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      Hi! This is the second book in my Frozen Dragons series, and you’ll probably want to start with the first here:

      Lord of Winter (Frozen Dragons Book 1)
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      “The lord of winter is moving.”

      Chelle looked up from her place on the couch between her two huge friends to see her roommate, Talia, and her new boyfriend, Alek, entering through the front door, still dusted with snow.

      It had been a long winter already and showed no signs of stopping. At times like this, Chelle was grateful she lived and worked on campus, as it meant she had a short walk to most places.

      Except for clubs, that was, which was fine because she took a cab to those anyway.

      She hadn’t really been going to any clubs in the past few weeks, though, with Alek, Luka, and Dmitri staying at her and Talia’s apartment. Sure, she’d thought it was a little odd when Talia had insisted on bringing part of her research project back to their home, but when she’d gotten more of the details, she’d been willing to help.

      She still didn’t understand much about Luka or Dmitri—where they’d come from, how they’d ended up frozen in Talia’s lab, somehow alive. But as someone who worked in academics, she did understand that sometimes there were things that couldn’t be explained and that needed to be protected from people who would treat them as oddities more than humans.

      Plus, Luka and Dmitri were her friends now, and she didn’t know what she’d do without their marathons cuddled up together on her big, comfy sofa. She hadn’t had to go out at night nearly as much to distract herself, and she’d taken for granted that she always had someone around when she wasn’t at work.

      Now everything appeared to be changing, and perhaps that was for the best. Dmitri and Luka were prime-grade hotties and probably were getting tired of being cooped up in an apartment with her now that they understood the modern world a little better.

      Dmitri didn’t look too pleased by it, though. He straightened from his slouched position, where he’d had his muscular arm resting over the top of the couch, sheltering Chelle.

      Despite his mostly easygoing nature, Chelle still had trouble being comfortable with Dmitri. From his harsh, masculine features to his buzzed head to his vivid, blue-green eyes, everything about him was just intimidating. Plus, he was tall, muscular, and much more outspoken than Luka.

      Though she liked him, when she was around him, she always felt a little on edge.

      Luka, on the other hand, always made her feel at ease. Possibly because he was usually buried in a book or calmly appraising things. He didn’t say much unless he really had something to say, and he tended to be very polite and keep his distance mostly. He didn’t get in her bubble like Dmitri did, though he tolerated Dmitri getting in his.

      And Dmitri often did get in Luka’s bubble, especially whenever he saw Chelle and Luka alone. If Chelle didn’t know any better, she’d almost say Dmitri was jealous and didn’t want her to be alone with his friend.

      It was sweet to see how close they were sometimes and how close to Alek. She hadn’t really ever met any men like them in the modern world.

      Though, most of the time she tried not to think about the fact that they were from another time… and Siberia.

      Dmitri ran a hand over his buzzed hair and leaned forward, frowning at Alek. “What do you mean moving?”

      Alek, who’d taken to putting his pale, gorgeous hair into a man bun, at Talia’s advice, gestured across the hall. “An apartment has opened yonder.”

      It was amazing to see the transformation in Alek. He wore a sporty blue puffy winter coat, dark jeans, and serviceable boots that looked stylish on his tall figure. He usually only referred to himself as lord of winter when joking, though his friends still seemed to defer to him quite a bit.

      When she’d asked them why, they mostly avoided eye contact.

      Talia looked at Chelle apologetically. “Can we talk?”

      Chelle sighed, feeling Dmitri’s and Luka’s eyes on her. She could tell they would rather she do this in front of them, but she didn’t know if she could.

      “Sure.” She stood, ignoring Luka’s curious, icy-blue gaze. With his dark hair and pale skin, he was quite striking and handsome, in a totally different way than Dmitri. But since they were both only her friends, she didn’t go much further in her perusal than that.

      Chelle led the way to her bedroom, wondering what Talia was going to propose. She’d always been grateful for Talia. She was the grounding one in their friendship. The one who bought toilet paper. The one who washed dishes. Chelle tried to always keep the place stocked with tasty things, support her friend emotionally, and pull her out of her shell. But in the end, Talia was the backbone of their friendship.

      Chelle wasn’t sure what she would do now.

      They sat on the bed together, and Chelle noticed with satisfaction just how happy her friend looked. Talia’s tanned skin was glowing, her hair was a little looser and more feminine, and her eyes seemed to hold a perpetual sparkle that probably came from consistently making love to a hottie like Alek.

      Chelle knew that Talia and others thought she was more of a partier than she was. She liked that image because it hid so many deeper, more painful things about her that she didn’t want anyone to know.

      Better the party animal that goes out and gets with a new man every night than what she really was.

      Afraid to actually live. Constantly trying to distract herself. Never able to move on.

      But even Talia wasn’t aware of those things, and Chelle had no intention of changing that. Especially now that Talia was happy and moving on.

      “I’m sorry,” Talia said. “But you know we’re crowded here. You know I love living with you, but—”

      “Yeah, five people is too much for this apartment.”

      “You’ll have your living room back,” Talia said.

      “Sure,” Chelle said easily.

      “And you know how rare it is for spots to open for on-campus housing for staff.”

      Chelle nodded. She wanted to show her friend that she would be fine here, but it was hard to hide the fact that she ultimately feared being left all alone. She’d taken for granted how safe she felt lately with her new friends around.

      Now she wouldn’t have them or Talia. At least, that seemed to be where this was going.

      “Um,” Talia said. “We do have a spare room, so we were thinking Dmitri and Luka could come with us, but if you’d like them to stay…”

      Chelle perked up slightly. “Do you think they’d want to? They’re pretty loyal to Alek.”

      “Sure,” Talia said. “I mean, we can ask them. Or maybe one could stay and one could go, since we each have a spare room. Plus, we’ll be literally just across the hall. I’m sure we’ll see each other a lot.”

      Chelle warmed up at that. “True. But, hm…” If she were only having one stay there, would it be awkward? Definitely if it was Dmitri. Though there hadn’t been any trouble between them, something was just a bit… odd. He looked at her sometimes with an intensity that she didn’t understand. Especially when she was with Luka. Almost as if he were… angry with her.

      But he did help with things, whether it was getting something off a high shelf, blowing off her hot chocolate when she’d overheated it, or helping her up when she’d tripped or carried something too heavy.

      But then Luka could do some of those things, too, and he would be less of a risk to hang out with.

      She screwed up her eyebrows. What was the risk with Dmitri? Why did she feel vaguely odd at the thought of them being alone?

      Talia took Chelle’s hand. “It’s been so fun living together. I couldn’t have survived college without you. And I really appreciate your help and advice with Alek as well.”

      “I’m just glad you got things figured out,” Chelle said, squeezing Talia’s hand before releasing it. She was very affectionate, but not much of a toucher. “You deserve all the happiness in the world. And your own place with your man, for sure.”

      “And you aren’t mad at me?” Talia asked, pushing a dark lock behind her ear nervously.

      “Of course not,” Chelle said, impulsively grabbing her friend into a hug. “Things change, and we get through them. Sometimes it’s for the better.” She pulled back and took a deep breath. “So should we go see what the men think about all this?”

      “Alek is probably talking to them now about the same things, though we told them you would have the final say, obviously. Also, if the dra—I mean the men—stay here, they will be paying rent and helping with the house. They can probably get jobs soon. I’ve found someone who can help get them IDs.”

      “Is that legal?”

      Talia shrugged. “I don’t know. I don’t think there’s a set protocol for dealing with ice men.”

      Chelle laughed and nodded. “I suppose.”

      “Thank you for being so patient with all this,” Talia said, looking relieved. “I know it hasn’t been easy, and—”

      Shouts from the living room interrupted, and Chelle and Talia shared a quick glance of panic before hurrying out of the room to see what was going on.
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      Dmitri stewed as Alek expounded on the details of his move with Talia and how they were going to go about it. He knew he needed to keep himself calm, but it was hard at this moment.

      Because they were thinking of moving him away from his mate.

      Sure, the move was only a few doors away and, in reality, walkable in a few seconds, but they didn’t understand. The emotional distance he hadn’t been able to breach with Chelle was already considerable, even when they were under the same roof. How was she supposed to progress if he left her?

      And then there was the issue of Luka. If given a choice to pick one of them to stay, Dmitri was sure she’d pick Luka. The two got along better, and Luka didn’t seem to ever make her nervous like Dmitri did.

      Dmitri tried everything he could not to. He couldn’t help being big and mean-looking. He’d been practically born that way. And he tried to be gentle because he loved helping her with little things here and there. His mate was a fairly hapless human, but lucky for her, Dmitri loved being the one to come to the rescue.

      Protecting things, guarding things, it was just in his nature. Just like it was in Luka’s nature to study things and make plans.

      Both could fight well, but it was a matter of how much either of them enjoyed it.

      As such, Dmitri had been Alek’s main guard, while Luka had taken on the role of mentor.

      They’d both been raised in the castle, taught to assist the future king of the dragons, but things hadn’t gone as planned. First, Alek had failed at ruling, and then they’d ended up frozen and transported to a different world.

      But in Dmitri’s view, it was all for the better because he’d met Chelle.

      There were other benefits, too, of course. The food, like delicious Hot Pockets and pizza that could be heated in a white box to perfection. The things to watch on the magic TV box. The stores with so many items and little storekeepers to assist him everywhere.

      Many people to talk to, though he hadn’t been able to do much of that yet, out of fear it would expose him and Luka.

      But he looked forward to getting out into the world. Getting a job. Talking with more modern humans.

      If he did that, maybe he would be a better fit with Chelle. She seemed to him to always be shining. From her soft blond hair to her clear blue-gray eyes, she was just perfection. He liked her ditzy ways and her soft body when she watched movies next to him, though he hated sharing the room with Luka.

      If only she could pick him to stay with her, it would be perfect.

      But he doubted it, because while she was fine when they were in the room with Luka, whenever Luka left, there was an awkwardness that couldn’t be hidden. And then she would usually go to bed as well.

      He scratched his head, listening as Luka probed Alek for more information about the reasons for the move and possible outcomes.

      All Dmitri knew was that he wasn’t leaving Luka and Chelle alone. He didn’t think Luka had any feelings toward Chelle, but he probably wouldn’t be above experimenting if he thought Chelle had feelings.

      Did Chelle have feelings? Dmitri knew she’d given her number to Luka, and when they’d gone out to find Alek, she’d worried over Luka first, making sure he’d had a hat. She probably knew Dmitri could take care of himself, but that didn’t mean he didn’t want her to try.

      He rubbed the back of his neck, wondering if he should just come clean to his friends about his thoughts that Chelle was his mate so they could know what he was dealing with.

      But for some reason, this was one thing he wanted to keep inside. At least until he was successful, which would be hard if they took him away from his mate.

      “If Chelle chooses me, of course I would be happy to stay,” Luka said. “It is hard to do research with you and Talia making noise at all hours of the night, though I understand being newly mated is intense for you.”

      Alek frowned. “Intense? It’s the best time of my life. But are we really that loud?”

      Dmitri let out a snicker at that. “Maybe.”

      Alek rubbed the back of his neck. “Perhaps it would be better for the two of you to stay here. But it’s up to Chelle. There is only one bedroom, and she may prefer to be less crowded. She may want neither of you here at all.”

      That would be better than her being alone with Luka. Dmitri fought back a growl as he shifted in his seat again, feeling more uncomfortable than ever before, as Luka and Alek went back to discussing how things would work.

      Most of the time he was easygoing, and he’d taken everything in stride since he’d awoken in this world. He even liked the changes he’d seen in Alek and the love his lifelong friend had found.

      But Talia had taken instantly to Alek, so Alek couldn’t understand Dmitri’s issue with Chelle. Dmitri had been instantly drawn to her, but she seemed to cringe subconsciously whenever he was around.

      He was used to people feeling safe around him, not the opposite. And if he disappeared to another apartment, how would she ever get used to having him around?

      Perhaps if she didn’t have Luka around, perhaps if she gave Dmitri a chance to see he’d never hurt her or whatever she was afraid of, perhaps he could make progress. At least in telling her that he wanted so much more than to be friends.

      But having watched TV starring humans, he knew the jump from friends to lovers was a hard one and not to be attempted lightly.

      Even though sometimes it didn’t seem like he and Chelle were friends anyway, since she didn’t like to see him when Luka wasn’t around.

      He slumped with his elbow on the arm of the couch and his cheek in his palm, thinking darkly about where to go from here. He wasn’t like Luka. He didn’t really know how to make plans. Usually, he just swaggered around and women came to him.

      Now he finally wanted one, and she evaded being alone with him like a scared mouse.

      “So is it settled, then?” Luka asked. “I will be staying here, and Dmitri can move in with Alek?”

      Dmitri stood abruptly. “Now wait just one second. Alek said Chelle would decide.”

      Luka eyed him curiously. “Obviously, but from our experience, I think she would choose me. It will be interesting living alone with a human female.”

      Dmitri felt something snap inside him, and he grabbed Luka by the shirtfront. “Like hell I’ll let you be alone with her.”

      Luka gently took Dmitri’s hands and extricated himself, a displeased expression on his usually calm face. “I’m not sure where all this emotion is coming from, Dmitri, but it’s simply a matter of logistics. If Chelle would prefer one of us stay with her, it’s probably going to be me.”

      Dmitri took a step back, since he could feel Alek eyeing him intently. “It’s just… I don’t like it.”

      “I think Chelle and Luka make a good match as roommates,” Alek said. “They are both quiet types, and Luka might be a good help for Chelle with her more airheaded ways.”

      “Don’t call her that!” Dmitri said, his voice booming more loudly than he’d meant to. He looked nervously in the direction of Chelle’s bedroom, hoping she and Talia hadn’t heard.

      He hadn’t meant to lose his temper, but he couldn’t stand to hear the least criticism of Chelle, no matter if it was true. Just part of her being his mate and him being a protective person in general.

      “Dear gods, what has gotten into you?” Luka replied in a raised voice. “Chelle is fairly absentminded. There’s nothing wrong with stating it.”

      “We like her,” Alek said. “But the fact remains that she tends to get in trouble.”

      “I could help her as well as Luka,” Dmitri insisted, folding his arms. “And anyone who says otherwise is going to challenge me.”

      “No challenges!” Alek said sharply, getting up in Dmitri’s face. “We are in the modern world, and we don’t challenge one another here!”

      “Um, is everything okay out here?” A soft, feminine voice interrupted them, and all three dragons turned to see Talia and Chelle standing at the entry to the living room.

      They seemed curious and worried, but not upset, so Dmitri was pretty sure they hadn’t heard anything he’d been yelling about.

      He glanced at Chelle, and she looked away, avoiding eye contact.

      Goddammit, as the humans would say.

      Alek walked forward to hug his mate, burying his head in her shoulder for a moment before pulling back from her. “So what did you and Chelle decide?”

      “Which one of us would you like to stay with you?” Luka asked patiently.

      Dmitri gave a cold stare to his friend. “If any at all.”

      Chelle shook her head. “No… I mean, I don’t want to stay alone.” She bit her lip, looking between Dmitri and Luka. Every time her eyes rested on him, he felt on fire.

      Could she sense the way he looked at her? Was that what made her uneasy about him? If only he could turn off his feelings somehow, just long enough to gain her trust. Though he liked her, he’d never do anything she didn’t want him to. He didn’t know if that was what made her nervous or how to express that to her, though.

      She took a deep breath and exhaled nervously. “Um, if I have to choose one, I guess… Luka? I think we’re a better fit, and—”

      “Absolutely not,” Dmitri said, stepping forward. Dammit, he was supposed to be acting fine. Arguing with cool logic. Instead, he felt as if he were stepping into battle.

      Chelle took a nervous step back, and it killed him that he’d made her feel less safe. “Um, I’m sorry? Did you both want to stay with Alek?”

      “No,” Luka said. “I’m tired of hearing their newlywed activities.”

      “Not exactly newlywed,” Talia grumbled. “Just newly together. And I can’t help it if the lord of winter is voracious.”

      Alek wrapped his hands around his mate’s waist as he stood behind her, resting his head on hers. “Nor should you have to.”

      Chelle tapped her foot on the ground, clearly trying to come up with a quick solution. “I mean, this all caught me off guard, too.” She faced Dmitri bravely. “I mean, you matter in this, too. What do you want?”

      Dmitri was a bit surprised. Aside from cooking dinner or watching movies together, he wasn’t sure she’d ever asked that of him. “I…” He trailed off because he was sure he couldn’t say what he wanted to.

      I want to live with you, alone. I want to show you I can be your mate. I want Luka to move out and leave me alone with you. I want to be the only one to keep you safe and save you from scrapes.

      He took a deep breath. “I just don’t want you living here alone with Luka.” It was all he could say that was truthful, and he hoped it didn’t give away anything.

      Chelle looked between him and Luka, puzzled, and then seemed to come to some sort of conclusion, because she smiled. “I know. You can both stay here, then.” She shook her head and laughed. “I misunderstood all along. I don’t know how I missed it.”

      She walked over and put her arm through Dmitri’s, making everyone in the room stare because she’d never touched him that much. “Of course you don’t want to be away from him. You can both take the spare room.” She looked up at Dmitri, blue-gray eyes shining. “I’m glad nothing has to change.”

      Dmitri stared at her in shock. Was he missing something?

      She winked at him and leaned up on her toes to whisper conspiratorially, “I understand now.”

      Did she? Did she finally? Did she know his feelings? If so, why wasn’t she nervous about it?

      Dmitri let out a sigh of relief, because either way, nothing had to change now. He wouldn’t have to leave, and Luka wouldn’t be alone with his mate.

      Talia and Alek were looking at him, Luka and Chelle hopefully, as if certain everything had been worked out.

      “Works for me,” Luka said with a shrug. “As long as I don’t have to move over there.”

      “Me, too,” Dmitri said, though he still felt something was off.

      “And me,” Chelle said. “In fact, I think things are going to be better now.” She looked at Alek and Talia, beaming. “Now, let’s get you all moved.”

      She rolled up her sleeves to show puny human arms that were more soft than muscled, and Dmitri shook his head as she led the way into the hallway, knowing he’d probably have to rescue her from a box before long.

