I would basically be his weakness.”


  “Dragons don’t care about that. They only care about their mates. He would keep you safe. Besides, if you do get mated, you would become stronger anyway. Maybe not the same level as him, but your life expectancy will lengthen and you will grow stronger each year that passes.”


  Holy wow. “It’s just so much to take in. I guess…I’m afraid.”


  “I understand.”


  Keva snorted softly before she could stop herself, then she laughed lightly, embarrassed. “Sorry, it’s hard to imagine you afraid of anything.” The woman seemed invincible.


  “I have three children and one grandchild on the way. I don’t waste time worrying, but I lost my son once. After that I let fear build up inside for a long time because I was afraid for my other two children. Living in constant fear is no way to live at all.”


  “You lost your son?”


  “Yes. Drake. I got him back.”


  She hadn’t known that. “Good.”


  “So what are you afraid of exactly?”


  “After what you just told me it feels stupid to admit that I’m afraid of getting my heart broken.” Because she wasn’t afraid Dagen would hurt her. At first she had been, but now? No. She was going with her instinct. He wouldn’t hurt her, not physically anyway.


  “It’s not stupid. But I will tell you dragons are a faithful bunch. Once mated, that male would literally follow you into Hell. He would die for you. And judging by the way he looks at you now, the man will worship you for all time. What more do you want?”


  “I don’t know how to respond to that. Mainly because everything you said is really smart.”


  “Yes, I am very wise. And I am very rarely wrong.” There wasn’t an ounce of humility or humor in Arya’s voice.


  Keva started laughing despite the tenseness in her chest. Something told her she was going to adore this woman forever. “You’ve given me a lot to think about. Thank you. Did you want to see Dagen, by the way? I never asked why you stopped by.”


  “I simply stopped by to check on you. You’re going to be part of our clan soon despite any reservations you might have. I’m very good about predicting these things. So you’re one of my people, which means I get to check on you.”


  Keva found herself touched—and realized that even though she’d lost her familial anchors so many years before, she’d started to find new ones. Dagen and his wonderful clan could destroy her if things didn’t work out. But if they did work out? She blinked, shelving the thought for now. “How’s Victoria doing after the party?”


  “Stubborn healer.”


  “Well…she seems to know how much stress she can take. So I don’t think you have much to worry about.”


  Arya made a sort of growling, disgruntled sound. “You sound just like her. And I know she’s right. But she is one of the few beings I do worry about, and my feelings are definitely irrational where she’s concerned. But I can’t help it. So I don’t fight it much.”


  Keva was surprised by how much the older woman was opening up to her, but she really liked it. And she understood why the clan, Dagen included, seemed to adore Arya.


  Silence stretched between them for a few moments but it wasn’t awkward. Then Arya stood in a fluid motion, all lethal grace and beauty. “I’m going to get home. I miss my mate. Don’t waste your life letting fear eat you up inside.” Arya walked across the backyard and vanished into the shadows.


  All right, then.


  Picking up her still mostly full wineglass, she headed inside, ready to do exactly as Arya had said. Yes, she was afraid of getting her heart broken, but Dagen had proven himself to be pretty much the perfect man in every way. The flames thing might have freaked her out, but she loved that he could turn into a dragon. She had to stop letting the past control her actions. She might not be ready to formally mate right now, but she was ready for something. Something more.


  At that thought, she left the wine in the kitchen and hurried up the stairs. It was time to take back her life, with both hands.


  She was starting by getting naked with the sexiest man she’d ever met. Fire burned inside her as she practically sprinted to find him.


  * * *


  Dagen heard Keva rushing up the stairs as he set his phone down. She’d gone outside, and he’d heard her talking softly to Arya. But he’d respected her privacy so he’d turned on a white noise machine. It wasn’t always possible to ignore conversations, but he did his best, and with her, he never wanted to violate her privacy. It was difficult enough for her to be a human surrounded by supernaturals.


  He paused when he heard the soft knock on his bedroom door. Surprised, he realized he needed to make it clear she didn’t need to knock. Ever. Opening the door, he started to tell her just that when she barreled inside.


  With her dark hair pulled back, and wearing sleep shorts and a tank top, he wanted to tug her ponytail free before peeling her clothing from her body. Tonight her scent was stronger than normal, all wild ocean.