      At least she no longer seemed to be scared of him.
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      Dmitri was in love with Luka.

      Chelle suppressed a giggle, wondering how she hadn’t seen it before, as she walked down the hall to the storage closet that contained some things Talia would need.

      Talia and Alek would want to pack up the bedroom, but she could help with some things like this.

      She could hear Dmitri’s pounding footsteps behind her, but for once, she wasn’t worried about him being close. She’d never been able to pinpoint the intensity she always felt from him.

      He was always staring at her. Was he wondering if she liked Luka? She had always found him attractive but considered him only a friend. It explained why they were so close, always hugging and slapping each other on the shoulder. She’d thought it was just something men from their time did, but now she saw maybe it was more.

      It explained the jealousy when she was alone with Luka, and it explained the outburst over her and Luka living alone.

      And it explained it in ways that didn’t frighten her, so she didn’t question it very much. She had enough to do without overthinking things. She needed to help pack and move, clean up the place some, figure out how to assign shopping with the three of them, and keep up with her work at the university.

      She could finally breathe a sigh of relief that Dmitri wasn’t into her. It had been a paranoid little thought in her mind, but she hadn’t wanted to acknowledge it because it would ruin the friendship, and she knew she couldn’t be with him like that.

      Now she could just relax with him and, heck, maybe even help him with his feelings somewhat.

      She was reaching up on her toes to scrape a heavy box on the top shelf toward her when she saw it begin to tip forward. As she ducked back, covering her head with a squeak, she felt a huge body cover her as someone reached up.

      She looked up to see Dmitri, easily hefting the box with one hand while looking down at her in concern. She exhaled in relief as she straightened, brushing herself off. “My bad. That’s a heavy one.”

      “Yeah, maybe you should let us handle most of the move,” he said, setting the box on the ground and moving in front of her to reach for another one.

      “I know I’m weak, but I’m not useless,” she said defiantly, rolling up her sleeves and pulling her hair back into a ponytail with the band she always kept on her wrist.

      “Of course not,” Dmitri said with a grin. “In fact, you can make us all Hot Pockets.”

      She laughed. It was so easy being with him now that she understood where he stood on things. She’d worried for nothing all along. As he continued to unload the closet, his huge muscles bunching and flexing, his handsome face focused, she knew anyone would be lucky to date him.

      It just couldn’t be her. She didn’t want that with anyone.

      When he was done, he loaded them all up, and she gaped as he carried the impossibly heavy pile down the hallway. “You gonna get those Hot Pockets?”

      She shook herself out of her daze and nodded. If all she could do was supply energy for the hardworking guys, she would do that.

      She loved cooking for Luka and Dmitri anyway. Especially Dmitri because she’d never seen anyone enjoy food the way he did. She’d always liked it when he patted his stomach and jumped onto the couch contentedly, a big, happy giant.

      It was nice being able to see him honestly again now that the tension in the room was resolved.

      As she went to the freezer to pull out Hot Pockets, she saw Luka walk up to Dmitri and pull him into a conspiratorial huddle and was surprised to see Dmitri flush.

      She grinned, feeling like whatever made her friends happy would make her happy. Maybe she could even take them to the club.

      But as Dmitri nodded and rested an arm on Luka’s shoulders, a slight pang hit her heart, pausing her as she opened the microwave. She was happy to see them happy together, but at the same time…

      Her eyes lingered on Dmitri, and she scolded herself for her mixed emotions. Maybe she’d even been attracted to Dmitri, but that’s what made it all the better that he wasn’t attracted to her.

      Nothing good came from being attracted to someone. She liked her life the way it was, and now she got to keep two awesome friends.

      She hummed to herself as she heated up the Hot Pockets.

      When they were almost done and she was grabbing plates for the last of them, she was surprised to see Luka sidling into the kitchen. He leaned on the counter and studied her with those inscrutable icy eyes. Somehow, there could be so much warmth in them despite the almost-white color of his irises. She suspected his long, dark lashes didn’t hurt.

      “So you’re really okay with this?” Luka asked. “You’re acting a bit weird around Dmitri.”

      She grinned, knowing she couldn’t tell him Dmitri’s secret. “I just… understand him better now.”

      Luka cocked his head. “I wonder if you actually do.”

      “I… Well, who knows? But I’m happy we’re staying together.” She gave Luka a quick side hug and noticed him stiffening as he looked down. He wasn’t usually weird about hugging her. She looked up to see Dmitri watching them, eyes narrowed in a way that made them look an even more intense blue-green. “Oh.” She pulled back from Luka. “My bad.”

      Luka eyed her warily. “Things are complicated, aren’t they?”

      “I suppose,” she said, arranging the Hot Pockets. She handed one plate to Luka and got ready to take the others to Dmitri, Talia, and Alek. “But we’ll work them out. I mean, we’ve all gotten along almost from the start.”

      “Dmitri, I think he—”

      But Talia didn’t wait for Luka to finish. If they talked too much about Dmitri, she wasn’t sure she could keep her lips shut. “It’s fine. He’ll adjust. I’m just glad we’re all staying together. It’s going to be much simpler from now on.”

      But as she walked into the living room to give Dmitri and the others their Hot Pockets, she thought she could hear Luka mutter under his breath, “I’m not sure that’s really true.”

      Chelle wasn’t sure what he meant, but as she handed a Hot Pocket to Dmitri and then went over to check on Alek and Talia, she couldn’t worry about it. Things were finally beginning to work out.

      [image: ]
* * *

      A few days after Alek and Talia had moved out completely, Dmitri was pretty sure something was wrong.

      He knew he should be over the moon. He was going to be able to get a job soon. He was living with his mate, and she was opening up to him more and more. She was even more willing to cuddle during movies, leaning into his side slightly in a way she’d assured him was only friendly.

      Luka seemed fine with how things were going, though occasionally, Dmitri caught him staring at him and Chelle with an inquisitive look in his eyes.

      The day the move had been announced, Luka had pulled him aside to ask him what all the fuss had been about. Why he was so nervous about Luka living alone with Chelle.

      Dmitri hadn’t wanted to answer. He was grateful that Luka could be so oblivious about interpersonal things at times.

      But as much as Dmitri wanted to appreciate the new situation, the lack of awkwardness, his new bedroom where he didn’t have to sleep on the ground, he could sense something was happening. Something that didn’t make sense.

      Chelle would look over at him nervously when hugging Luka or act odd about bringing them food at the same time.

      Or suggest they go to the store together. Or get up to go do work and saying they could finish the movie.

      Perhaps she wasn’t wanting to spend as much time with them. No, she was still around whenever she wasn’t working. Just like he’d been the past few weeks. They’d had a lot of time together while Alek and Talia had been busy… mating.

      Now things were different, and Dmitri couldn’t help wanting the tension back from before. At least it felt honest.

      He walked into the kitchen, hoping to get there and make breakfast before Chelle did. Hopefully, he’d be able to keep her from overheating her hot chocolate and—

      “Ouch!”

      He entered the kitchen to see her waving her hand in front her tongue and setting her mug down so she could jump around excitedly.

      “Dammit, it burns!”

      He sighed, stifling a chuckle as he snuck over to the glass and waved his hand over it, cooling it slightly. As a dragon, he had ice powers like Luka and Alek did, though slightly less strong. But since he had water dragons in his lineage, as evidenced by the hue of his eyes, he had a few tricks they didn’t. Plus, his size and strength as well.

      “Try it now,” he said, picking up the mug to blow on it so she would think there was some explanation.

      Chelle’s blond hair was damp and wavy from the shower, and she was wearing a fluffy pink bathrobe that brought out the pink hue of her skin. At the place where her robe came together, there was a dip of soft cleavage.

      Dmitri forced himself to look away as he handed the mug to her. He heard her take a sip. “So how is it?”

      “So much better,” she said, coming up behind him and hugging him quickly, nearly spilling her hot chocolate.

      He laughed, catching the mug and steadying her as he pulled away. “I’m glad. You should just let me make it for you next time. It’s the least I can do for you letting us stay.”

      “Hey,” she said, waggling a finger as she sat at the table. “You’ll be paying rent soon. No favors here.”

      He laughed, joining her at the table to steal one of her toaster pastries. “We still owe you a lot.”

      “So Talia said she got IDs for you yesterday. Any idea where you want to work?”

      He shook his head. “In my past life, I was a bodyguard. Not sure what I want to do now.”

      She blinked, flushing slightly as she looked over him. “I can see that. You seem like you like to beat people up.”

      He grinned. “Only when they deserve it. And I don’t actually like the beating part. I just like stopping them. Saving people.”

      She nodded sagely. “Though, it would be okay if you like the beating, too.”

      He laughed, and she walked to the oven to pull out a tray of some kind of pastries she’d been cooking. On Saturdays, when she didn’t have to teach, she cooked even more than usual. Something Dmitri and Luka definitely enjoyed.

      As she opened the oven, she was still smiling at him, and he stood to warn her just as she touched the rack with her hand.

      She yelped, and Dmitri was there in a second, pulling her over to the sink where he could run her hand under cold water.

      Extra-cold water, given his powers.

      He infused cold around her burn, gently healing her with the abilities he had being a water dragon. She hissed in pain, but when he released her, she looked at her hand in wonder.

      “You know, Talia always told me that running a burn under cold water helps, but I had no idea.” She sucked on her finger, looking adorable. “Thank you so much.”

      He took a step closer, unable to stop grinning at her. “You know, as a teacher, you’d think you’d be a little more attentive to things around you.”

      “That’s just the thing,” she said lightly. “I’m not, and I think it’s cause I’m always in my head, thinking about a lesson or a new story or what I have to do that day.”

      “Hm,” he said, watching her perfect pink lips still sucking on her finger. He took it from her and grabbed a Band-Aid from his pocket. He tended to keep them around in case she got scratches. “Here.”

      She looked up at him as he gently put the bandage on, and he smiled as he wrapped it around perfectly, protecting the tiny place where she’d been burned, even if he’d mostly healed it.

      “Thanks, again,” she said, still flushing. She sat down at the table as Dmitri grabbed an oven mitt like she should have and pulled the pan from the oven.

      He brought the pan to the table and set it on a pot holder in front of her. “One or two?”

      “Two, please,” she said, putting her plate out. “Look at you, so domestic. Next thing you know, you’ll be the one cooking.”

      Looking into her sparkling eyes, he kind of loved that idea. Making things for her, keeping her from burning herself. Giving her something to come home to after a long day at school. He wished he could see her in her element. The place where she worked and was in charge.

      He sat down and took a few pastries for himself and groaned when he bit into them. “Ye gods, that’s good.”

      She smiled. “Of course they are. You love everything. Though, these did seem popular at the store.” She leaned forward on her elbows. “I love buying things for the two of you.”

      “Well, that stops now. We’re going to buy things, too. Once we work, that is.” Dmitri still had some gold from awakening, but he’d been careful to put it away for emergencies. Talia and Alek were helping to pay bills for them.

      Dmitri didn’t like being dependent on anyone, but if he had to be, he was glad for good friends. He looked forward to having a job, though. Something more he could contribute.

      “Yeah, that’s going to be weird,” Chelle said. “Just get a job in the daytime, because I’d miss you too much in the evening.”

      He looked at her as she munched on a pastry, unaware of how sweet what she’d just said was. She looked so tempting there in the morning light. So soft, so sweet.

      So Chelle.

      He hadn’t made any moves, and she hadn’t been uncomfortable with him. He still didn’t know what conclusion she’d drawn to make her change toward him at all.

      Before Luka got up, Dmitri kind of wanted to clear things up between Chelle and himself.

      He sat across from her and clasped his hands. “Look, I, um… I’m glad you let us both stay here. But things have been different since that day.”

      She gave him a nervous look, then nodded slightly. “I guess so.”

      “You said you understood me, and ever since then, you haven’t been weird when we’re alone.” His heart was pounding so loud he wondered if she could hear it.

      Was it possible she could be okay if he had feelings for her? Was it possible she knew and was fine now that she knew where he stood?

      She bit her lower lip, worrying it back and forth. “I mean, I think things have been good, though.”

      He scooted his chair a bit closer. “Because, even though we’re friends, you used to be a bit nervous about me, and—”

      She leaned in as if to whisper a secret. “Well, I misunderstood you then. Now that I know how you feel…”

      He leaned in as well. God, why were her lips so beautiful? Why was she letting him so close? “How do I feel?”

      She sighed, almost in exasperation, as if she expected him to know what she meant without saying it. “You know, how you’re… into a certain someone.”

      It was an odd way to talk about herself, but Dmitri nodded hesitantly. “It’s true. I am. Into someone.” His eyes dipped to her lips again.

      She nodded sagely, their faces only inches apart. “You don’t need to hold back because of me anymore. I’m in full support.”

      He blinked, his heart racing like an avalanche down a mountain. “You are?”

      “Of course. If you love someone, you should be happy.” She smiled. “If you wait, who knows what will happen?”

      She was right. There was only this moment. This was his second chance at life, and he wasn’t going to waste it. He leaned in, closed the distance between them, and, before she could gasp, kissed her right on the lips.
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      It took a second for Chelle to analyze what was happening. Dmitri was kissing her. Kissing. Her. She blinked and then pulled back with a shocked gasp, putting her hands over her mouth and staring at Dmitri with a horrified expression.

      Had she misunderstood everything? How could he just do that? It didn’t matter that it had been kind of… hot and stimulating. Or that her body had started to respond in treacherous ways.

      Another part of her was panicking, her skin icing over. Worry clouding her mind. Everything was different than she’d thought.

      If Dmitri did have feelings for her…

      “You’ve ruined everything,” she said, standing angrily. “Why the hell would you do that?”

      Dmitri stood as well, glaring down at her. “What do you mean?”

      Her hands clenched into fists, and to her humiliation, she could feel tears forming in her eyes. “I thought you were… I mean, I felt safe because… I mean… I thought you liked Luka.”

      “I do. He’s a good friend,” Dmitri said, looking frankly panicked at the sight of her tears. For such a big guy, it was a strange thing to be scared of. “But did I hurt you?”

      “No,” she said, swiping at her eyes. “I just feel like an idiot. I thought you and I could finally be friends, and—”

      “We can,” he said. “We are.”

      “Not if you like me instead of Luka.” She let out a pathetic sniffle, wondering how things were going to work out now. “Dammit, I’m so stupid.”

      “I do like Luka,” Dmitri said, rising and folding his arms proudly. “I… What we just did, in my country, we did that as friends. I was trying to thank you… for understanding.”

      She blinked at him. “You were?” Hope lit in her, though she knew she was being naive.

      “Yes, in fact, you’re right. I’m crazy about Luka,” Dmitri said, nodding eagerly. “So thanks for understanding about that.”

      She grabbed a paper towel and blew her nose on it, shaking her head with a smile. “Phew. For reference, that’s not how we act with friends here. Ha, not that it was that bad.”

      He let out a sigh of relief. “Good. So… me being into Luka, that helps you?”

      “Yes,” she said. “Look, I’m… not normal. I just want to be friends with the both of you. And it’s easier for me to be around you, knowing… I won’t disappoint you like that.”

      “You would never disappoint me,” he said firmly, pulling her into a hug.

      “What’s going on out here?” Luka asked, appearing in the hallway, scowling at them before taking a few steps forward. “You two are being loud, and it’s early and—”

      Before he could finish, Dmitri was striding over to him. When he reached Luka, Dmitri gave him a look that was almost apologetic right before he grabbed him by the front of his robe and yanked him in against him, kissing him right on the lips.

      Chelle felt her mouth fall open in shock, and she stared as Dmitri laid one right on his best friend, then gave her a triumphant look as if he’d proved his point.

      But while his attention was on her, he didn’t notice Luka’s fist coming.

      The blow was quick, and Dmitri went sprawling on the carpet as Chelle jumped up in shock to go take care of him.

      Luka stood over him, fists clenched, face red, absolutely furious by the looks of it. Chelle frowned, knowing that was probably going to hurt Dmitri. Perhaps she shouldn’t have encouraged anything after all.

      “I am not some female to be rutted!” Luka snarled angrily. “If you are so hungry, then go find a mate!” Then he turned on his heel and stormed back to his room, but not before sending a huffy look at the both of them.

      Chelle waited until the door of Luka’s room shut before she ran over to Dmitri to check on him. “Oh God, I’m so sorry. You shouldn’t have done that. Is that really what friends do in your world?”

      Dmitri rubbed his jaw, cracking his neck back into place. “Well, not exactly. Not the way I did it to him.”

      Chelle helped him over to the couch, then went to get an ice pack for him. “I’m so sorry. That didn’t go well.”

      “It’s my fault,” Dmitri said, placing the ice pack on his jaw. “I’ve known him a long time. I should have known better. The males of my day are affectionate, but not that affectionate.”

      “I’m sorry,” Chelle said. “Maybe we should go out and meet someone else. I’m not sure that guy is ever going to come around.” She put a hand up to stifle a giggle, trying not to think of how angry Luka had been, but she wasn’t successful. When she laughed, she looked up to see Dmitri looked relieved.

      “I’m glad it entertains you,” he said.

      “I’m sorry, it’s just… he’s so blunt.”

      “Yes, he is,” Dmitri said. “Luka’s a lot of things, but he’s honest. And as you saw, he likes females exclusively.”

      “I can see the problem,” she said. “We could go meet someone new for you. I do miss the club.” She put a hand on his. “I would love a gay friend to come along.”

      “I’m not gay,” he said, pulling his hand away.

      “You aren’t?” She bit her lower lip. “But I thought—”

      “I’m not… Well, I don’t know what I am actually. But you’d take me to the club?”

      “Yeah,” she said. “When I thought you were into me, I thought you’d just growl at people and not let me have fun. But now that I’ve seen what happened between you and Luka, I think it might be good for you to move on. I mean, most of the people at the club are straight, but I see some other types as well.” She shrugged.

      He sat back in the chair, looking oddly unaffected despite how hard Luka had punched him. “So you really don’t see me differently?”

      She shook her head. “Well, as I said, it’s a little safer.”

      “Look, Chelle, in all honesty…”

      She put up a hand. “It’s fine. You don’t owe me any more information. Whatever you like, we’ll go find it. I just wanted to be clear that you were jealous about Luka, not me.”

      His hesitation wasn’t that convincing, but she’d seen him kiss Luka and that was enough.

      “I’m going out shopping,” she said. “I want something new to wear for the club.” She dipped down to place a kiss on Dmitri’s cheek, ignoring the little thrill that went through her as she did. “I… Someone is really going to like you just as you are. And you also might want to make up with Luka while I’m gone.”

      Then she pulled back, studying him to make sure he looked okay. When he gave her a quick nod, she sighed in relief.

      “And tonight we’ll go out in the modern world. Your first night on the town.” She straightened, already planning the stores she wanted to visit.

      It was going to be a fun night, hopefully. Just her and her two friends.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “What the hell was that about?” Luka’s voice was furious as he strode into the living room almost the second Chelle was out the door.

      “I…” Dmitri trailed off, as his brain was still overloaded. Why did Chelle want him to be gay so much? Why did she feel safer? None of this made sense to him. It hurt, oddly enough. And he’d gone along with it because it had been better than seeing her tears.

      Could a dragon be wrong about his mate? Chelle didn’t want him. Her reaction to his kiss had said as much. He let out a sigh, rubbing his face with his hands. Right now, Luka’s anger was the least of his problems.

      Luka walked over to stand in front of him, clearing his throat so that Dmitri had to look up. Luka’s light irises were burning. “I have never felt so disrespected, and—”

      “I’m sorry, Luka,” Dmitri said. “I… It’s complicated.”

      Luka raised his hands and cracked his knuckles. “I’ll show you complicated, you swine—”

      “She thinks I’m gay,” Dmitri said, hurting even as he blurted it out, staring up at Luka and begging him to understand because he really needed a friend right now. “I kissed her. I thought it was the right moment, but I made her cry. She was only okay the past few days because she thought I was gay. That my intensity the past few weeks was because I liked you and was jealous.” He folded his hands together. “When really, I have feelings for her.”

      He kept his gaze on the floor but felt the couch sag when Luka sat beside him.

      “Your mate thinks you’re gay?” Luka asked quietly.

      Dmitri nodded.

      “She wants you to be gay?”

      Dmitri nodded again, feeling like icicles were lodged in his chest.

      Luka laughed hoarsely, then waved a hand when Dmitri gave him a scowl. “I have never heard the like.” He leaned forward, placing a hand on Dmitri’s knee. “I am sorry, my friend.” Then he grinned. “Though, I hope you won’t misinterpret my intentions.”

      Dmitri snorted and shoved Luka’s hand away. He didn’t mind male affection, but he didn’t seek it any more than female affection. The only affection he’d wanted was from Chelle, and it had almost been… perfect.

      “So your best idea was to go along with it? What about when she finds out you’re lying? What will you do then?”

      Dmitri rubbed his scalp anxiously. “I hadn’t thought about it. There was no time. I just didn’t want to see her cry.”

      Luka sat back with a puzzled expression. “Crying is an odd reaction to a kiss, especially from a warrior such as yourself. In our day, women flocked to you.” His eyes shuttered with regret. “I did not realize you had feelings for her. I am sorry.”

      Dmitri just shrugged. “It’s my fault for keeping everything inside.”

      “I did notice the intensity as well,” Luka said. “But I wasn’t sure if you simply wanted to rut with a female. I suppose it goes deeper than that.”

      Dmitri nodded.

      Luka leaned back and folded his legs elegantly. “So what would you like to do now?”

      Dmitri groaned, rubbing his eyes until white spots appeared on his eyelids, making him open them. “Go back in time. Goddammit.”

      Luka raised an eyebrow. “Barring that?”

      “She wants to take us out tonight to a bar. Says it should help me get over you.”

      Luka gave him a smirk. “I suppose it’s too late for me to play along with you. But then again, I’m not sure I’m that easy a man to get over. Some would say I’m irresistible.”

      “Shut up,” Dmitri said, shaking his head. “Glad you’re enjoying this.”

      Luka shrugged. “Not enjoying your pain, though you deserve it for assaulting me after all we’ve been through together.” He placed his hand on his chest. “You gave me a shock.”

      Dmitri laughed drily. “Transferred my shock, I suppose.”

      “So… going out. You’re going to act gay, then?”

      “I haven’t outright confirmed it, but she’s my mate. I want her to feel safe.”

      “Well, she has already made her assumption, so there is no need for lies. Though, one could say you lied by kissing me.”

      Dmitri smiled, finally, glad things were returning to normal with his friend. “Well, as you said, you can be irresistible.”

      Luka nodded. “I can help you at the club, though. I can observe Chelle with you, if you like. I think the best course of action is for you to remain her friend, regardless of what your feelings are, until you figure out why she would rather you were gay.”

      Dmitri nodded. “It’s an odd thing, isn’t it? Is there something so wrong with me?”

      Luka shook his head, his expression darkening. “No, if my theory is right, it is more like something is wrong with her.”

      Dmitri’s eyes widened. “What do you mean?”

      But Luka just shook his head, standing suddenly. “Not my place to say, but I’ve seen something like it before. I just… Well, we should be careful with her.”

      “Why? She wants all men to be gay?”

      “She wants you to be gay,” Luka said, staring down at him. “Think a bit about what that means. Pay attention to what you see at the club. And more than anything, be her friend, because that’s what she wants from you. To be safe.”

      “Of course she’s safe from me. Why wouldn’t she be?”

      “She feels safer if you’re gay. Why would that be?” Luka looked exasperated at that point, but Dmitri really had no idea.

      He shrugged. “I don’t understand what you’re trying to tell me.”

      “You’re impossible,” Luka said, tying the belt on his robe tighter. “Anyway, we should go out shopping as well today. Get your mind off of it for now. You are probably only going to learn what you need to by being with Chelle. In the meantime, it’s best to not worry about it.”

      “How am I supposed to stop worrying about my mate not wanting me?”

      Luka put his hands on his hips. “You think you’re the first male to have a difficult time winning over a mate? What do you think this is, a fairy tale? We came from a different time, yet you might have been lucky enough to find a mate here. Chelle is an incredible girl. So just be patient for once in your life and don’t ruin it. It’s going to be okay.”

      “Is it?” Dmitri asked bleakly, standing and still feeling like someone had punched him in the gut.

      “Yes, you have me here, after all,” Luka said. “You be patient and I’ll keep info gathering, and, together, I think we can win over your mate.”

      Dmitri thought about Chelle’s face, how relaxed she had been with him that morning. How happy. If this was what she needed, it was what he would be.

      He looked at Luka, glad that someone understood him so he didn’t have to be alone anymore.

      He put an arm through Luka’s and walked back toward their bedroom so they could get dressed and go out for the day.

      Luka was right. He just had to be patient.

      How hard could that be?
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      Dmitri didn’t get nervous about a lot of things, but driving to a human club at night with a mate who thought he was gay and a best friend who thought it was hilarious was enough to do it.

      He mumbled nonsense into his hand as the limo Luka had insisted on drove through the city to whichever club Chelle had picked.

      As Luka eagerly asked questions about human customs at nightclubs and what was expected of them to blend in, Dmitri could feel his jealousy slowly taking over.

      Chelle went out to these places to dance with other men. Strangers.

      It made no sense, given that she wouldn’t even let him look at her that way. Why would she fear him and not totally random strangers?

      He was still biding his time and figuring out how to tell her the truth. He wasn’t someone who liked to get caught up in a lie, and he wasn’t patient enough to just sit by and play a role for her.

      He also detested deception of any kind, even for someone’s benefit. But if he told her, would she cry again? Would she not want to hang around him? Tonight, he refused to act gay, but he would at least show her the kind of friend he could be, regardless.

      He had waited hundreds of years to meet her. He could wait a little longer to make her his. When she was ready.

      As the limo pulled up, Luka, who looked amazing in a deep-blue tee shirt with a leather jacket over the top, poked his head out to look around. Then he popped back in and grinned, wide-eyed, at Dmitri.

      “Definitely not like anywhere we’ve been before,” Luka said as Dmitri opened the door and got out of the limo so he could help Chelle out as well. “So many people.”

      Dmitri put a hand up because the lights flashing in front of the club entrance looked too bright in contrast to the darkness around them.

      He was wearing a simple blue button-up shirt with cuffs rolled up to the elbows, plus tight jeans Luka had insisted on for some reason. He already felt overcrowded, just in his clothing, and based on the line winding its way out of the club, it was about to get even worse.

      He looked down to see Chelle wrap her small hand around his arm and look up at him encouragingly and felt something in him just melt. He put a hand over hers. “Should we go in, then?”

      They were about to walk to the back of the line when someone tapped Luka on the shoulder. Dmitri turned around, instantly ready for action and to punch whoever needed it, but instead was met with a friendly looking woman who had been by the entrance. She was wearing dangerous, tall footwear and a dress that barely covered the necessities. By the way she smacked her gum and gave Dmitri a long once-over, she expected a similar response.

      Dmitri simply stayed close to Chelle

      “You know, we’re a little short on guys tonight. Especially quality ones. You guys can jump the line.” She gestured to Chelle. “Her, too, since she’s a regular.”

      “Thanks, Annie!” Chelle said, smiling up at the newcomer.

      Annie just grinned. “No problem, Chelle. Save a dance for me?”

      Chelle just grinned flirtatiously, while Luka and Dmitri watched, astounded. Before they could ask any questions, Chelle grabbed Dmitri’s arm and was pulling him inside.

      “How does she know you?” Dmitri asked suspiciously as they walked into the club. It was surprisingly well lit, dim but just light enough so you could see well around you, make out different faces. Even the dance floor had good visibility, which Dmitri liked. Two huge guys were standing in different corners, scouring the room for any trouble, and Dmitri could appreciate what they were doing.

      Perhaps that kind of job might not be so bad.

      When they were in the main area, Dmitri felt people turn to look at them. The next thing he knew, he saw dozens of women approaching, some surrounding Luka and some coming up to him.

      He’d never seen so many women at once, of all colors and shapes and sizes. All were beautiful in their own way, but he could only appreciate them objectively because in his heart, no one held a candle to Chelle.

      Chelle looked up at him, but he just shook his head at the women and pressed forward toward the bar. He could feel their visceral disappointment behind him but didn’t really care. Throwing a glance over his shoulder, it looked like they’d been able to capture Luka, and he was being pulled onto the dance floor with at least six women.

      Seeing Luka’s surprised expression, Dmitri had to laugh.

      “What’s so funny?” Chelle asked, taking one of the tall stools by the bar and looking at a menu. “Shouldn’t you rescue him?”

      “You heard him in the car. He wants to do research,” Dmitri said.

      The bartender was a woman like he hadn’t seen before. Tall with short dark hair. Fairly muscular. Her eyes held a twinkle that said she’d be an instant friend.

      Dmitri leaned over the bar to talk to her. “It’s my first time here. What do you suggest?”

      She smiled at him. “I suggest you keep pepper spray on you.”

      “What?”

      She laughed, gesturing to the crowd. “You know, keep all the hungry females away.” She pushed a drink toward him. “Here, first one’s on the house.”

      The drink was blue and tasted vaguely fruity. “Nice.”

      He noticed Chelle was already watching the dance floor, swaying to the music. She turned to grin at him. “I’m going to go dance. Want to come?”

      For a moment, he thought she meant for real. Like a man dances with a woman, like they could be together. But then she giggled and waved to a girl on the dance floor, and Dmitri realized what she meant.

      She wanted him to dance with her like one of the girls.

      “No, you go ahead. I want to finish my drink.”

      “Okay, well, Starla will take good care of you,” Chelle said.

      Starla gave her a wink, and Dmitri sipped his drink as they both watched Chelle head out onto the dance floor. Chelle was wearing a red dress with flowy material that had long sleeves and went to her knees, plus a black pair of those dangerous pointy shoes. A black belt cinched the dress in around her curvy figure, and her hair was pulled up in curls.

      Starla leaned on the bar and looked intently at him. “Friend-boxed?”

      Dmitri startled. “What?”

      “You like her. She only sees you as a friend?”

      “She thinks I’m gay,” he said flatly.

      Starla frowned and cocked her head. “Because of the guy you came with?”

      He shrugged. “And other things.”

      “Hm,” Starla said. “You know, if it wasn’t Chelle, I wouldn’t believe any straight woman could friend-box you.”

      “But you believe it about Chelle?” Dmitri turned toward her with interest, wondering if she knew something he didn’t.

      “Chelle doesn’t… I mean, I’m not sure what her deal is, but she mainly dances with chicks here. Doesn’t hook up with anyone, though. The guys she does say yes to dancing with don’t get very far with her.”

      “You see her in here a lot?”

      “Sure,” Starla said, wiping a glass.

      The bar was pretty empty, as most people seemed more intent on dancing. Luka was more or less just standing, trying to fend off the girls dancing around him drunkenly. He sent Dmitri a look of perturbation, but Dmitri just laughed.

      “Not really sympathetic to your friend there?”

      “Oh,” Dmitri said. “Not really. He could use a fun time.”

      “And what about you?”

      Dmitri’s eyes wandered to Chelle as she found a group of girls and jumped in to dance with them. There was an innocence to all of it as Chelle playfully jumped with the others, occasionally bumping against them and occasionally joining hands to dance sensually.

      Then again… Dmitri cocked his head with a frown.

      “Girls just do that a lot,” Starla said. “Especially at this place. This club tends to have more women at times, and they seem to have fun with that.”

      “So… she isn’t…” Dmitri rubbed his slight stubble that appeared in a few hours no matter when he shaved. “I mean…”

      “No, she isn’t,” Starla said, pouring another drink and putting it in front of him. “I think she just likes to have fun.” She leaned on the bar again. “So she’s the reason you’re here, huh?”

      Dmitri nodded.

      “That’s tough. I mean, since she brought you, you should at least try to have fun, though. Dance with a girl or several. Enjoy the night.”

      Dmitri threw back his drink. Dance with another girl? He felt sick inside at the thought of it.

      “It doesn’t have to be that sexual,” Starla said. “You can just hang out.”

      “That’s true.” He scowled. “I’m supposed to be gay.”

      “Show her you’re not, then,” Starla said, heading off to take another order. “Be yourself, and she’ll either accept it or she won’t.”

      Dmitri felt just a hint of buzz from the second drink and rolled up his sleeves as he decided he would take Starla’s advice. He did want to just be himself, but Starla didn’t understand that Chelle was his mate and not being accepted by her was just… not acceptable.

      He pushed off his stool and surveyed the room, wondering who he should talk to. Off in the corner, he noticed a beautiful woman standing alone by a table, rubbing her arms. She looked about as out of place as he felt, and he thought maybe he’d like to talk to her.

      As he crossed the dance floor, he ignored numerous attempts of girls to talk to him. When he reached the girl in the corner, he saw her look up at him in shock. She was curvy, taller than most women, with long, dark hair and pretty blue eyes.

      She looked like she didn’t know what to do with him.

      “I’m Dmitri,” he said, putting out a hand. “And you are?”

      She gaped at him like a fish, opening and closing her mouth for a second before putting a hand in his. “Missy. My friends are never going to believe this.”

      “Why?” He stood on the other side of her table. “They’re your friends. What’s so unbelievable?”

      “I mean, everyone’s been talking about you. You and your friend, and you come up to me?”

      “Why wouldn’t I?”

      “I’m…” She looked down at herself and then back up at him as Dmitri stared in bewilderment.

      “You’re what? Beautiful?”

      She flushed then, smiling bashfully. “Thank you.”

      Suddenly, the music called to him. The alcohol was affecting him, and he wanted to make this woman smile, to make her feel beautiful for a moment. He also wanted to be on the dance floor, closer to Chelle.

      He was a social person, and it did no good to hide in the corners, trying to be anything but what he was. So he put out a hand to Missy and smiled when she accepted it so he could lead her out to the floor.

      Lights flashed overhead as they reached the dance floor, surrounded by bodies. With so many people and the lights flashing, it was harder to see than he’d thought. He looked around for Chelle but didn’t see her, so he assumed she must have gone to the bar.

      When he found a good place to dance with Missy, he reached out a hand, expecting her to take it so they could dance. Instead, he was shocked when she spun around, bent down in front of him, and then whipped back up with her hair, looking at him with a sultry expression before grinding her butt straight into his groin.

      Dmitri backed up a step, confused by her. He knew that women danced like this with each other, but did they dance like this with men, too? He looked around for Chelle again but didn’t see her.

      “I know I seem shy, but I really love to dance,” Missy said, turning around and coming in against him, pulling their bodies close, trying to get him to dance.

      Dmitri leaned back a bit, realizing Missy smelled a bit of alcohol. Perhaps he had mistaken shyness for drunkenness.

      Normally, he would have just had fun with her. The Dmitri from years ago loved to carouse. But right now, he’d rather be at home with Chelle, watching one of their chick flicks, eating popcorn. Safe and sound.

      Luka had gotten into things and had wrapped his arms around a woman to dance with her. It seemed to make some of the others give up.

      Dmitri also noticed multiple men either alone or turned down when they approached women, so he didn’t think what he and Luka were experiencing was normal.

      Was it his and Luka’s height that was causing all of this or something else? Something about being dragons, maybe?

      He tried to get into dancing with Missy, but when he couldn’t, he tapped her shoulder gently to tell her he needed to go. She shook her head and got behind him, running her hands rhythmically down his body, stopping when she got to his ass. Dmitri jumped and spun around, ready to tell her off, but she simply smiled and moved around to the front again.

      Her hands moved down his chest to the music, and despite her beauty, Dmitri felt nothing. “Listen,” he said, trying to make sure she heard him. “I’m not—”

      But then her hands were at his belt loops, playing with going lower. Oh, hell no. He caught them and pulled her forward.

      “Look,” he said apologetically. “I’m not—”

      Missy was incorrigible, pulling away from him to grind up on him again, this time on his thigh. He let out a sigh of discouragement but then saw Missy stop abruptly.

      “He’s not into girls.” Chelle was there, tapping Missy on the shoulder. “So back your ass up and get on some guy who wants it.”

      Missy tossed her hair. “He asked me to dance.”