  “Look, I’m not ready to get mated. But I want to be with you. Just you, full-on exclusive. Which I know we already established. But I wanted to reiterate that since you’ve really put yourself out there for me. I like you. A lot. And I’m terrified that you’ll break my heart. But I’m not going to waste another second worried about all the what-ifs in the world. Because I could literally die tomorrow and I would regret not being with you. Also, I now know a little more about the whole mating process, courtesy of Arya, and it’s freaking me out—because I will always be a weakness for you. I hate that.” She machine-gunned the words at him, barely taking a breath.


  Dagen barely processed the last few bits. The only thing he really cared about was the fact that she said she wanted to be with him. “You could never be a weakness,” he growled. Ever. She could only ever be his everything.


  She gave him the sweetest smile and said, “Well, that’s up for debate. But what isn’t—I want to get naked right now. Both of us.”


  His brain almost short-circuited. The two of them naked? Oh yes.


  Dagen had started to ask if she was sure that she wanted this when she slowly lifted her little tank top over her head and tossed it to the side. Then went the shorts.


  At that moment his brain really did short-circuit. Standing before him wearing absolutely nothing—it was all he could do not to toss her onto the bed and worship her body.


  Instead, he went down on his knees in front of her, his flames spreading across the entire room, including her. He was desperate to taste between her legs, to taste her pleasure before he took her. “Leg over my shoulder,” he managed to rasp out. He wasn’t sure he could get much more out than that. Not when she wanted him and smelled like heaven.


  She seemed surprised by his demand, and maybe he should have gone slower, but he wasn’t going to deny his nature. Sighing softly, she leaned back against the bedroom door as he gently teased his finger along her slick folds—and groaned. She was perfection.


  She shuddered, letting out a moan of her own, and it nearly undid him. He buried his face between her legs, flicking his tongue along her folds, and lost the ability to think. She was so wet and growing wetter.


  The sweet, wild scent of her was enough to drive him straight into madness.


  He’d fantasized about this but the reality was a hell of a lot better. He wasn’t sure what the hell triggered the mating call—whether it was scent, biology, or the fact that they were fated—and he didn’t actually care. The only thing he cared about was making her come against his mouth. Over and over. All he wanted to do was bring her pleasure. Make her crave him. Forever.


  She writhed against his face as he continued torturing her, licking and teasing, dragging moan after moan from the woman he’d completely fallen for. His flames spread even wider and he had no doubt they were visible from the outside by now.


  Good. He wanted everyone to know Keva was his.


  He knew better than to tell her that he loved her, even if he did. She was a strong, resilient female. She was absolute perfection, the only mate he could ever want. And he knew without a doubt that he did love her—but it was too soon to tell her.


  Instead, he would give her a whole lot of orgasms and make sure she was totally addicted to him. A warrior in nature, he was used to tactics and this was one thing he wouldn’t screw up. Because losing her would be losing everything that mattered.


  “Dagen,” she moaned out as she dug her fingers into his head.


  The grip was hard but he barely felt it as he devoured her, savoring every moan she made.


  “I’m so close.” The words were ripped from her throat so he zeroed in on her clit. He’d been teasing until now, but he desperately wanted her to climax.


  Focusing on the sensitive little nub, he flicked his tongue over and over until she jerked against his face, her climax sharp and hard, the scent of it filling his nostrils, drowning him, consuming him.


  He was pretty sure that even if he’d just been human he would’ve been able to scent her. It was like a drug, making him even harder.


  Eventually her fingers loosened against his head and she started to relax against the door so he scooped her up and carried her to his bed—exactly where she should be.


  She looked perfect there, stretched out in the middle as he climbed up her body. Smiling up at him with heavy-lidded eyes, she reached for him, bringing his head down to hers.


  Her kiss was sweet, and a little shy despite what they’d just done. It had been a hell of a long time for him since he’d been with a woman and that had barely taken off the edge. He’d needed her to come before he was inside her. Now he was hard as stone, and all he wanted to do was thrust inside her but that wasn’t happening. He might be a shifter, but he had control.


  And because he knew what she’d been through and that it had been a long time for her, he was going to do this right. He couldn’t ever be something she regretted. That would carve him up inside.


  She made a sweet little moaning sound against his mouth as she teased her tongue against his. He wondered if she liked her taste as he gently nibbled on her bottom lip. Her back arched off the bed, her breasts rubbing against him, and he realized he had far too many clothes on. They needed to be skin to skin.