      She was a lot taller than Chelle, but Chelle stood her ground authoritatively, folding her arms over her ample chest as she went toe to toe with Missy. “Not like that, he didn’t. Get lost.”

      Dmitri didn’t really need anyone to rescue him, as he was a huge guy and even a girl like Missy was tiny to him. But he couldn’t help being a little flattered that Chelle wanted to try.

      Missy looked at him and then shrugged. “Whatever. I’m tired anyway.” She grinned at Dmitri. “Come over again if you want to dance.”

      She made her way back to her table, and Chelle looked up at Dmitri with a scowl.

      “Why did you ask her to dance?”

      “She looked shy,” Dmitri said. “I thought maybe she felt as uncomfortable as I did.”

      “Well, now you know better. Sometimes the ones waiting on the wall are the most eager to dance. Though, you and Luka seem to be sparking a feeding frenzy the likes of which I’ve never seen before.”

      Chelle grabbed his hand to pull him back to the bar, where Starla was wearing an amused expression.

      “I… Thanks for saving me,” Dmitri said as they took two bar stools together.

      “It’s fine,” Chelle said. “You looked really uncomfortable, and since I brought you here…”

      “It’s fine,” Dmitri said. “I could have stopped her if I really wanted to.”

      “You’re too nice, you know that?” Chelle said, accepting a drink from Starla, who winked at Dmitri when Chelle wasn’t looking.

      “I’m not that nice,” Dmitri said. “I did want to dance with her.”

      “But you’re gay,” Chelle said.

      Dmitri had just about had it, after being forced to endure oddly sexual dancing with someone he wasn’t interested in just for the sake of making Chelle feel comfortable.

      “I’m not gay,” he hissed, leaning in so she could hear him over the music.

      “What?” She seemed as if she honestly hadn’t heard.

      “You misunderstood,” he said. “I’m not in love with Luka. I’m not into guys, though I don’t mind them. I’m into only one person, and she’d rather I was gay than into her.”

      “You lied?” Chelle looked betrayed.

      Dmitri sighed. “You trapped me in a corner. You said you’d feel safer, so yes, while I’m into you, I’m also your friend. But I can’t just lie to you, even if it makes you comfortable.”

      Chelle was blinking now, looking like she was holding back tears. “I… I…”

      “For God’s sake, don’t look at me that way,” Dmitri said. “I’m not going to attack you. You know me. Have I ever tried anything? Look at our sizes. Do you think I couldn’t have if I wanted to?”

      Chelle gasped, leaning away from him as he came in close.

      “I have feelings for you, yes, but do you think I would ever do something to put that hurt in your eyes? All I want to do is protect you.” He grabbed another drink that Starla had set down and took it in one shot. “So no, I’m not gay, Chelle. But I’m never going to force my feelings on you. Doing that is the absolute opposite of love.”

      He couldn’t stand the way she was gaping at him, so before she could stop him, he slid off the stool and swaggered off onto the dance floor, deciding he’d dance with anyone who wanted to just to get the look of fear in Chelle’s eyes out of his mind.
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      Chelle put a hand to her lips, watching as Dmitri walked away from her, looking angry and hurt.

      She didn’t even notice Starla had come up behind her until she heard her clear her throat.

      “Problems with the new guy?”

      Chelle nodded, turning away as several women approached Dmitri to dance. She still had a knot in her throat from watching him with Missy. Seeing him try to extricate himself had only hammered home her thought that he wasn’t into women.

      But now she could see how strong her confirmation bias had been.

      Dmitri was a wonderful person. Watching him patiently allow the women to dance on him, she knew anyone would be lucky to have him.

      He’d even kissed Luka just to solve the awkwardness between them.

      And he had a point in that if he’d wanted to attack her, he could have by now. But that wasn’t the problem.

      She knew Dmitri was a good guy and a friend. She just didn’t want to lose him when she couldn’t give him back what he wanted.

      Looking back, she knew what she’d always been seeing in his eyes. What made her nervous when the two of them were with Luka.

      What scared her was that she felt it, too. The pull of attraction, the electric spark whenever they’d touched. And then, though she’d never been a jealous person, she’d hated seeing him dance with Missy. She hated that Missy was taking advantage of him with her shy-girl routine, but she also would have hated it if Dmitri had been enjoying himself.

      Not that she would have interfered, since that would have been the height of hypocrisy.

      But now everything was all out between them. His true sexual orientation. His feelings for her. She looked out to see an empty look in his eyes as he let another woman grind on him. His eyes met hers for a second, vivid blue-green even in this light, and then he looked away quickly, as if not wanting to face her.

      That was when she realized how cruel she’d been.

      “Go get him,” Starla said, leaning in next to her. “A guy like that is hard to find.”

      “But I… I don’t see him that way.”

      Starla laughed. “Like hell you don’t.”

      Chelle twisted something in her purse. “I don’t want to see him that way.”

      “He’s your friend, right?”

      Chelle nodded.

      “That’s not going to change just because you aren’t ready to do anything about it. But you might lose a friend if you don’t explain it a bit more to him.”

      “Explain what?”

      Starla sighed. “Whatever makes it so you can pass up a hunk like that.”

      Chelle felt her heart twist in her chest like it was being wrung in two strong hands. The ever-familiar pain of the past lashed through her. It was why she didn’t like to think about it. Didn’t like to talk about it.

      Didn’t like getting into situations with men where she had to disappoint them or expose more of herself than she wanted to.

      Sometimes life was just complicated, and she didn’t feel like telling anyone about it because no one could really understand. And besides, she didn’t want anyone to pity her.

      She felt a gentle hand on her shoulder and looked up to see Starla.

      “Hey, you need to talk about it sometime?”

      Chelle shook her head, focusing in on Dmitri. Starla was right. She had a good friend in him. He was allowed to have his feelings, and she was allowed to… to what? Be his friend, let him have feelings and not answer them?

      To disappoint him?

      Familiar brain fog set in, making it hard to focus. Her therapist had said she would sometimes have a hard time focusing. It led to a lot of clumsiness sometimes, a lot of airheaded decisions.

      She knew some people thought she was just stupid, but she wasn’t. Sometimes she could be incredibly sharp. Like in situations where she didn’t have to feel or fight back strong emotions, like at school when she was teaching.

      But at other times, it was like life was just a snow flurry, passing her by while she watched it with a vacant expression on her face.

      So when confronted with a problem like Dmitri, she’d created a delusion that could help her. And since it had hurt him, she needed to clear it up. Being hurt didn’t give her a right to hurt others.

      She gave Starla a quick smile and then slid off the stool to go retrieve Dmitri for a second time.

      He was in the middle of a group, looking much less pleased than Luka by the situation. Chelle ignored the girls scowling at her as she pushed past them to get to her friend. She’d crawl under their legs if she had to.

      Luckily, it wasn’t necessary. Once Dmitri saw her coming, he froze, then pushed forward so she could reach him.

      She grabbed him by the hand and pulled him over to a quieter corner, ignoring the angry shouts of the other girls.

      They could have Luka.

      “Want to dance?” Chelle asked, putting her hand out. Dmitri hesitated, raising one thick eyebrow, but didn’t pull back when she grabbed his hand and pulled him onto the edge of the dance floor. A slower but catchy song started, and she took his other hand so they could sway awkwardly together.

      “I owe you an explanation,” she said. “I’m sorry for thinking you were gay.”

      He just shrugged, clearly still hurt and angry.

      “I… I can’t give you what you want. I’m just broken.” She felt her voice crack and prayed she wasn’t going to cry right here at the club.

      Instantly, Dmitri was wrapping his arms around her, pulling her in against him, protecting her from the rest of the club. “It’s okay.”

      “I just want to be friends with you,” she said, wrapping her arms around him. “But you bring so many feelings up for me. It would have been easier if you didn’t… like me.”

      Dmitri was quiet, just listening as he rocked her back and forth. It felt safe, soothing, and she wished she was the kind of person who could just accept everything that Dmitri had to give.

      “I just didn’t want it all to happen again.”

      “For what to happen again?” Dmitri asked.

      She opened her mouth to say the truth but couldn’t tell him, so she just buried her head into his chest. So muscular, and he smelled amazing. “Mmm. Dancing with you really is nice, though.”

      He laughed, and she heard the vibration through his shirt. “I’m glad you think so. Listen, Chelle, why do you say you’re broken?”

      “I know everyone thinks I’m a dumbass, but I’m not. I mean, sometimes I am. But there are things people don’t know about me. Things I don’t want to explain.”

      Dmitri pulled back to look down at her and took a second to wipe her tears away with the pads of his thumbs. “You don’t have to explain anything. I can wait as long as you need me to.”

      She pulled back. “I don’t want you to wait. I’m not going to date anyone. I’m not going to marry anyone. That’s not the life for me.”

      Dmitri’s jaw dropped. “Why? Why do you come out clubbing, then? Talia says you used to go almost every night.”

      Chelle put her back to him, drawing his arms around her as she swayed back and forth, enjoying the feel of his strong body behind her. If only they really could be more than friends. She hummed to the music, enjoying the moment. “I go out to not be alone. To forget.”

      Dmitri swayed gently behind her. She wouldn’t blame him if he pushed her away, but he didn’t, simply listening to her.

      He was truly unlike anyone she’d ever met, and now that she was forced to lower her walls around him for a moment, she could feel the potent attraction between them.

      “Why did you want me to be gay?” He turned her around in his arms so she’d have to face him.

      “So we could be friends. So I could keep you,” she said honestly. “I would have helped you with Luka or other girls.” She frowned. “Though, a part of me was still jealous. A part of me hates that you were dancing with Missy or whenever you’re with someone else. But a part of me also knew I wouldn’t interfere in it, because you deserve to have whatever you want.”

      He looked down at her softly. “You know what I want.”

      “Yes,” she said, turning her back to him again. “And that’s why it’s difficult.” She moved in close so their bodies were melded. “I love watching movies with you. Living with you. Having you and Luka around, it pushes away the dark. But I really didn’t want you to fall for me. I wanted things to just go on as normal. I want you to be part of my life.”

      She felt herself becoming aroused and let the guilt that always came with it flow through her. Just for a second, she’d allow herself to feel.

      Dmitri was so handsome, so strong. So protective. God it was amazing just being next to him, taking in the music, the lights, the slight buzz of alcohol. Knowing that he was the most beautiful person and also her friend.

      And that everything could just go horribly wrong.

      She slowly pulled away from him, looking up to see a lustful look in his eyes that was echoed in hers. She wanted him. He wanted her.

      She looked over to Luka to see he’d finally made it to the bar for a break.

      Dmitri reached for her again, but she broke away from him, brushing her hand over his as she did.

      “I… Are we going to be okay at home?”

      He moved forward, pulling her in against him, and she froze. But he simply gave her a hug, resting his head on hers lightly. “I want you, Chelle, and I can tell you want me, too. But as I said before, I’m not taking anything. I can see now there is something you’re dealing with. Until you’re ready to come to me, I’m not making another move.”

      She felt relief wash over her as she nodded. “Okay. Okay, I get it. So you aren’t going to push me?”

      He shook his head.

      “Not until I’m ready?”

      He nodded.

      She let out a sigh of relief she felt down to her soul, as refreshing as light rain. “Then I think I’m ready to go home.”

      He put an arm out for her, and she hesitated and then took it. Starla was right. Chelle could trust him to just be her friend.

      Eventually, he would realize there couldn’t be more between them. Hopefully, he would be fine being friends then. Move on to someone else, even if it broke her heart.

      And she would go back to vacant smiles, nights of clubbing, and trying to find a way to exist in the dark.
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* * *

      As they walked out onto the sidewalk outside the club to get some air and call for the limo, Dmitri tried to get his bearings about him.

      He’d discovered more about Chelle, yet he was more confused than ever before.

      Damn, things were complicated in the modern world. He remembered Luka’s words about Dmitri not being the first dragon to struggle to claim his mate, but for some reason, seeing the sad look in Chelle’s eyes when she’d danced with him, he felt he might have one of the hardest battles after all.

      The snow was falling lightly, and Dmitri shrugged out of his button-up to put it over Chelle’s shoulders, though she tried to protest. The cold didn’t bother him, and Luka was still trying to extract himself from the women so he could go outside.

      “Want to walk for a bit?” Dmitri glanced at the sidewalk that was sparkling with snow. “Or are you too cold?”

      Chelle shook her head with a small smile, looking at the way ahead of them. “Do you think it’s safe at this time of night, though?”

      “I mean, I would hope so,” Dmitri said. “You’re with me, and I’m not sure what kind of creature could take me.”

      She giggled. “True.”

      They walked side by side, but she didn’t take his arm this time.

      It should have been heaven when she’d danced against him, pressing her warm, soft body to his. But he’d been able to feel the pain radiating from her. It was a different Chelle than he’d ever known. A more honest one.

      He’d told her he wouldn’t make a move on her, and that was true. But he definitely wasn’t going to just leave things the way they were.

      It might take time, but he was going to find out what was hurting her and why it was holding her back, and then he was going to make sure she had all the happiness in the world.

      He’d thought she pushed him away because she didn’t like him, but he now saw that wasn’t true. She’d been jealous of Missy. She’d been wanting to press up against him.

      Wanting to be safe.

      He was going to ensure she stayed that way until she was ready to share her secret. After all, he had a secret, too, but the least of his problems right now was how to bring that up.

      There were a lot of things in the path ahead of them, but like the road they were walking on now, it would hopefully be touched by beauty.

      He looked up to catch a snowflake on his tongue, and felt Chelle jerk beside him as someone stepped out of the dark and into their path.

      “Your wallets and phones.” The man who spoke was wearing a mask and a hood, which obscured all his features. Dmitri stepped in front of Chelle and then noticed the gleam of a gun barrel in the moonlight.

      He glanced back at the club, realizing they’d gone farther than he thought. He could call for Luka or security, but he also knew he could handle this on his own.

      “Come on. Hurry it up, or I’ll hurt the lady,” the man said, trying to step around Dmitri.

      Dmitri let out a snarl as the dragon woke up inside him. The puny gun in the man’s hadn’t wouldn’t hurt him, but it could definitely damage Chelle. They’d both had a tough enough night already, and this was the last thing they needed.

      “Here,” Chelle said, holding her stuff out toward the robber. Dmitri turned, too late to stop her, and the robber reached forward and grabbed her hand, jerking her away from the Dmitri and against himself.

      Dmitri felt claws threatening to break through his hands. The street was fairly abandoned, but he still couldn’t afford to go full dragon in a place like this.

      He looked at Chelle, her face terrified, her blond hair waving in the wind, and her hands grasping the robber’s at her waist.

      As the robber kept the gun pointed at Dmitri, he considered his options. He knew he could disarm the man. He didn’t know if he could do it without his powers without the man hurting Chelle.

      Dmitri reached in his pocket, as if going for his wallet, but the man seemed to take that wrong as well. He moved the gun to point it at Chelle’s forehead. “I wouldn’t do that.”

      “I was getting my wallet,” Dmitri said. “That’s what you asked for.”

      “No funny business,” the robber said. His hand was shaking and his eyes were red, and Dmitri didn’t think he could wait any longer. He couldn’t risk his mate. He closed his eyes for a second, knowing that in a bit, Chelle was going to know he was a dragon. Or at least know that something about him was off.

      But keeping his secret was useless if he lost his mate.

      Dmitri heard the robber pull back the hammer. Chelle had barely started to gasp when Dmitri threw a hand out, aiming it at the robber.

      The man froze instantly. Literally. He had no time to see it coming, as his body was covered in frost, rooted to the ground, completely iced over.

      Dmitri hadn’t wanted to do it, but the man was clearly evil. Not right in the head at all.

      “Oh dear, you’ve killed a human.” Luka was jogging toward them, putting a hand over his mouth. “Did anyone see it?”

      Chelle was staring at Dmitri, gaping as if he terrified her as he stepped forward to free her from the man’s icy hold.

      “Chelle did,” Dmitri said. He pulled at the man’s arm, warming it slightly so he could free his mate. He wanted to rip the man’s arm off for touching her, but he held himself back.

      Luka walked over to the man and made a circle around him. “Not dead, then.” He put a hand up to thaw him, but Dmitri shook his head. “He isn’t safe to release. We need to disarm him, take him to security. Then he can thaw.”

      Luka nodded, picking up the man as if he were moving an ice sculpture. When they were closer to the club, Luka waved a hand over him, and the ice melted slightly. Not enough for him to move, but enough to make it look like he’d simply been out in the cold a long time.

      Luka set the guy down and went in to talk to security. When he came back out, he was running, motioning for Dmitri to follow. “I told them a guy attacked us outside, but I think they’ll probably have some questions when they see him partially frozen. I don’t dare unfreeze him, in case he shoots someone.”

      Chelle, who’d been tucked under Dmitri’s arm this whole time, looked up at him, eyes wider than Dmitri had ever seen them. “Oh my God. What just happened? Oh my God. You both are—”

      Luka led them down a side street, pulling out his phone to ask the limo to come get them in a slightly different location.

      Chelle was still staring at Dmitri. When Luka hung his phone up, shrugging at her innocently, she fainted in Dmitri’s arms.
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      Chelle slowly came to, hearing voices in the background. She felt like she’d been dreaming for days and had no idea where she was at the moment. She kept her eyes closed, trying to fall back to sleep again, but no sleep came.

      “So that went different than we thought it would.”

      “I know, Luka. I didn’t have any choice. Do you think we should tell Alek?”

      “Not tonight. We should let him sleep one more night before he knows we blew our cover.”

      “What do you think is going to happen?”

      “To Chelle or with the club?”

      “I don’t want to see it on the news, Luka.”

      “I know.”

      Chelle recognized the voices and slowly began to remember bits of what had happened before she’d passed out.

      A man with a gun, holding it against her, and Dmitri… freezing him?

      Luka dropping him off in front of the club.

      They’d both done it. They both… were what?

      She sat up abruptly, finding herself on the couch. Luka and Dmitri were in the kitchen, pacing, looking as upset as she felt.

      Dmitri had frozen someone. That wasn’t supposed to be possible at all. She’d been so caught up in her own drama, in the problem of Dmitri liking her and her not being able to return his feelings, that she’d missed something even more crazy right under her nose.

      Something she’d never encountered before. In a way, that was refreshing because it was a distraction from everything else.

      Her heart pounded as she locked eyes with Dmitri, who’d just realized she was awake. He was something… not exactly human. Or maybe humans were different in his time. Yet she knew he would never hurt her. He could have if he wanted to by now.

      That guy had iced over in a split second. Chelle hadn’t even had much time to fear for her life. Not that she’d truly been that afraid. She’d been afraid when the gun was pointed at Dmitri, but she’d known Dmitri would keep her safe.

      The thought made her warm because it was nice that she trusted him. Trusted him and Luka implicitly, no matter what they were.

      “There might be those in this world who can alter memory,” Luka said.

      Dmitri shook his head, walking over to Chelle carefully, as if afraid she might bolt. “That’s not necessary. I don’t want to introduce Chelle to any more shifters than we have to. Not that we know if there are any in this world.”

      “There have to be,” Luka said. “And according to my research, there might even be some in this city. Hell, if word goes around about the dude you froze, they might even come find us.”

      “No one knows who we are.”

      “They know who Chelle is,” Luka said, sitting at the counter. “Besides, I would welcome it. I need to know more about shifters in this world. I can’t do it from the outside.”

      “Chelle,” Dmitri said, crouching down in front of her, a gentle expression in his turquoise eyes as if he were talking to a wounded animal who could bolt at any moment. “What you saw… I can explain it.”

      She nodded. He’d allowed her to explain some things earlier, and it was her turn to listen to him now.

      “Do you want my help?” Luka asked.

      Dmitri shook his head, and Luka nodded.

      “Listen, there are some things we haven’t told you. We weren’t wanting to scare you, and it wasn’t relevant. Yet.”

      She bit her lip. “Yet?”

      Dmitri sighed. “I mean, eventually, we were probably going to tell you, but we didn’t know when. Can I sit by you?”

      She nodded, scooting over so he could join her on the couch. He’d had a hard night, too. He sank into his spot, and she gave him some space between them so she could listen better.

      He rubbed a hand over his buzzed head. “What do you know about dragons?”

      She let out a nervous giggle. “Are you joking?”

      He shook his head.

      “Um, well, then I guess I know they are mythical creatures who fly around and hoard treasure.”

      “What if they weren’t myths? What if the myths were based in reality? What if, at one point, they existed and they had the ability to turn into human beings?”

      Her jaw dropped. “What does this have to do with you freezing things?”

      “There are different types. We are ice dragons.”

      “Oh no,” Chelle said. “Now you’re just trying to make me think I’m crazy by telling me something outlandish. Do you think if I faint again, I’ll just forget you froze that guy?”

      Dmitri frowned.

      “Not that I blame you for freezing him. He deserved it. He was going to hurt us, and—”

      “I couldn’t help it,” Dmitri said. “The dragon inside me—”

      “Look, tell me you’re a wizard or something. That’s fine. But don’t tell me you’re some ancient creature.”

      Dmitri stared at her flatly. “But I am.”

      Chelle shook her head. “That’s hilarious. I don’t believe it. I’ve lived with you both for weeks. I think I would have known if I was living with dragons.”

      “How do you think I cooled off your hot chocolate? Or your burns?” Dmitri asked patiently.

      Oh gosh, oh gosh, oh gosh. He’d frozen other things than just that guy.

      Chelle twisted her hands in her lap. “I don’t understand. You can freeze things. You’re some kind of dragon. Nothing makes sense. So what, is the dragon inside you?”

      “We can turn into them,” Luka said, cutting in. “It’s our other form.” He opened the door to the apartment. “Wait here. In a few minutes, look out above the courtyard, right over the moon.”

      Chelle’s heart started pounding like someone was hammering on it. It wasn’t possible. Things like this didn’t exist in the world. Outside of movies. It was easier to believe in some kind of human with powers than it was to believe in mythical beasts.

      Dmitri sat patiently for a moment, then held out a hand as he stood to go to the door. She didn’t take it. If they were going out to look at the courtyard, she had to go of her own accord. She pushed past him out of the apartment and gaped as she looked up at the sky.

      It wasn’t possible. Up above the courtyard, silhouetted by the moon, was something impossible. Something bright blue with wings that shimmered like ice. It flew in circles, too beautiful to be imagined, and she caught her breath as she watched it for a few vivid seconds as the snow fell gently around them.

      Then she felt a gentle arm around her shoulder and looked up to see Dmitri looking up as well.

      She couldn’t help leaning into him. She knew she was seeing something truly transcendent. Something about who he and Luka were. Something about his past.

      And though she should still be panicking, she just felt closer to him than ever before.

      “He’s beautiful,” she said. “Is that what you look like?”

      Dmitri nodded. “We should probably go in before you get cold and before anyone sees him.”

      She nodded, reluctantly pulling her eyes away and letting Dmitri lead her inside. When they were back on the couch, she was still in too much shock to say anything, until Dmitri pushed a cup of hot chocolate into her hands.

      She hadn’t even heard him make it. “Dragons,” she muttered softly. “Who would have thought?” She took a sip of her hot chocolate. “Damn.”
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* * *

      Dmitri watched his mate sip her hot chocolate quietly, looking too shocked to do much else.

      When the night had started, he’d had no idea it was going to end here.

      “Are you okay?” He cocked his head to look at her. “It’s been a really long night.”

      “I am,” she said. “Thanks to you with that robber. A lot to process, though. I have so many questions.”

      “I get it,” he said. “I’ll answer what I can. I don’t know what kind of trouble we’re going to be in when we tell Alek, though.”

      Chelle shook her head. “He talks big, but he’s actually a big softie. I think it’ll be fine.”

      Dmitri’s phone buzzed, and he looked down at it. “That’s Luka. He said he wants to fly around for a bit.”

      “He’s a dragon, but he has his phone?”

      “When we transform, we still have everything. He probably took human form for a minute and then transformed back into a dragon.” Dmitri sighed wistfully. “Once he felt his true form, he probably needed a little more time.”

      “Do you miss it?” Chelle asked, glancing up at him.

      Dmitri was just impressed she hadn’t yet fainted again. She’d just seen something that defied all logic in her world, yet instead of running screaming from him, she wanted to know how he felt. “I do. I get homesick sometimes. And I miss the ice peaks of my homeland. I miss flying free over the clouds.”

      She nodded. “I bet. I guess I know now why you three never like to talk about your history.”

      “It’s hard to talk about when you have to hide such a big part of it.” Dmitri played with a loose thread on his jeans. “Listen, Chelle, I did have a good time with you tonight. I’m glad you learned more about me, and I learned a little more about you. I know to be careful. I’m not going to push you. I do have feelings, but I’m not going to act on them. And I am a dragon, but that doesn’t have to change anything.”

      She put a hand on his thigh, eyes glowing. “Can you take me flying? That would be so cool.”

      He chuckled. Somehow, being a dragon seemed to make her more comfortable around him, rather than less. “Maybe sometime. I’m not sure Alek would say it was safe.”

      She gasped. “Oh, wait, Alek really is lord of winter, isn’t he?”

      Dmitri shrugged. “More or less, that was his title. He didn’t really live up to it, but that’s his story, not mine.”

      She nodded thoughtfully. “I want to know more about your story, then.”

      Dmitri stretched, looking at the clock. “Don’t you work tomorrow? We should really head to bed.” He yawned. “Luka won’t be back until late probably.”

      Chelle looked at the door, slightly nervously. “I mean, I guess we should. I’m not sure I’m ready to.”

      “I can answer questions better in the morning. Or when you’re done with work,” Dmitri said. “But even I’m getting tired now.” Plus, he wanted to give her time to process what had happened and him time to figure out what he should or shouldn’t say.

      “Damn, I’ve been living with two dragons,” she said in awe. “I still don’t know what to think about that.”

      “Whatever you need to think in order to be comfortable,” Dmitri said, standing and helping her up. “And as I said, we can talk tomorrow.”

      She stood reluctantly, following him as he turned out the lights. When they got to the hallway, he gave her a quick hug and then turned to go to his bedroom.

      He was surprised when he felt her small hand catch his sleeve. “Chelle?” He turned to face her.

      She looked so nervous next to him, biting her lip and refusing to let his sleeve go. “Wait.”

      He stopped immediately. If there was something his mate truly wanted, he couldn’t ever say no. “Is everything okay?”

      “No, it’s not,” she said quietly. “I was robbed. Luka’s outside. You’re both dragons. And it… was a hard night.”

      He nodded, wondering if she was talking more about the robbery or whatever it was that had made her sad when she was dancing against him. That sadness had left her while they’d been caught up in the dragon stuff, but now it seemed to be back.

      Or perhaps she was still just scared because her life had been threatened. Not that Dmitri would have let anything happen to his mate.

      “Can you… sleep with me?”

      Dmitri gaped at her, nearly falling over as he pulled his hand back. “What?”

      She flushed, then put both hands up. “No, not like that. I mean in my room.” She glanced over at the couch. “I mean, we already cuddle. It feels really safe, and… I want to feel safe tonight.”

      “You want me to cuddle you, all night, in your bed?”

      She nodded nervously.

      Dmitri inwardly groaned. Ye gods, this was testing him.

      She looked at the floor, fidgeting with her hands. “I know it’s a lot to ask, and I know you have feelings for me so it might be too hard for you.”

      He let out a sigh. “Of course I’ll stay, if you want me to.”

      “Great!” She grabbed his hand again and pulled him into her room. “You’ll see. This is going to be awesome.”

      He wasn’t sure what to expect in her room, but this wasn’t it. The interior was a bit harsh, the carpet and drapes a dark gray. Interesting pictures that appeared to be shots of space were on the wall. Her furniture was all steel, including her large bedframe. Her comforters had planets on them.

      She flicked the lights off and pointed at the ceiling, and he saw that she had pasted up some kind of stars.

      She turned the lights back on and faced him. “As you can see, I’m kind of a sci-fi nerd.”

      He smiled. “I mean, that does explain some of the shows we watch.” He walked farther into the room, looking around. “It’s nice, though. Not what I pictured.”

      She sat on the edge of the bed. “What did you picture? Pink fluff everywhere?”

      He sent her a guilty look. “Kind of.”

      She laughed. “I can see that. Wait, I guess you need to get changed, huh?”

      He frowned, realizing this was really happening. He’d really told his mate he was a dragon, not gay, and he had feelings for her… and she really wanted him to sleep in her bed with him.

      She watched him, her expression falling slightly. “I mean, is it too weird? I just… I don’t want nightmares, and I think if you slept here…” She tucked a lock of hair behind her ear. “I mean, maybe it would be too hard to just cuddle and not go any further since you have feelings for me.”

      “I’m a dragon, not a monster,” he retorted sharply. “Of course I can protect you without doing anything more.”

      Then he turned on his heel and walked out of the room to change into his pajamas.

      When he returned, wearing a soft tee shirt and a pair of pajama bottoms, she was waiting there in some kind of knee-length nightshirt.

      He swallowed, his mouth dry just at the sight of her. Her hair was soft, moonlight was streaming through the gaps in her blinds, and the bed looked so inviting.

      “I’m sorry for what I said earlier,” she said. “I’m not used to men that can respect a limit.”

      Dmitri scowled, trying not to tighten his fists or do anything that would frighten her, even though the thought of men pushing his mate made him want to tear the whole house down. “Well, they didn’t deserve to be called men.” He shut the door behind him and locked it, as he knew she did at night. He tended to check her door handle before he went to bed, just to make sure she had that extra bit of protection in case of a break-in.

      Tonight, she would have the best protection of all: him by her side.

      And he would have a case of blue balls.

      Not that he minded, as she pulled back the covers and got onto the bed, looking nervous and excited at the same time.

      This wasn’t how he’d expected to get in his mate’s bed for the first time, but as she snuggled into the mattress and then patted the spot next to her, he slowly began to accept it.

      She pulled blankets over both of them, and though he at first tried to keep a safe distance, she reached over to grab his arm and pull him close.

      She sighed in contentment when he was pressed against her, and he couldn’t help breathing on her exposed shoulder.

      She felt so small and fragile against him, so soft and perfect and warm, he could almost fall asleep if he allowed himself.

      But he wanted to make sure she was okay first. He tried to relax behind her, listening to the sound of her steady breathing.

      As it grew more peaceful and rhythmic, he could tell she’d finally fallen asleep.

      He propped himself up on one arm, looking down at her, wondering at how much she trusted him, especially after all that had happened in one night.

      Then he pressed a kiss to her hair gently and rolled over to fall asleep by her side.
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      Dmitri woke up to the sensation of someone touching him. On his chest, which was weird.

      He sat up abruptly and heard Chelle let out a gasp. Her nightshirt was over one shoulder, and her hair was beautifully mussed. Her cheeks were flushed deeply, and her pert little mouth was turned down in a frown.

      “I’m sorry, I didn’t think I would wake you.”

      He looked down to see her removing her hand from his chest. Had she pulled his shirt up?

      He looked at her curiously, and she seemed to take it as an accusation because she put both hands up in defense.

      “I’m sorry. I’m sorry,” she said apologetically. “You were just lying there, looking so peaceful, and I just… wanted to look at your chest.”

      “Why?” Dmitri sat up a little, trying to ignore the morning stiffy that would probably take a while to go away.

      “Because, I don’t know… I just wanted to feel it, and I didn’t think you would mind.”

      Dmitri pulled his shirt down, still too tired and confused to make much of what she was telling him. He let out a yawn and stretched, thinking that he’d slept better in her bed than he thought he would. He looked around, still surprised by the decor there. Then he turned to Chelle. “Did you sleep well?”

      She nodded, still blushing as she drew her sheet-covered legs in against her. “I can’t believe I actually asked you to sleep in here with me. I can’t believe you just did it and nothing else.”

      “I’m your friend,” he said casually. “Of course I wouldn’t do anything.” He gave another stretch and felt her eyes following his every movement for some reason. Like she was watching him the way he always watched her.

      The thought didn’t do anything for his erection.

      “Well, I slept better than I thought, too,” Dmitri said. “Especially given what happened last night.” He appraised her frankly, and she bit her lower lip. Damn, that was sexy.

      He probably needed to get out of her bed and her room before things got worse.

      “I guess after sleeping on it, nothing about that really matters to me. You and Luka are still the same people to me. Though, I do want to go flying and see your dragon form. I’m just glad there are less secrets between us.”

      Dmitri let out a sigh of relief. Though she wasn’t ready to mate him, it felt good to have her accept him for who he really was. “Well, thanks for understanding.”

      “Not at all. And again, I’m really sorry I thought you were gay. I have some stuff to work out, and…” She trailed off, looking down between his legs.

      “Dammit.” He hiked the sheets up, bunching them to disguise what she was seeing. “It’s just morning wood. It’ll go away soon.”

      “It’s huge!” She surprised him by crawling over and reaching for the sheet to lift it.

      He should stop her. She wasn’t wanting to date him. Yet… she was showing interest in a way he’d never expected, and he just didn’t have the strength to push away her hand.

      She lifted the sheet, staring at his dick as it pushed against his pajama pants. “Wow, you get this just from sleeping?”

      He scratched his head. “Yes?” Granted, it was probably worse from being groped by a beautiful woman he was in love with while he was sleeping, but he didn’t need to mention that.

      She stared down at it for a moment, and just when Dmitri wondered if she was going to scream and run, she licked her lips. Slowly.

      He blinked in shock. If he didn’t know better, he’d say she wanted him. “Chelle…”

      “Can I touch it?”

      Dmitri groaned. He liked that Chelle was straightforward, but he wasn’t sure how long he could hold out. He couldn’t say no to his mate, though. “Sure.”

      She placed a hand down and ran it over his hard length through the pants. “Does it hurt?”

      “No.” He lied. It ached to have her touch him and not be able to do anything about it.

      “No one’s ever let me take the lead before,” she said. “I just… Can I just touch you? However I want to, and you won’t do anything?”

      Dmitri didn’t understand what she was asking. Why did she just want to touch him? Hadn’t she said they couldn’t be together as more than friends? But the thought of being touched by his mate was addictive to his dragon, so he lay back on the bed with one hand over his head and the other across his stomach. “Do what you want.”

      Chelle’s blue-gray eyes gleamed with the early morning light, looking like lightning through storm clouds. The most beautiful thing he’d ever seen.

      She lifted his shirt, and he moved his arm for her as she touched one pec, slowly circled one nipple, and then ran her finger down the ridges of his abs. “So hard. I thought men like this only existed in movies.”

      His mate was pleased with him. He let out a sigh of pleasure and tried to relax as she continued to explore.

      She ran her hand down to his waistband and played with it. “Can I… go in?”

      He bit back a groan, the urge to just flip her on her back and fill her growing stronger with every touch. “Sure.”

      She reached into his pants and moaned when her hand wrapped his length, stroking softly. “So thick. I didn’t know they could be like this.”

      He quickly pushed away any jealousy at the fact that she’d seen any apart from his own. She’d had partners before. So had he. It wasn’t a big deal. It was just part of the journey that had brought them together. That they were with each other now was the important thing.

      “I’ve tried to… use sex as an escape, a few times,” she said. “I thought it could block out the dark, but it always turned out lonely. And men are always pushy.” She stroked lightly over him, smiling as she enjoyed the feel. Dmitri was just happy to be of service.

      But what was she escaping?

      “I think, with you, it could be different,” she said. “I mean, we’re friends, and you understand where I stand on things.”

      He didn’t really, but he’d let her think that if it meant she kept on touching his dick.

      “Would you judge me if I just wanted to feel this?” She wet her lower lip. “If I just wanted to push it inside me, ride it like there was no tomorrow, and get lost in purely physical pleasure, would you judge?”

      He shook his head. “Hell no.” She could enjoy him however she wanted at this moment. His whole body was on fire from her touch. It was too much and not enough at the same time. He yearned to be able to touch her back.

      She straddled him, sitting on his thighs just beneath his hardness, and she grasped his length with one hand while the other ran down his chest and abs. Her pretty skin was flushed with tinges of pink, and her nightshirt was hiked up, showing pearlescent thighs.

      Dmitri wondered if there was a chance he hadn’t woken up and was still dreaming.