  Using supernatural speed, he stripped off the rest of his clothes and moved back on top of her—the only place he ever wanted to be. On top, underneath, up against a wall, it didn’t matter. Not with Keva. He wanted her anywhere he could get her.


  Feeling the hard points of her nipples rubbing against his chest made him growl low in his throat, his cock heavy between his legs.


  Her desire grew even stronger, the scent wrapping around him as she rolled her hips against his, arching into him. He loved that her scent gave her away, that he knew exactly how much she wanted him.


  And when she reached between their bodies and wrapped her fingers around his cock, he could have easily come. But hell no, he wasn’t going to come on her stomach. Not now anyway.


  He wanted to be deep inside her. Vaguely he knew they should talk about protection so he pulled his head back. “Shifters can’t get STDs,” he rasped out. Fuck. He should have brought this up earlier—but he hadn’t realized sex was even on the table.


  “I know.”


  Right, of course she would. “And you can’t get pregnant now. I’d be able to tell.”


  She simply nodded, her breathing uneven. All right then, they were good to go.


  He crushed his mouth to hers once again and positioned himself at her entrance, sucking in a sharp breath when she lifted her hips, pushing herself up on him.


  He thrust forward, and for the first time in his life he knew exactly what heaven was. This right here with her. He never wanted it to end. And he was damn sure going to make sure she came again.


  Deep inside her, he stayed where he was and started nibbling little kisses along her jaw, teasing her. Overwhelmed with sensation, it was hard not to thrust, but he took his time.


  He could feel her inner walls pulsing around him, the sensation the most erotic thing he’d ever felt. Moving to her breasts, he sucked one hard nipple, rolling his tongue over it until she moaned out his name, her inner walls clenching around him tight. When her fingers dug into his back, he smiled against her.


  Oh, so she definitely liked that.


  He moved to the other breast and got the same reaction. He loved how reactive she was, how utterly perfectly made for him she was.


  Mine. He heard his dragon’s voice in his head and he completely agreed. Keva was his. For always.


  “Move,” she rasped out, a full-on demand, her body arching up to his.


  He simply pressed his teeth very gently around one nipple and she scratched her nails down his back. She stopped at his ass and dug her fingers in even harder.


  “Now you’re making me crazy!” Her voice was raspy, uneven.


  So his human had claws. He hadn’t thought it possible to be more turned on but his cock kicked hard and he began thrusting.


  As he did, he reached between their bodies and teased her clit, desperate for her to climax again. He’d tasted her already and now he wanted to feel her around his hard length as he came inside her.


  They quickly found a rhythm, as if they truly had been made for each other. He continued thrusting inside her over and over, until he felt her inner walls start convulsing faster and faster.


  Her breathing was erratic and her moans were growing louder with each second that passed. She was close, he was certain. And he was barely hanging on to his sanity.


  When she threw her head back against the pillow, he buried his face against her neck, resisting the urge to mark her with his teeth.


  Barely.


  As she came, he let go as well. He came inside her hard, groaning against her neck, feeling as if he would never stop coming, as if he could fucking die right now and he wouldn’t care.


  Eventually they stopped moving, but he couldn’t convince himself to move off her. Not when she was wrapped so perfectly around him.


  “Dagen,” she said softly, running her fingers down his back.


  “What?”


  “Nothing, just like saying your name.” Her voice was a little sleepy and a lot sexy.


  Fuuuuck. Yeah, he was absolutely screwed if she decided to walk away. If she thought he wasn’t the one for her, there would never be another for him. He knew that bone deep. Keva was it for him.


  Since he didn’t want to smother her, he rolled off her, but kept her close to him as they settled against the covers. She snuggled right up to him, and though he knew he should go get a washcloth and take care of her, he was going to hold her for just a little longer.


  This was exactly where he wanted to be.


  



  Chapter 15


  



  Dagen looked at the run-down cabin, then at Conall. “This is it?” It seemed too easy that one of their sentinels had spotted the wolves entering a cabin not far from Petronilla territory.


  “Looks like it.”


  Not to mention it smelled like it. He could smell wolves in and around the area. “These are my kills.” He wasn’t asking either. Richard’s brother had hurt Keva, and Richard would have killed her.