      But her touch as she stroked over him, her breath as she leaned forward to press kisses on his chest, was totally real, sending electric sensations all over him.

      “I… Chelle, you’re torturing me.”

      “Should I stop, then?” Her look was mischievous, and he shook his head quickly. “Good.”

      Dmitri leaned back, letting her run her hands over him, move her hips against him. God, he could feel her wetness through the underwear she was wearing. She wanted him.

      The dragon in him roared.

      She moved both hands over him, marveling at how she couldn’t even cover his length. Then she released him, moving so she could stroke up against him, let his dick move over her wet center, teasing him to the brink of release.

      He’d been craving his mate since he’d awakened, but until this moment, he hadn’t realized how hungry he could be.

      He longed to return the favor. To reach up and pull her nightshirt off and hold her perfect breasts in his hands. To kiss all over her neck and shoulders, to hold her tight as he pumped deep inside.

      But anytime he put his hand up, she put it down again, so he decided to be patient and just let her do as she pleased.

      She moaned, moving down between his legs, positioning her sweet little mouth over his cock.

      “Chelle, what—” He threw his head back as her lips closed over him. Warm, wet heaven. Not even close to enough.

      Then he felt her moving, watching him with those sparkling, storm-colored eyes as her tongue swirled around his length. Her hand grasped beneath him, applying pressure as well.

      He arched back as he felt a jerk of tension, his whole body tightening up at her touch. It felt so good. Nothing like this had ever been done to him, and it just made him want to pleasure her in return right now.

      But she maintained her languid sucking, slowing the pace, smiling at him around his dick, blinking those long-lashed eyes that were full of lust for him.

      Just when he thought he couldn’t hold on much longer, she pulled back, panting breathlessly, lips wet and swollen. She pulled her nightshirt over her head and tossed it aside. Then she stared pointedly at his shirt until he removed it as well.

      Then she moved to the end of the bed and pulled his pants off, then his boxer briefs as well, leaving them both naked.

      It was hard not to be excited by how close they were, how naked they were. How perfect her body looked, better than he’d ever even imagined.

      Her breasts were the perfect size to fill his hands, her dusky nipples perfect for sucking. At the juncture of her legs, she had dark-blond curls, currently resting right by his erection.

      His heart had never pounded like this before. He wanted to just proceed with no hesitation, but despite the ache inside him, the way the dragon in him wanted to barrel forward, he had to check on one thing. “Are you sure you want this?”

      Chelle stared down at him, eyes glazed with lust tinged with a bit of surprise that he had asked that. She wrinkled her pointed nose and smiled down at him. “Abso-fucking-lutely.” She lifted on her knees and then sank over him, her hot, wet sheath sucking him inside.

      Oh fuck, he was inside his mate. Inside Chelle. The best thing he’d ever felt. He stared up in concern as she closed her eyes, muttering a few curses before she finally was able to take all of him inside her, leaving her to rest on top of him, thigh to thigh.

      She panted slightly as she adjusted herself, still looking a bit shocked by his length. Her body was shiny with sweat, and her skin just looked that much more tempting for it.

      Dmitri had never wanted anything more in his life. Nor been more worried. “Are you okay? Should I pull out for a second?”

      She shook her head urgently. “No. Don’t move.” She took a raspy breath and let it out again. “Oh God, that’s good. I’m not even moving.” She arched back, giving him a perfect view of her peaked nipples.

      He wanted to touch them and reached both hands up. “Can I—”

      She shook her head. “Stay there.”

      Dmitri had only a split second of disappointment as he put his hands back down. After all, it was absolute heaven being joined with his mate. He could do it however she wanted to.

      “So good,” she said, putting her hands up to her breasts, running them over herself as her eyes rolled back and she closed her eyelids. She slowly began to move on him, lifting so that he came partially out and then sliding herself back down.

      He grunted at the friction as it sent lightning rocketing through him, making his whole body tight once again. He honestly wasn’t sure how long he could last.

      Watching her move up and down on him, squeezing those beautiful breasts in her hands the way he wanted to, her face utterly lost in pleasure, it made everything stir inside him.

      Made him feel like he was losing control. Something he wasn’t used to.

      “Oh God, Dmitri, so good,” she said, beginning to move faster. He’d never had to be the one just sitting there, and it was an odd kind of tension, not being able do anything while feeling so much buildup inside you.

      At one point, he couldn’t help thrusting with her slightly, and she smiled down at him, biting her lip. “Mm. That feels good. Do that more.”

      So he did, keeping his hands on the sheets as he slowly thrust up to meet her, aching with unbearable pleasure each time she took him inside. Each time they came together, he could feel the dragon’s heart within him beating. Every time they were one, it was like he was home.

      “Chelle,” he said desperately. “You’re everything.”

      She looked down at him for a moment, shocked, but then arched back in release, finally going over the edge from all the friction. “Dmitri, Dmitri,” she called out, writhing as her sheath clenched around him rhythmically.

      Though he tried to hold on, it pulled out his release, and he felt himself jerk inside her with the strongest orgasm of his life.

      She stayed against him, screaming out her pleasure, and he couldn’t resist reaching up to at least grab her hips, both to hold her in place and to ground himself as pleasure overtook him, so strong that it felt hard to breathe.

      It seemed to last forever, but when it was finally done, he looked up to see they were both panting, still joined, covered in sweat with the sunlight peeking in through the window.

      He glanced down the hall. Had Luka heard? It was something that hadn’t occurred to him, not until passion was finally waning and he was realizing what they’d just done.

      He looked up at Chelle guiltily, wondering if she would regret this. Wondering if she would think he should have said no.

      Instead, she rested one hand on his chest reverently, then leaned forward to give him a kiss right between his pecs.

      Then she came off of him and walked into the bathroom to grab a towel, which she brought over to clean up. He sat up, knowing nothing would be there.

      “I should have mentioned this before, but dragons… We don’t work like humans sexually. There’s nothing to clean up.”

      She looked at him curiously. “How does that work? I mean, I’m already on birth control, for other things, so I wasn’t worried about it.”

      “We can only get our mates pregnant and only at specific times,” he said. The thought of her carrying his young was almost hypnotic, but he knew better than to bring that up.

      “Mates?”

      “When a dragon picks a partner, it’s for all time.”

      “Well, that’s interesting, but it’s never going to be me.” She let out a light laugh, and Dmitri felt his heart sink.

      He’d known she wasn’t ready, that what they were doing now was just because she’d been caught up in the moment. But hearing her saying right out that she didn’t want him was tough.

      He sat up. “I can clean myself up.” He reached for the cloth, and she handed it over to him. “Or better yet, I can just hit the shower.” He moved to the edge of the bed to look for his clothes.

      He was still raw from being inside her, from feeling his soul soaring close to the sun. Clearly, it wasn’t the same for her, and that hurt more than he wanted it to.

      What, had he thought the sex would be so good she’d agree to date him? That she would have to return his feelings in order to do what she’d done?

      For a dragon who’d been alive for centuries, he was far too naive.

      “You’re a romantic,” she said, studying him. “I should have known better.” She intertwined her fingers in her lap. “Listen, that was amazing. I wanted you and you wanted me, and I couldn’t resist getting caught up in the moment. I don’t regret it at all. But I thought it was clear that it wouldn’t change anything. For me, romance isn’t possible.” She smiled. “But with you, great sex is. That’s the most enjoyment I’ve had in a long while.”

      Dmitri sighed, almost won over by the contented glow in her eyes. She had enjoyed him, and in his opinion, she liked him more than she thought.

      The way she touched him, the tenderness in her eyes, that couldn’t just be about him being hot. There had to be more than that.

      And there he went, acting like a maiden who’d been taken and discarded. He really needed to toughen up. Then he’d know how to make his next move.

      He got up to dress and felt her hand on his hip. He turned to her curiously and saw her looking up at him with concern in her eyes.

      “Look, I thought we both wanted this, and I thought—”

      “I know,” he said shortly, pulling away from her. “But guess what? Men have feelings, too, and sometimes they are more than sexual.”

      She sat back, looking disappointed. “I know.”

      He pulled on his pants and his shirt, then realized he’d left his underwear and bent down to grab it, growling in frustration. He was about ready to leave the room to go think when he heard a small sniffle from the bed.

      He looked over at Chelle, and his heart sank. Her eyes had welled with tears, and she was tucking her legs in again.

      “I didn’t mean to hurt you,” she said. “I just wanted a moment together. Wanted to see if I could just feel something good.”

      He sighed and rubbed the back of his neck. No matter how much he was irritated that she didn’t want him, he couldn’t hold anything they’d just done against her. He went over to place a kiss on the top of her head, vowing to be more patient with his mate.

      She might not be ready to move forward, but they had made huge progress.

      “It’s okay,” he said, rubbing her shoulder until she nodded up at him, looking reassured. “I’m glad we did that. It felt amazing. I just… need some time on my own.”

      She nodded, finally giving him a smile.

      But as he left the room, he knew as long as he lived, his body would never forget how amazing it was when they came together. Nothing could ever feel as good as that felt. They were made to be together. To find rapture in each other’s arms.

      To give love to one another.

      Hopefully, if he could just be patient, she could begin to see that as well.
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      I just had sex with Dmitri.

      Chelle couldn’t think of anything else the entire time she showered. Her body still ached from having him inside her. When she’d woken that morning, she’d been overwhelmed just looking over at him.

      His handsome face looked so much gentler when he was sleeping, long lashes fanned over his high cheekbones, stubble on his perfect jaw. She’d wanted to run a hand over his short hair, see if it was as scratchy as it looked.

      It had been a long time since she’d been able to enjoy herself like that. Perhaps his agreement to sleeping in her bed had emboldened her. Or perhaps her hormones had just taken over when he’d woken up to see her touching him and she’d seen that he was hard.

      Perhaps she thought it would help out the both of them.

      Or maybe she was being selfish all over again.

      She fought back the pangs of guilt that tried to haunt her, telling herself that she still deserved to live in some ways.

      As she was combing her hair after getting out of the shower, she heard her phone ding in the bedroom. As she picked it up, she saw the text was from Talia.

      Her heart skipped a beat as she opened it up.

      Oh my gosh! You know about the dragons! I need to come over like right now!

      Chelle pulled her robe a little tighter as she sat on the bed to type her response. How did you know?

      Dmitri is over here with Luka, talking to Alek. Are you okay? I know it’s shocking.

      Chelle put a hand to her head. Of course her friend had been keeping this secret all along, not that Chelle blamed her. It wasn’t her secret to tell. But with all the excitement of yesterday, Chelle hadn’t even thought about it.

      Sure, come on over. We can chat.

      Amazing! I’ll be right there.

      Chelle yawned as she changed into a comfy black tracksuit and put her hair back into a ponytail. After all the excitement yesterday, she just wanted to relax.

      As she made hot chocolate, a disturbing thought hit her. What if Dmitri told his friends other things when he was over there?

      She nearly burned her finger on the cup but then thought of Dmitri’s scolding and plopped an ice cube in the mug to cool it down before she drank.

      If nothing else, maybe he would help her learn to think before she did things.

      But she hadn’t been able to think much that morning. She’d never been that carried away before, just because someone was hot.

      Or was it more than that? Was it also their friendship, the fact that she trusted him, that made it the perfect escape? She could feel everything she wanted to and not worry about getting hurt.

      But once they’d finished and she’d said what she had about never mating him, she’d realized she should have thought a little harder about whether it would hurt him.

      She’d been naive to think because he liked her, he would be happy with just a quickie. That he would be going along with it like she was for just the sensation with no promise of anything serious after.

      She still needed to talk to him about that, make sure she hadn’t ruined anything.

      Because despite all the complications, she still really wanted to know him. Wanted to learn more about him as a dragon. Wanted to continue to be his friend.

      She couldn’t afford to ask herself why it meant so much to her, but it did.

      Luckily, she was saved from her thoughts by someone knocking, and she opened the door to see Talia.

      When Talia saw her, she jumped up and down excitedly and then grabbed Chelle in a hug. “I’m so glad I have someone I can talk to about this. No one else knows.”

      Chelle smiled as she extricated herself, heading over to the couch with her hot chocolate to talk to her friend. “How long have you known? Since you found him?”

      Talia shook her head. “No, I fell in love with him first. I’m not sure if that made it easier or harder to accept him. You know when the two of us disappeared for a day?”

      Chelle nodded. “When Henrick was going to take him to a museum?”

      “Yes, well, long story short, Henrick was a pretty bad person, and Alek ended up going into dragon form to punish him.”

      Chelle thought about the sheer size of Luka the night before. “Did he kill him?”

      “No,” Talia said. “But I’m sure he’ll think twice before ever coming back.”

      “Good,” Chelle said, letting out a sigh. “I can’t stand anyone who would hurt my friends.”

      “Speaking of which, did something happen between you and Dmitri? He was acting a little odd when he came over.”

      “Like how?” Chelle tried not to squirm nervously, knowing it would give something away.

      “He just seemed… out of it, I guess. Then again, the two of you were robbed and almost shot.”

      “It still doesn’t seem real.” Chelle sipped her hot chocolate. “Wait, does Iris know? Didn’t she do a blood test?”

      “Iris knows something is up, but not what. She knows Alek is practically immortal. But you know she’s too busy trying to catch that tenured position to pay attention to anything else right now.”

      “Right,” Chelle said. “Oh man, I don’t know how I’m going to focus on my class. Dragons exist. I mean, it’s like the whole world turned upside down.”

      “Well, I think they are mainly trying to live as humans, so life should probably just go on as usual,” Talia said. “The best thing we can do is keep things as normal as we can.”

      Chelle sighed. “Have you gone flying yet?”

      The twinkle in Talia’s dark eyes confirmed everything Chelle needed to know.

      “I knew it,” Chelle said. “God, I want to go.”

      “I’m sure Dmitri would take you sometimes. Honestly, Chelle, I wasn’t sure if I should say anything, but—”

      “He has feelings for me.” Chelle finished for her.

      Talia nodded. “Is that okay?”

      Chelle set her mug on the side table and threw her hands in the air. “Does it matter? People feel how they feel. I haven’t done anything to encourage him.” Until this morning. Guilt waved through her.

      “He’s a good guy,” Talia said eagerly. “Chelle, I think you’d be great with him. I know he comes off all alpha and stuff, but he’s actually really sweet.”

      Chelle thought of his hurt eyes when she’d said she would never mate him. “Yeah, I get that now.” She stood and walked over to the window, looking out at the snow. Then she looked back at Talia, who remained on the couch, looking puzzled. “But he and I aren’t ever going to date.”

      “Why not?”

      “Have you seen me be serious with anyone?”

      “No. I mean, I’ve seen you bring guys home,” Talia said. “But—”

      “Usually, I can’t even get with them,” Chelle said, staring out the window, wishing the snow flurries would just take her away. “Usually, it hurts too much. Sometimes they are enough of a distraction that I try for a little while. If they are jerks, I don’t feel bad stringing them along. But usually, it goes nowhere.”

      “I see,” Talia said, looking confused. “I mean, I always thought you were having fun out there on the dating scene. You’re practically always at the club.”

      Chelle walked over to sit on the couch with her friend, though she left as much distance as possible between them. “That’s because I need to distract myself. I hate being alone.”

      “Why?”

      “I can’t love someone,” Chelle said quietly, the first time it had ever come out of her mouth with her friend. She looked up, expecting censure, but saw Talia just watching her patiently, concern in her gorgeous brown eyes.

      “What do you mean? You’re the most loving person I know. You took Luka and Dmitri in like it was nothing. You were my friend when people picked on or ignored me as a freshman. You’ve always made sure no one is sitting alone. What do you mean you can’t love?”

      Chelle put a hand on her heart. “I can love someone platonically. But when it comes to the other kind, it feels like I’m too burnt. Like that part of my heart doesn’t work right. Or maybe I’m just too scared.”

      “Why?”

      Chelle took a deep breath, remembering and wondering if she could ever share what was in her heart. How would Talia look at her? What would she think? Chelle wasn’t sure she could go that far.

      “I’m not ready to talk about it,” Chelle said, resting back against the couch and closing her eyes against the memories. They were close enough to burn her, and she didn’t feel like she could touch them right now. “I don’t know if I ever will be.”

      “I… How did I never know about this?”

      “It wasn’t something I ever wanted to say,” Chelle said. “It’s something I spend every day trying not to think about. I’ve built a life for myself. I have friends. But until Dmitri, I never realized holding back could hurt someone else.”

      Talia nodded. “But it shouldn’t be about him. It should be about you. You have a right to your feelings.”

      “I don’t even know my own feelings. I keep them inside, hidden by jokes and ditziness. But Dmitri, he makes me want to be more real. I think, if I could like someone in that way, it would be him. He calls to parts of me that are down dark hallways and behind locked doors. I don’t know how to answer him.”

      “Sounds like a good thing,” Talia said softly. “Him calling to you, I mean, even as a friend. It doesn’t sound like you can really be happy.”

      Chelle shrugged. “Sometimes I am.” Like that morning, when she’d been touching Dmitri. It was the most happiness she’d known. But based on the hurt in his expression, he probably wasn’t going to allow it to happen again, now that he knew where she stood.

      Chelle turned to Talia. “Are you and Alek mated?”

      “Yes, why?”

      Chelle took a deep breath. “I mean, I hurt Dmitri when we talked about it. I said I couldn’t ever do that with him.”

      Talia groaned softly, putting her head in both hands. “I mean, that’s your prerogative, but from what I know, it’s hard to convince a dragon when he thinks he’s found his mate.”

      “You think he thinks I’m his mate?”

      Talia nodded. “He seems serious, for sure. Like when he thought you were going to live alone with Luka.”

      Chelle couldn’t help smiling when she remembered that. “True. But what am I going to do? I can’t mate him.”

      Talia took Chelle’s hand in both of hers. “Look, I don’t know what’s going on with you. And I can’t make you tell me. But I do know you’re a wonderful person. One of the kindest and least judgmental I’ve known. So whatever is holding you back, it shouldn’t. You deserve to be happy. There is no reason you shouldn’t have a life like anyone else.”

      “I killed someone,” Chelle said softly, feeling her throat tighten up. “How about that?”

      As Talia stared at her, horror dawning over her expression, Chelle stood up, wanting to retreat to her bedroom.

      “I killed someone, and when they died, my heart just sort of… died, too.”

      There. She’d done it. She’d told Talia everything, and now Talia would hate her, too. She turned to run for her room, hurrying down the hallway, heart pounding with regret.

      Why did Dmitri have to come in and ruin everything? Why couldn’t she have just gone on with her life? Why did he make her open up and feel things she had no business feeling? Like guilt and empathy and the need to connect to another person, no matter how impossible that was.

      But just as she reached her bedroom, she felt soft arms close around her from behind, pulling her in close.

      It was Talia.

      What would she say now? Nothing she could say would give Chelle more hurt than she already felt.

      “I’m so sorry, Chelle. I never knew what you were going through,” Talia said, her voice slightly breaking. “But I’m not going anywhere, and I’m here if you want to talk about it more.”

      So Chelle turned around and buried her head in Talia’s shirtfront. For now, just being allowed to cry, after so long, was enough.
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* * *

      “You know you just mated her,” Luka said matter-of-factly as Dmitri sat there feeling like a pile of shit.

      His friends had picked up on the fact that there was something off with him, and Luka hadn’t been able to shut up about the fact that he’d heard some odd sounds coming from Chelle’s room.

      Alek rubbed his chin. “Well, I’m not sure if that was your intention, but either way, you need to do the honorable thing by Talia’s friend.”

      “Of course she’s my mate,” Dmitri said, standing up angrily, needing to pace because he’d explode if he stood in one place. “I’d do anything for her. I’ve been trying to from the moment we met.” He leaned against the wall, looking out the window at the courtyard. “But she doesn’t want to mate me. She said that wasn’t happening, at all.”

      Both Luka and Alek looked at him aghast, and it only made him feel shittier.

      “Look, I love her, but that doesn’t mean anything if she doesn’t love me back.”

      “Maybe it just takes time,” Alek said, obviously trying to be comforting.

      “Easy for you to say,” Dmitri said, pounding his fist into the wall, making it shake slightly. “Your mate wanted you immediately. Mine has been around me for weeks and even had sex with me—”

      “Mated with you,” Luka corrected.

      “Mated with me,” Dmitri grated out angrily, though he wasn’t sure if it was at himself or the situation. “But still doesn’t want anything with me long term.”

      “Did she really want you to be gay?”

      Dmitri snapped his head around, glaring at Luka. “You told him?”

      Luka shrugged. “It was funny, and I didn’t see the big deal. We have always told each other everything.”

      Dmitri sighed, taking a seat on one of the kitchen chairs. He knew his friends were right, and he needed to stop taking out his stress on them. It just showed how much his world was changing that he’d even kept a secret from them at all.

      Years ago, they’d relied only on each other, and that had been enough.

      But right now, Dmitri yearned to be close only with Chelle.

      Dmitri ran his hands over his face, telling himself to calm down. Then he faced Alek directly. “She just wanted me to be non-threatening. She only wants to be my friend.”

      “It is our fault as well,” Luka said. “Men in this time do not form as tight of groups as we used to. They don’t need to constantly be at the ready to have each other’s backs.” He snorted. “It seems like most of them would stab each other in the back while competing over females.”

      Dmitri grunted. “Yeah, well, I kind of get the impulse.”

      “Me, too,” Alek said to Luka. “You will understand when you find one of your own.”

      Luka just shrugged.

      “Dmitri,” Alek said. “Have you talked more with Chelle about this? Does she know you’re mated already?”

      “No, because I didn’t know. Oh no, what am I going to say to her about it?”

      “It doesn’t have to mean anything if she doesn’t know about it,” Luka said. “She can still live her life, and it won’t hurt her.”

      But it would hurt him because his heart would be evermore bound to her. And now it was permanent for all time.

      Plus, she would have his lifespan, which meant she’d notice something was wrong at some point.

      “I never meant for any of it to happen. She just wanted me this morning, and…” Dmitri folded his hands in his lap, wondering how everything had gone so wrong.

      Or had it gone right?

      His mate had slept with him. Had wanted him in the morning. Had touched him all on her own. Commanded him. Taken him.

      Despite everything else she said about not being with him, her heart didn’t seem to agree.

      “There’s hope,” Alek said. “Though, I can see why you’re hurting. I can talk to Talia about it.”

      “No,” Dmitri said quickly. “I want to handle it on my own. I don’t want Chelle to feel like I’m gossiping about her.” He stood. “Maybe it’ll just take some time.”

      “I don’t know,” Luka said. “She’s definitely not acting how we would expect a mate to. Something is funny here, and I’m not sure what.”

      Alek nodded. “Maybe there’s some history Talia’s aware of that’s holding Chelle back.”

      Luka seemed to agree. “Perhaps.”

      “Can a dragon… be wrong about who his mate is?” Dmitri asked, feeling awful even as he said it. “I mean, Chelle has been our friend, the only human we met since we woke up. Maybe I got confused on things.”

      “Do you want her more than you’ve ever wanted anything in your whole life? Does it feel like your heart will burn itself to ashes if she’s gone?” Alek asked quietly.

      Dmitri nodded.

      “Then there is no mistake.” Alek stood, sweeping his pale-blond hair over one shoulder. He looked kingly even when he wasn’t trying. It was just an aspect of his birth. He stopped next to Dmitri and put a hand on his shoulder, and Dmitri had to admit it felt good, just that simple, comforting touch. “It may be a difficult journey, but we will be here to help you along the way.”

      “Thanks,” Dmitri said, straightening. He looked at both Alek and Luka, grateful for their concern. “It’s going to be fine, though. I just have to be patient.”

      “I’m not sure that’s all,” Luka said. “I think you could wait and wait and do what she wants, and still things would come to a halt. I think there is something wrong, and—”

      “Luka,” Alek said, putting up a hand of warning. “If there is, Dmitri needs to discover it, and he won’t unless Chelle trusts him.”

      “Right,” Dmitri said, standing. “So I just need to build trust.”

      He was about to walk past Alek and go back to his apartment when Alek caught him, holding him with a hand on each shoulder, rooting him in place as Alek stared at him with those cold blue eyes. “You are incredible, Dmitri. All I can say is that if fate has chosen this mate for you, she must be incredible as well. Sometimes the most difficult journeys are the most rewarding, and I can say that, throughout my journey, I have been most grateful for you as a friend.”

      Dmitri nodded, feeling his throat tighten. The statement of support and belief in him was all he needed. It soothed the tension in his soul after what had happened that morning and his mate pulling back. He nodded to Alek, not having any response to give, and walked out of the apartment, deciding to just focus on getting through another day.

      Besides, even now, with everything that had happened, the thought of seeing his mate again brought joy to his heart.
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      When Dmitri entered the apartment, he was surprised to see Chelle and Talia nowhere in sight.

      Perhaps they were still talking about dragons, since that had seemed to be what she was most interested about.

      She certainly wouldn’t be stewing about that morning like he was.

      So he busied himself by grabbing his phone and looking at job openings, thinking that if he was going to be waiting for his mate for a long time, he might as well find other things to occupy him in this world.

      After all, when they were mated, he wanted to have something to give her. A way she could rely on him as well.

      A few hours later, he saw her emerge from the hallway with Talia and was surprised to see that both of their eyes were red.

      He stood abruptly, wondering what had just happened. Did she know they were mated, and now she hated him? He would promise her anything if it would help. She didn’t have to do anything she didn’t want to. She could—

      “Thanks for talking,” Chelle said, hugging her friend tightly. “You’re right. I had a lot to get out.”

      “Think about what I said,” Talia said. “I know I don’t understand fully, but you can beat this. It has already taken too many years of your life.”

      Dmitri inwardly sighed in relief, glad he wasn’t the cause of her tears. Though, if he could find the cause, he’d love to just go punch that person.

      “Take care of her,” Talia said, releasing Chelle and acknowledging Dmitri. “She’s had a rough day.”

      Chelle gave Talia a grateful smile and held the door for her as she walked out. When they were alone, she turned around and leaned on the counter, looking over Dmitri’s way.

      Her pretty blue eyes were rimmed in red, suggesting recently shed tears.

      “You want to talk about it?” he asked.

      “God no,” she said, swiping at her eyes. “I think I’ve talked all I can.”

      Dmitri hated that there was nothing he could do for her. Hated that he could see her curling up inside, getting distant, as she walked to the kitchen table and sat down.

      As she sat there sniffling, Dmitri got up to get Hot Pockets out of the fridge and made them silently before bringing them over to where she sat.

      She picked one up and grinned at him as she bit into it and then chewed. “So you aren’t still mad at me?”

      He scoffed. “Of course not. I never was. A little hurt maybe.”

      She sniffed. “I’m really sorry about that. I didn’t mean to use you. I just… I’d never felt like that before about someone. I wanted to see where it led.” She shrugged, taking another bite of her Hot Pocket. “But I still can’t be normal. And I hurt you as well.”

      “You didn’t,” Dmitri said. “I mean, I got my hopes up, but that’s not your fault.” He put a hand out to cover hers, making her look over at him. “And honestly, I’m not trying to push you. If all we ever are is friends, from here to forever, then I still want you in my life.”

      She blinked. “You mean it?”

      “Of course.”

      “Oh God,” she said, leaning forward as a tear fell next to her Hot Pocket. “Why is everything making me cry?”

      “I don’t know,” he said, scooting his chair closer so he could wipe away her tear and then hug her in close. “But I know that I want to be here when you’re sad. And make you feel better.”

      She held on to him, breathing in deeply before letting him go. “I don’t deserve you. I’m not sure anyone does.”

      “It doesn’t matter,” Dmitri said, releasing her to take one of the Hot Pockets on the table for himself. “I’m where I want to be. No one else is choosing for me.” He nudged another Hot Pocket toward her. “Now eat up, because if you want, I’m taking you flying.”

      Her eyes went wide with shock and then excitement, and she set her hands down on the table, making it shake. “Seriously? Today?”

      “Yes,” he said, brushing his hands off. He hadn’t planned to do it so quickly, but he wanted to see a smile on her face. He’d fly with her, have sex with her, watch movies with her…

      Whatever it took to bring happiness to his mate.
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* * *

      “That was incredible,” Chelle said as they sat on the side of the hill they’d flown over when Dmitri was in dragon form.

      They’d had to drive a couple hours to get out where no one would be able to see them, but it had been worth it to see Dmitri in dragon form.

      Being gently caught up in his talons and lifted off the ground had been amazing, too. Unfortunately, the day was a cold one, and it hadn’t been long before Dmitri noticed she was shivering, despite the fun she was having, and he’d insisted on coming back down. He did say it wouldn’t be the last time, so she was hopeful. It would be so fun to fly together in the summer, over the green grass with sunlight all around.

      As light snow began to fall, she felt Dmitri put his jacket over her shoulders and looked up at him with a smile.

      “Thanks,” she said quietly, letting out a sigh of satisfaction as she wriggled into it. It smelled like her friend.

      “Of course,” he said, looking out at the landscape intently, the hundreds of trees covering the valley below.

      “And you don’t get cold at all?”

      “No,” Dmitri said, reaching up to put his hand beneath a falling snowflake. “I was made for the cold.” As she watched, the snowflake hovered above his palm, slowly growing outward with little crystals until it was almost the size of her head. Beautiful, sparkling, icy blue.

      Then with a wave of his hand, it disintegrated, leaving her staring in awe.

      “Wow. I wish I could do that.”

      He laughed. “A party trick, nothing more.” He leaned back on his elbows, seeming to not mind the snow. “Not that useful in this world.”

      “What was it useful for in your world? You already had snow.”

      He grinned. “Fighting rival dragons.” He looked up at the sky wistfully. “Protecting Alek and the people of our village. Things like that.”

      “With snowflakes?”

      Dmitri waved a hand to his side, and Chelle gasped as a huge spike of ice emerged, the size of a small building. He raised his hand and it lifted, turned, and then shot forward in the air. Before it could go far, an ice wall shot up in front of it, causing it to shatter and break.

      With a final wave of Dmitri’s hand, the wall retreated into the ground.

      “Wow,” she said, rolling onto her side to look over at him. “So I guess you’re pretty good?”

      He smiled, and his face was so handsome she almost couldn’t think straight. She loved that jaw, how hard it was. She couldn’t stop thinking about how those incredible blue-green eyes had looked when he’d lost himself to passion.

      How his huge, hard body had been still for her. How he’d let her look, touch, and feel as much as she wanted to.

      And then, even after she’d hurt him, he’d brought her here to distract her.

      Today combined with all the others, the drinks he’d cooled for her, the movies they’d watched. The moments she could just sense him making sure she was okay… It all added up to him being a very good friend.

      If she were honest, even more than that.

      But as she’d told Talia, that just wasn’t possible. Not for her. Not in this life.

      Talia seemed to think everything was fixable, but she’d never been through what Chelle had. No one understood what something like that could do to you, how long you carried it in your heart, along with an invisible ache.

      But since she had to live with it anyway, it sure was better being around people like this.

      He sat up and she did as well, and when a blast of cool air hit them, she couldn’t help leaning into him.

      He froze up, and she gave him a moment to pull back if he wanted to, because she didn’t want to bother him.

      But with a little sigh, he put an arm around her, holding her close.

      “You cold?”

      She nodded. “I guess I always make trouble for you.”

      He gave her a look of reproach. “Chelle, you’re never trouble for me.” He thought about it, then laughed. “Well, if you are, I still like it. I choose to make it my own.”

      “You’re a good person,” Chelle said quietly, looking out at the trees and the gentle snowfall. “A good dragon, too, I guess.”

      He looked over at her, slightly surprised. “Thanks.”

      They sat there together like that until their butts were frozen, and even then, Chelle felt regret that they had to get up.

      When they got down off this mountain, life would go back to normal. She had classes to teach and he had a job to go find, but it had been an amazing weekend. As they walked back to the car, Chelle wished it could last a little longer.

      “So what movie do you want to watch tonight?” Dmitri asked, opening the door to let her into the car.

      “Oh,” she said in surprise. “You still want to watch one?”

      “Of course,” Dmitri said, walking over to get into the car. After he did up his seatbelt, he pinned her with a stern glance. “Don’t think that any of this changes movie night.”

      “All right.” She laughed, glad that maybe her amazing weekend wasn’t totally finished after all.
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      The next few days went quickly, and Chelle was glad that things had returned to normal on most fronts.

      She was able to focus on classes, spend time with Dmitri and Luka in the evenings, and… try not to think about how much she wanted to get Dmitri in bed once again.

      Sometimes when she woke up in the morning, she was already aching, and she wondered what he would say if she proposed a friends-with-benefits situation for them both.

      But as much as she could see it in his eyes that he wanted her, she knew he wanted something she couldn’t give. Therefore, she had no right to take more than she already had.

      She shuffled her papers on her desk as the last of her students left and sighed when she saw the clock.

      She’d be late getting home again today, and Luka and Dmitri would probably choose the movie without her. They all had been content to stay in the past few days. The excitement at the club had kind of freaked all of them out, and they didn’t know if anyone had linked the frozen guy to their little group.

      Chelle did wonder what it would be like to go out with Dmitri again, to maybe dance with him now that they each knew where the other stood.

      He didn’t question her about their friendship or bother her for more, and she appreciated it, though she did see a wistful look in his eyes at some moments.

      And in return, she tried to always be thoughtful of him, to bring home food he would like or send him any job openings she was aware of.

      Their little trio was finally feeling settled in their apartment with Alek and Talia gone, and life seemed to be going well.

      “Well, hello sexy. Long time no see.”

      Chelle jerked her head up and relaxed when she saw Iris leaning on the doorframe and looking into the room.

      The small, curvy black woman had clearly come from the lab, as she was still wearing a white coat and her reading glasses. Plus, her hair was pulled into that tight, sterile bun.

      When Iris wasn’t working, when she was out on the town, she wore fashionable, edgy clothing that showed off skin and wore her hair in wild curls.

      Iris walked forward, holding a clipboard, a mischievous glint in her eyes. “So Talia says you’ve been busy lately. New boy-toy?”

      “No,” Chelle said, panicking slightly, wondering what exactly Talia had told her.

      Iris propped a hip on Chelle’s desk and stared at her intently. “Then what’s up with the silent treatment? You haven’t been inviting me to any club nights.”

      Chelle hesitated, wondering if Iris would see through one of her lies. Iris had a very sharp intelligence about her, and Chelle wasn’t at all confident any stories she made up would be convincing. “Just been busy with my new roommates, that’s all.”

      “Oh yeah, Talia moved out to be with her man candy,” Iris said, pouting. “Jealous. Though, I do think she should be careful. His blood tests weren’t normal at all.”

      Chelle leaned forward conspiratorially. “Do you think you should really be talking about that?” Now that she knew more about what Dr. Henrick had pulled, she felt protective over Luka and Dmitri.

      Iris laughed, putting one hand on the desk and leaning on it. “You’re an English professor, not a scientist. Plus, you’re Talia’s friend, so I don’t really think I need to worry about it.”

      Chelle breathed a sigh of relief. “So you aren’t telling anyone else?”

      Iris raised a perfectly arched, dark eyebrow. “Who would believe me?” She shook her head. “No, I have other things to deal with right now. If Talia wants to date Superman, though I have my doubts about the whole thing, she is smart enough to decide if she wants to risk being around someone like that. Plus, he seems like a genuinely nice guy.”

      “Yeah, I guess they are nice guys,” Chelle said pensively.

      “What do you mean?” Iris folded her arms. “Are there more of them?”

      Chelle bit her lip. Oops. “I don’t know. I didn’t mean…” She waved a hand as she gathered up her papers. “It’s no big deal. It’s just—”

      “Am I interrupting something?” A male voice boomed over the room, and Chelle glanced up to see Dmitri poking his head in.

      Oh damn, she’d forgotten he wanted to pick her up today since there was a particularly bad snowstorm. His short hair was dusted in snow, and he was wearing a black parka that only added to his intimidating presence.

      “Woah,” Iris said, fanning her face. “Speak of the devil, there are more. Holy Hannah, he’s hot.”