  The wolf had come after her for one purpose: to make her talk whether she wanted to or not. This wasn’t going to go down easy. Dagen knew that and accepted it. Unlike humans, he didn’t fight his primitive nature. And he would feel no guilt after he killed these wolves. He inhaled deeply. Definitely two wolves. These fools never should have been in this territory. They’d broken a basic shifter law and then when corrected hadn’t done anything to rectify the situation. They knew the punishment for that was death. They had no one to blame but themselves for this.


  “Come out here now!” he shouted. There was no need to infiltrate the cabin—and walk into a possible trap—when the wolves would hear them. If they didn’t come out, Dagen would make them come out with a little fire. One of the sentinels had been circling the house, making sure no one left, so he knew they were still inside.


  A few seconds later two wolves in human form strode outside, both naked. Yeah they were going to be shifting soon. They wanted to fight too. He could scent their rage, their hunger for battle.


  Tension crackled in the air, Dagen’s dragon clawing just underneath the surface, ready to come out and play. He hadn’t had a good fight in a long time and he was ready for this. He’d do anything for Keva. That need to keep her safe was a driving force inside him.


  “We just want to know what happened to my brother,” Richard snarled, looking between Conall and Dagen.


  Conall stepped back, however, the action clear. Because an Alpha would never back down from any fight. It was clear that Conall was giving him the go-ahead to tear these wolves apart.


  Dagen fought the urge to incinerate the enemy where they stood. “I think you know what happened to your brother. He’s dead, in case it’s not clear. And Keva had nothing to do with it. But if I had to guess his whereabouts, I’d say he’s rotting in Hell right about now for the way he treated her.”


  Richard’s face transformed into a mask of rage as he half-shifted. “She’s just a human,” he spat. “She’s fucking food, prey—she doesn’t matter.”


  Oh yeah, he was going to enjoy this. Dagen rolled his shoulders once, readying to undergo the change. There was nothing left to say—this wolf was dead. They both were. Suddenly, lightning fast, the wolf next to Richard grabbed a weapon from behind his back that he must’ve had strapped to his actual skin.


  Puff. Puff.


  Dagen scoffed as the darts found their mark, and ripped them out of his chest. He wasn’t susceptible to human drugs or poisons. But as he took a step forward, agony sliced through him. Whatever they’d shot him with burned through his blood and it fucking hurt.


  His dragon fought back, burning the poison out of his system at a rapid speed, but he couldn’t shift. Fuck. That was just as well. He was lethal in any form.


  Ignoring the burning sensation coursing through his veins, he let his claws out and raced at Richard, who’d now fully shifted. They clashed midair, Dagen slashing his claws into the belly of the giant animal.


  The wolf snarled and tore into Dagen’s shoulder with his teeth as they crashed to the ground.


  Dagen was vaguely aware of a sentinel from the sky incinerating the other wolf. He’d wanted to kill them both, but the real target was Richard. And he’d enjoy every second of it. It was rare he enjoyed a kill—or at least he didn’t revel in it, but this one he would.


  Striking hard and fast, he sliced across the throat of the wolf with his claws. The poison was burning out of his body fast, his metabolism working overtime in tune with his adrenaline. He was aware of discomfort in his shoulder from the bite, but he was already healing.


  The animal gurgled, but was already healing as it jumped to all fours. Dagen kicked out at him, slamming his boot against the animal’s muzzle.


  The wolf jumped back, and Dagen ducked, swiveling to the left even as he twisted and slashed out again, raking his claws over the male’s face, blinding him in one eye. The male howled in agony.


  Good.


  They continued fighting, slashing and attacking over and over until Dagen could feel the poison fully out of his system. He could shift if he wanted to.


  But no, he was going to take this guy down in human form. This wolf wasn’t worth the effort of the shift. Even as his dragon snarled in annoyance that he wasn’t going to get to play, Dagen stumbled and fell on his back, feigning injury, letting the wolf think he’d won.


  As the wolf pounced on him, he brought up his claws, crisscrossing his hands to slash at the wolf’s neck. The male never saw it coming. By the time Dagen rolled to his feet, the wolf’s head was separate from his body, a few feet away on the grassy plain.


  He wiped at the blood on his face, but it didn’t do much good. He was covered head to toe, the metallic scent filling the air.


  “Good job,” Conall said as he approached, his hands shoved casually in his pockets. Then he looked upward and made a hand motion. A few seconds later one of the sentinels burned Richard’s body and head as well. “You feel any better?” he asked.


  He nodded slowly. “Yeah…I kind of do. At least I can tell Keva the threat is gone.”


  “Or you could just let her stay at your house for a while.” His Alpha lifted a shoulder.


  Dagen shook his head. “No. No lies between us. And I don’t want her afraid for a second longer than she has to be. She needs to know the threat is gone.”


  Conall slapped him once on his uninjured shoulder, though he was mostly healed anyway. “Spoken like a true mate. Good answer. We’ll get rid of anything they left in the cabin and I’m going to set up a meeting with their Alpha. I already know what he’s going to say, that they weren’t acting in the interests of the pack, blah, blah, blah.” He shook his head, his expression dark. “Guy shouldn’t be an Alpha if he can’t control his pack.”


  “You going to start a war with them?”


  Conall shrugged. “They’re not that big, and quite frankly not worth our time. But if you think they’re still a threat to Keva, we’ll fly in and destroy them this week.”


  “I’ll talk to Keva.” Because he would do whatever it took to keep her safe. If that meant eliminating an entire pack of wolves, so be it.


  Now it was time to get back to his woman. The woman he had completely and utterly fallen in love with.


  



  Chapter 16


  



  One week later


  



  Keva smiled down at the beginning of her new project—a charm bracelet for now. She was creating an entire new line of sculptures and jewelry. She was calling it her Sentinel Series. And of course she was basing it on Dagen’s beautiful form.


  It was weird, but for the first time in years she felt truly safe. Yes, she had settled in Conall’s territory years ago and had been under his protection, but it had always been in the back of her mind that her ex’s family was out there. She’d always been waiting for them to strike because they’d figured out what she’d done. Now that little voice of terror was gone.


  She could finally live again—and start a life with Dagen. She was ready to be mated and was trying to figure out how to tell him. Though she figured if she simply showed up in his bed naked he’d get the idea. They’d been having nonstop sex ever since the first time she’d slept with him at his house. The last week had been insane and erotic and she couldn’t get enough of him.


  At a whisper-soft rustling sound, she turned and took off her thick work gloves, tossing them on her worktable. Dagen’s clanmates had worked like crazy to get her workshop back in order, but they were done, so it wouldn’t be one of them.


  And it was about an hour too early for Dagen to be here. He’d had some work stuff to deal with and she was getting back to normal. She had employees at her shop so now she could spend time doing what she loved most, creating.


  She heard the rustling again and automatically reached for her pepper spray. She lived and worked out in the country, and since she knew about supernatural creatures, she always took extra precautions.


  So when a wiry-looking male stepped into her shop, she went on alert, carefully palming the spray out of sight. “Who are you?” she demanded.


  “I’m here to pay you back,” the male snarled, his eyes going pure wolf.


  Shit. Her heart rate kicked up but she kept her expression neutral. He had to be related to Richard and Randall somehow, she realized, despite his rangy frame. He might be smaller but he had the same eyes and facial features. A cousin maybe. Didn’t matter. He shouldn’t be here and he was definitely a threat.


  She would have one chance and one chance only to surprise him.


  “You’re an idiot if you think you’ll get away with this,” she snapped. “Conall’s already spoken to your Alpha, dumbass.”


  “You think I care about that? I’m going to make you pay for killing my brothers.”


  Brothers? She knew her ex had had a much younger brother but she’d never met him. The guy had been a pup when she’d been with Randall.


  “I didn’t kill them.” Striding toward him with a confidence she didn’t feel, she opened her mouth as if to say more, then snapped her hand up and sprayed, letting the full stream release right in his eyes. Pure silver.


  He screamed as she temporarily blinded him—and then she ran. This was the only chance she would get.


  Racing out of the workshop, she grabbed a cordless nail gun as she moved. She would only have a minute, maybe two, before he caught up to her.


  Heart pounding, she sprinted across her yard. Blood rushed in her ears but she heard the growl behind her.


  She swiveled, nail gun raised as a giant gray and brown wolf rushed at her. She raised it and fired. Ping. Ping. Ping. She hit the wolf right in his face.


  He growled in rage and kept coming. She pulled the trigger over and over, right into his face and neck as he jumped at her. Crying out in pain, he slumped to the hard earth, blood everywhere.


  But she wasn’t fooled. She knew how resilient shifters were. Instead of checking the animal, she sprinted into her house, not bothering to lock the door behind her. If he regained his strength, he’d just bust through it. She raced for her bedroom and grabbed her small pistol out of her bedside table drawer.


  With trembling hands, she crept back out into the hallway. She couldn’t stay here, waiting for him to attack her, and she needed to get to her cell phone—which was in the workshop. Even if she wanted to try and barricade herself in her room, a door or wall was nothing for a shifter.


  She didn’t hear anything so hopefully he was outside. Hopefully he was dead. And she felt absolutely no guilt for killing a psycho from Randall’s pack. Maybe they were all fucked up in the head. Because she knew without a doubt that all shifters were not like her ex. Most of them seemed normal—ish.


  As she stepped into the kitchen, her breath caught in her throat.


  Randall’s youngest brother stood there, his face covered in blood, dripping all over her kitchen floor. He was human now, and naked. He must have shifted to dislodge the nails.


  “You’re going to pay for that,” he rasped out. Though blood trickled down his face, his eyes glowed a pure, evil amber.


  She raised the gun. “Just leave now,” she snapped out. Even though she knew he wouldn’t simply leave, she would still give him a chance. Because he wouldn’t survive this. That much she knew. “Run away and never come back. Or I will kill you.” Her finger remained curved on the trigger. She would not be a victim ever again.


  “You’re fucking hot, I’ll give you that. But you’re a dumb bitch if you think bullets will hurt me.” His claws popped out, long and wicked as he grinned, looking like a cartoon villain.


  It was now or never. She pulled the trigger and didn’t stop, emptying the magazine into his chest.


  His mouth opened in shock and horror as blood dripped down his chin.


  “Not regular bullets, dumbass.” She’d gotten silver bullets specially made long ago because she’d figured a day like this would come. And she hadn’t planned to go down without a fight.


  His knees hit the floor just as her kitchen door burst open, Dagen wild-eyed as he stormed inside. He took one look at her, gun in hand, then turned his lethal gaze on the dead wolf on the floor.


  He simply let loose a stream of raging fire and incinerated the wolf—and burned a hole in the floor.


  “Keva!” She was in his arms before she could blink, as he took the gun from her and scooped her up, holding her tight. “Are you hurt?”


  “No,” she managed to get out as he held her so close she could barely breathe. She gently pushed at his chest. “You’re squishing me,” she muttered. Her heart was still racing out of control over everything that had happened, but now that Dagen was here she felt a little calmer.


  Though she could tell it pained him to do so, he loosened his hold but not by much.


  She looked up at him. “He was Randall’s younger brother. He was barely a teenager when I was with Randall, but apparently he’s as stupid as both his brothers.”


  Dagen’s expression was dark. “There’s so much blood in the yard. I scented it as soon as I got back. I thought…” He pulled her tight again and she let him hold her hard this time, returning his embrace.


  “I’m okay,” she murmured.


  “I should have been here to protect you.” Utter agony filled his voice.


  “I can protect myself—which is good because you can’t be with me 24/7.” And though she hated that she’d killed someone, she didn’t feel bad about it and it also gave her a sense of strength she hadn’t realized she needed. She’d been able to defend herself from a wolf shifter. All by myself.


  He kissed the top of her head. “I love you so much. I don’t know what I’d do without you.”


  “Right back at you, big guy…” Then she tipped her head back to look into his face. “Wait a minute, did you say you love me?”


  “Yes, I love you. And I probably shouldn’t tell you with a giant charred hole in your kitchen, but I do. You’re my mate, Keva.”


  “I love you too!” The declaration came out as a shout.


  His grin lit up his face and her heart.


  “You owe me a new floor.”


  Dagen let out an unexpected laugh. “I’ll buy you anything you want. But I’m moving in here. Or you’re moving in with me.”


  “My workshop is here but your place has enough space to build one behind it.” Oh yeah, she was all in. One hundred percent.


  “We’ll figure it out later. For now, let’s get out of here. I want you away from…this. I’ll send someone to clean up.”


  That was fine with her. Looking away from the hole in her floor, she curled into him as he scooped her in his arms. As soon as this mess was taken care of, she wanted to mate with him, to be connected with him in every way possible. “You think…we could fly out of here?” At one time in her life the thought of riding a dragon would have seemed ludicrous. Then just plain terrifying. Now, she wanted to see him in his dragon form more than anything.


  He pulled back so he could look down at her. “You can ride on my back or I can hold you in my claws.”


  “Back.” She didn’t even have to think about it. “Give me a couple minutes.” Moving faster than should have been possible, she changed into comfortable clothes and, ignoring the mess in her kitchen, met Dagen behind her house.


  He’d already shifted so she got to see him in his beautiful glory. She was certain that there had never been another dragon as beautiful as him. Ever.


  The silver, blues and lavenders were brilliant, shifting like a glittering waterfall. He took her breath away and made her want to cry tears of joy at the same time. Unsure of the logistics of all this, she paused next to him, trying to figure out how the heck to get on his back. He made a little chuffing sound and scooped her up with his wing in a sneaky move she didn’t see coming. Then she was sitting on him, and to her surprise, his scales were softer than she’d imagined. And so big. She was able to dig her hands into them and hold on, to feel secure that she wouldn’t fall off.


  Then he was moving, lifting up so suddenly that she nearly yelped out loud. But she didn’t because she knew he would never let her fall. Or if she did, he’d catch her.


  She did let out a yelp of surprise when he turned invisible. Well invisible-ish. He was there, and then in the next second, his body shimmered and all she saw was…nothing but the outline of him. And that was only because she was so close to him.


  Her heart caught in her throat as they rose higher, higher into the air.


  It was a good thing she wasn’t afraid of heights, she thought as she buried her face against him and inhaled. Wind whipped over her as he rose up, up, up, but soon he evened out, their path slow and steady as he headed east toward his clan’s land.


  All around them, trees and so much vast land stretched in all directions, bright blossoms from plants and foliage emerging with the spring and filling her with wonder. More than the beauty surrounding them, was the beautiful dragon that she called her own. Now and forever.


  



  Chapter 17


  



  Two months later


  



  “Keep your eyes closed, no peeking,” Keva said, holding Dagen’s hand tightly as they stepped into his oversized dining room. If they ever wanted to, they could feed a small army in here.


  “I don’t like surprises,” he growled, sounding surprisingly surly.


  “Are you serious?”


  “Yes,” he said after a pause. “I just learned something new about myself.”


  “Well I think you’ll like this surprise. Now open your eyes.”


  She watched his reaction as his eyes opened and his gaze landed on the centerpiece she’d added.


  His eyes widened slightly, then flickered to his dragon for a moment before a brilliant smile lit up his face. And she loved it when he really, truly smiled. It took her breath away every single time.


  “You like it?”


  “I love it.”


  “I’m starting a new line at work and I’m calling it my Sentinel Series.” Which she’d very clearly based on him. The huge, glittering centerpiece in the middle of the table was a smaller replica of Dagen in dragon form. It had taken her two months to complete and she’d had to do it in secret because her very sweet, extremely protective dragon was always around. “The line will have sculptures like this as well as jewelry. It will be a limited line.” She held up her wrist to show him the charm bracelet she’d finished.


  “Is that a dragon carrying a bag of pastries?” he asked, laughing, as he looked at one of the charms.


  “Yep. I’m pretty sure I fell in love with you when you brought me those pastries, so I thought it was only appropriate.”


  He went still before he brushed his mouth over hers. “I don’t get tired of hearing you say that.”


  “Good, because I’ll never get tired of saying it.” Ever since they’d officially mated, she felt even more connected to him, completely linked in every way. Being mated to an actual dragon was definitely something to get used to, and she loved every second of it. She wasn’t ready to have kids for a good long time, and thankfully he wasn’t ready either. He said he wanted a few more years alone with her because he was selfish. Well apparently she was selfish too, because she wanted him all to herself for a while as well.


  “And check this out—I call them the Twisted Sisters,” she said, referring to the two intertwined dragons. Mira and Prima, the Twisted Sisters, as she’d heard Arya call them more than once, often in exasperation.


  Dagen smirked. “Have they seen it yet?”


  “Oh yeah. They think it’s hilarious.”


  He shook his head. “You are incredible. And I have no doubt this new line will be a success as well.”


  “Well it is nice to have a built-in dragon clientele. Pretty much guarantees I’ve got some buyers lined up already.”


  Laughing lightly, he pulled her into his arms and kissed her soundly this time. Since they’d mated he didn’t light up rooms anymore, and while she missed his fire, she loved the feel of his hard body underneath her fingertips and knowing this male was hers for the rest of her days.


  



  Dear Readers,
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