      Dmitri took a step forward, looking confused. God, he was handsome. Chelle felt her heart skip a beat just looking at him. Maybe friendship with such a kind, beautiful man really was dangerous.

      “Dude, tell me you’re hitting that,” Iris said, looking almost dazed by Dmitri’s appearance. That reaction seemed to be common, given the girls at the club. But unlike those strangers, Chelle knew Iris personally. She was a good person, a loyal friend. Someone who could be really good to Dmitri.

      “We’re just friends,” Chelle said quickly. “Want me to introduce you?”

      Iris looked between Chelle and Dmitri. “He came to pick you up. I wouldn’t want to intrude…”

      “You’re aren’t intruding,” Chelle said quickly. “We’re just friends. I promise. Nothing more.” She grabbed Iris’s hand and practically dragged her over to Dmitri, whose handsome jaw was suddenly taut.

      “This is Iris,” Chelle said, gesturing to her. “Iris, Dmitri. Dmitri, Iris. I think you two would get along really well.”

      Chelle could feel Dmitri glaring down at her, but she averted her eyes.

      It was clear she was feeling too much about him. Getting ideas just by being his friend. Maybe if he could focus on another girl, like Iris, who could give him everything, she would stop feeling pain in her heart every time she met his eyes.

      “Wow,” Iris said, stepping forward and reaching for Dmitri’s biceps. “Your muscular hypertrophy is even more pronounced than Alek’s.” She let her fingers hover over his skin, and Chelle had to resist the urge to slap her hand away. “Is it all right if I touch?”

      Dmitri looked at Chelle as if waiting for her to say something, but when she didn’t, he gave Iris a nervous nod. “I’m not sure what you just said, but sure.”

      “I said you are swole,” Iris said with a laugh, running her hand over his bicep curiously. “Damn, how did they make you so big?” She released him to smile up at him, putting her hands on her hips. “I don’t care if you’re an ice man. I totally want to take you on a date.”

      Dmitri hesitated, brushing snow off his hair awkwardly. “I don’t know…”

      “Right, you don’t know me,” Iris said eagerly. “We should hang out more first. What are you guys up to tonight?”

      Dmitri glanced at Chelle, still looking puzzled. “We have movie night.”

      Iris looked curiously at Chelle, still keeping her hands on her hips. “What’s that?”

      “We… I mean, me, Dmitri, and Luka, we all watch a movie.”

      “Oh my God, invite me,” Iris said. “Please, please, please?”

      Chelle laughed, bringing the last of her papers over as she joined Iris and Dmitri again. “Of course you can come.” It would be fun to have a new person there, and she’d missed having Iris around.

      And who knew? Maybe Dmitri would warm up to Iris once he saw what a fun person she was. After all, Chelle was the only person Dmitri had really gotten close to since coming out of the ice. Maybe he could be persuaded to change his preference to someone else.

      Of course, the thought of it made her heart feel like it was being sawed down the center, but she kind of deserved that.

      And Iris could love Dmitri in ways Chelle never could.

      Dmitri held the door open for them, and they walked down the hallway, listening to Iris talk about how things were going with the tenured position she was trying to get.

      As they walked, Chelle noticed she didn’t feel snow falling on her and put a hand up just in case. When she saw nothing, she looked above them and then at Dmitri with a secretive smile.

      Hopefully, Iris wouldn’t notice that the snowstorm was falling everywhere but over their heads.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Dmitri didn’t know what was going on right at that moment, but he knew he wasn’t okay with it.

      From the moment Iris had shown up, he’d expected Chelle to show her characteristic jealousy, like she had at the club. Iris, though she seemed like a very nice person, was very forward about her wants.

      So Dmitri wasn’t sure why Chelle was so fine with the situation.

      When they’d walked in, she’d even taken the spot on the couch next to Luka, preventing Iris from sitting by him when she’d walked in. That left the second couch for Dmitri and Iris. And Iris had happily dragged him onto the seat.

      He missed sitting on the three-seater with his friends. And he definitely preferred nights when it was just him and Chelle, cuddling during a movie while Luka did research, aka left them alone.

      Even now, he wanted to walk over to the couch, pick up Luka, toss him out the window, sit by Chelle, and tell Iris to find someone else.

      But he knew that was just the brute in him that was tired of not being able to claim what was his.

      The past few days had been torture, but he’d been willing to go along with it because it seemed to help Chelle. Whatever was hurting her seemed to fade into the background as long as he let her label anything as something friends would do.

      Sure, friends cuddled on the couch during movies. Sure, friends picked each other up from school or helped each other find jobs or talked long into the night.

      Whatever Chelle needed in order to feel that things were normal.

      Dmitri also really appreciated that Luka had tried to be as thoughtful and helpful as possible, giving them time alone, never teasing Dmitri when things were awkward.

      Which was why he felt extra bad for Luka right now, because Luka seemed a bit interested in Iris but was being totally blocked by Chelle and whatever crazy plan she had in her head at this moment.

      Chelle didn’t like Luka. Dmitri knew that. So the only reason she would have prevented Iris from sitting with him was if she wanted Iris to sit… somewhere else.

      Was Chelle pushing the two of them together? Because that seriously hurt.

      He was trying to deal with the fact that she was his mate and didn’t know it and that she didn’t want to be more than friends. Plus, that she’d said she couldn’t do relationships.

      But it sucked that she would actually be okay with him dating Iris. Would she go that far to deny her feelings just because of whatever was bothering her from her past?

      Still, Dmitri had no intention of letting Iris do anything. For one, he could tell Iris actually cared about her friend and wouldn’t hurt her. She didn’t deserve to walk into this landmine.

      And secondly, he had a mate. He was done playing games or pretending he could be interested in someone else for Chelle’s sake. He didn’t need to rush her, but he didn’t have to do things he was uncomfortable with either.

      Was Chelle really so far in denial of his feelings that she thought he could actually be happy with anyone else?

      He huffed as she slumped into the couch and saw Iris watching him intently.

      She turned to Chelle. “Hey, can you turn the movie up? I can’t hear it.”

      “Sure,” Chelle said pleasantly, keeping her eyes glued to the TV as she raised the remote and did as Iris asked.

      Dmitri sort of wished she would look over. He would welcome her jealousy. But she seemed determined not to look.

      “You like her?” Iris’s whisper tickled his ear. “Dude, I’m sorry I didn’t notice.”

      Dmitri looked at Iris, stunned. She was very blunt, but he hadn’t expected her to be that perceptive, especially in the face of Chelle’s lies. He nodded.

      Iris sat back with a thoughtful expression. She was a pretty woman. Smooth, dark skin, soulful eyes behind cute glasses. Nice hair now that she’d let it out of the bun.

      But he couldn’t see her as anything but another person. Nothing sexual at all.

      “This is a tough one. Chelle is super non-committal. I’ve never understood it.”

      Dmitri cast a glance at the other couch, just to see if Chelle and Luka were listening. But the two seemed to be having a hushed conversation of their own, and Luka wasn’t happy about it.

      Dmitri turned back to Iris, who had just touched his arm. “Sorry,” he said reluctantly.

      “No, it’s okay,” Iris said. “I just… I’m sorry for you. That’s really a tough one. You want me to talk to her?”

      “No,” Dmitri said. “She knows. That’s probably why she encouraged you with me.”

      “That doesn’t make sense,” Iris said. “Not if you have feelings.”

      Dmitri felt weariness settle in his chest. “Not a lot has made sense lately.” The only time he felt at peace was when he was alone with Chelle and it was safe to just feel his love for her without any labels. At times like those, he could even feel her care for him, though he knew she’d deny what it was.

      Chelle and Luka stood abruptly, and Luka stormed down the hallway, not looking at all pleased.

      Dmitri quirked an eyebrow, wondering what had bothered him, but Chelle just shook her head.

      “I’m going to go talk to him. Please, you two enjoy the movie.” Then she disappeared down the hall, presumably to follow Luka.

      Dmitri wasn’t worried about it. Luka would never make a move on his mate. But still…

      “Damn,” Iris said. “That was cold. I should really go yell at her, but I know the girl well enough to know her heart is in the right place. This whole thing is just silly.”

      “Yeah,” Dmitri said.

      “Have you thought about going along with it? Trying to make her jealous?” Iris asked.

      “No. I mean, I don’t want you in trouble with your friend. I know she acts that way, but she can be possessive as well.”

      “So make her come to terms with that. If she’s only your friend and she turned you down, she’s not allowed to get mad if you’re with someone else.”

      “It’s not that simple,” Dmitri said. She was his mate. He couldn’t just turn away, and the thought of touching another woman repulsed him.

      But he’d gotten himself into this predicament, and it wasn’t Chelle’s fault.

      Iris sighed, leaning forward with her chin in her palm. “I do hate to see a great-looking guy with such a sad look on his face. And I hate knowing one of my best friends is passing up something so good.” She sat up. “If you aren’t going to do anything to make her jealous, then I think you should go talk to her. Tell her you don’t want to date other people. Just her.”

      “She knows,” Dmitri said, folding his arms.

      “So you’re just going to let it go?” Iris asked disbelievingly. “I mean, even if she’s alone in a bedroom with your hottie friend?” She fanned her face. “I don’t know how I could be in a room alone with him.”

      “Luka and Chelle aren’t like that,” Dmitri said. But just the slightest bit of doubt was creeping around his heart. He batted it away.

      “So what, you’re just going to let her try and hook you up with people like me, who you don’t want, and just pine and wait for her to come around for you?”

      He shrugged. “Do I have a choice? I don’t want to push her.”

      “Sometimes people have to be pushed, just a little, when they aren’t doing things that are good for them. In this case, Chelle is making a huge mistake. Whatever is causing her to make it, she isn’t in her right mind. So why should we just wait until she comes around? She may never, because something just isn’t going right.” She punched Dmitri lightly on the shoulder. “If anything, you seem like the sane one here. So maybe it’s time for a little push.”

      He swallowed. The stakes felt too high for that, even though sometimes he just wanted to honestly tell Chelle what he wanted. Why he thought it was stupid that she said she couldn’t love him when he felt she already did.

      But if he hurt her, he just couldn’t stand it.

      “Look, you seem like a nice guy. You’ve been patient. But there’s a difference between waiting for her to come around and watching her do dumbass things like hooking you up with her best friend.”

      He scratched the back of his head, feeling trapped and cornered and a little increasingly worried about what Luka and Chelle were doing behind closed doors.

      He trusted both of them, but…

      “Look, why don’t you call her bluff,” Iris said, taking both of his hands and putting them around her shoulders, forcing her to face him on the couch.

      Dmitri froze, feeling like he was doing something incredibly wrong, even though Chelle had set this up. “I don’t know…”

      “If she doesn’t have feelings, you should really move on from her. And if she does have feelings, then this should let both of you know.”

      Dmitri looked into Iris’s eyes, panicked, but saw only kindness and reassurance there.

      “I mean, don’t get me wrong. I don’t mind having your hands on me, but I’m just doing this for my friend. Once she comes to her senses, I’ll make my move on the dark-haired ice prince over there.”

      Dmitri laughed. “Ice prince?” It was oddly apt, considering she knew nothing about them except that they’d come from ice.

      “Oh, you know. He just has that demeanor about him. Noble. And those icy eyes.” She sighed.

      Dmitri laughed. “You move on quickly.”

      She shrugged. “I’m a practical girl.” Then she looked over her shoulder at the hallway. “Shouldn’t be long now.”

      “What should I do?” Dmitri asked.

      Iris put a hand around his neck, drawing him closer. “Just let me make the moves. We want it to look a certain way, but not too far, when she comes back.”

      Dmitri nodded, heart pounding. “What if she doesn’t?”

      “She will,” Iris said, placing a hand on his face. “Hey, you’re worth it.”

      Dmitri certainly hoped so, because if, after all this, Chelle didn’t want him, he didn’t know what he’d do.
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      “This is bullshit,” Luka said, pacing around his bedroom, ruffling his dark hair with his hands. When his gaze met Chelle’s, his icy eyes flashed. “Why would you keep me from Iris? She is a single female, and I still have research to do.”

      “I…”

      “And you left her out there with Dmitri? Do you know how that’s going to make him feel?” He shook his head, planting his hands on his hips angrily. “You’re my friend, Chelle, and I’ve tried to hold my tongue on this, but you’re being completely illogical.” He sat on the bed next to her. “I know you have feelings for each other.”

      “He’s my friend,” Chelle said.

      “You know he doesn’t feel that way,” Luka said. “Even someone as dense as you can’t not know.”

      Chelle took a deep breath, trying to distract from the constant ache that came from leaving Dmitri out there with Iris. Dmitri probably wouldn’t make a move, but Iris would. And once he realized how it felt to be wanted by someone who didn’t have any baggage, perhaps he would be able to give up on Chelle.

      She had to sit on her hands to keep from going out there to stop him.

      Luka peered at her, anger fading into an annoyed stare. “You know, what’s so wrong with Dmitri anyway? In his day, women would flock to him. He’s a kind man, but I’ve never seen him look at anyone the way he looks at you. He is good looking, which is typical for dragons. He is strong and more than capable of protecting you as your mate, so what’s the problem?”

      She shrugged. “I just don’t have feelings for him.”

      “Bullshit,” Luka said. “You’ve been taking care of the two of us for weeks. I’ve seen your feelings for him.”

      “He’s a very dear friend.” She twisted her hands in her lap. “I don’t want to lose him.”

      Luka leaned forward, pinching the bridge of his nose in frustration. “Honestly, you’re impossible. You think you just have friendly feelings for him?”

      She nodded, still feeling choked by the things her mind kept imagining about Iris and Dmitri.

      “But you cuddle with him at night?” Luka asked caustically. “I know about that. And I know what you did a few mornings ago, too. Still think it’s only friendly?”

      “Of course I’m attracted to him,” Chelle said defensively, folding her arms. “He’s gorgeous, and he’s a good friend.”

      Luka frowned. “I’m gorgeous and a good friend. You want to fuck me, too?”

      The blood drained from her face instantly. “No. What?”

      Luka moved in a little closer. “Because based on your logic, we should be able to do things, too. I’m not opposed to it, for research, I mean. Look at you, able to separate sexuality and emotion. I would think that’s rare for most humans. It’s rare for dragons even. But hey, I’m down.” He came closer, until his breath was almost tickling her neck.

      All she’d have to do is turn her head if she wanted to kiss him.

      But she didn’t.

      Despite Luka’s looks and the fact that she cared for him as a friend, she zero percent wanted to kiss him. Or touch him. Or cuddle. Or do anything she did with Dmitri.

      He pulled back, looking smug. “I thought so. Feels gross to do things like that when you don’t have those feelings for someone, right?”

      She sat back, feeling utterly defeated. Sadness waved through her as she acknowledged he was right. There was more than friendship between her and Dmitri. She wanted him in a way she had no right to.

      She was attracted to him, far more than Luka, and it had nothing to do with looks.

      Perhaps she’d been attracted to him from the start, in that deep way she always avoided, and that’s why she’d felt threatened by him.

      Perhaps she’d always known he would be the one to make her hurt most over what she couldn’t have.

      She folded her hands in her lap. “I’m sorry. I’ve made a mess of things.” She still didn’t know where to go with all of this. She might care for Dmitri, want him more than she wanted anything, but that didn’t mean things were going to work out.

      Life wasn’t some sort of fairy tale. She’d learned that more than ten years before.

      “You know, when I said it feels gross to do that with someone you aren’t into, I also meant to point out that’s probably how Dmitri feels right now as well. With Iris.” Luka looked at her pointedly.

      Chelle shot up. “Right.”

      Dmitri cared for her. She might not be able to answer him in the way he wanted, but she could at least be honest so he didn’t get more hurt. She wouldn’t send mixed messages.

      She couldn’t stand if Iris touched him, and if he didn’t want that as well, then why was she sitting here doing nothing about it?

      She ran out of the room and down the hallway, not caring if Luka was following behind. She didn’t really think Dmitri would try and do anything, but—”

      She skidded to a stop on the carpet when she saw Dmitri in Iris’s arms, the two of them looking cozy on the couch.

      Perhaps she had set herself up, because she didn’t think anything could have made her feelings about him clearer than that moment.

      Dmitri’s arms on Iris’s shoulders, Iris’s hand on his muscular neck. His perfect neck.

      She swallowed, trying to push down the rage inside her so she could get important words out. But all that came was, “Get out.”

      Iris sat up, smiling for some reason. Like she didn’t realize Chelle was serious.

      “No, seriously,” Chelle said, walking over to the couch and grabbing Iris by the arm. “I need to talk to my roommate. You need to go.”

      Iris frowned at Chelle but released Dmitri. “I don’t get it. You said you were just friends.” She put a hand on Dmitri’s chest.

      Dmitri’s flinch at the motion was the last straw. She pointed a finger at the door and practically screamed, “Out!”

      Iris scrambled up, putting both hands up. “Okay, okay. Look, you’re going to feel guilty about this tomorrow, but I’m glad you two are going to work this out.”

      Luka appeared behind Iris. “We should let them talk. Want to go do something?”

      Iris turned around, and a blush tinged her deep skin. “Oh. Um, sure.”

      Chelle fought back a smile. Maybe she’d just hooked her friend up with the wrong dragon. But what did that mean for Dmitri now?

      “Okay, you two drama queens figure things out,” Iris said, putting her arm through Luka’s. “Me and this hunk are going to go get a drink. Too stuffy around here.”

      And then with a shrug from Luka, the two were gone.

      Chelle looked at Dmitri, realizing she was still standing while he was sitting stiffly.

      He looked like he’d been molested. Maybe he had. No, Iris was pushy, but she wouldn’t go that far. So why had he let Iris do anything at all?

      Chelle took a seat in a chair across from him. “So. That went fast.”

      Dmitri raised an eyebrow at her, and she could tell from the tension in his hard jaw that he was a bit irritated as well. “What did you expect? You practically threw me at her.” His blue-green eyes were accusing. “You know how I feel.”

      She twisted her hands nervously. It had been easy to come out here and get jealous. It was hard now to talk about why. But after all the shenanigans, she definitely owed him an explanation “I thought we were just friends. And I thought, if you met her, maybe she could be better.”

      Dmitri scoffed. “That completely invalidates my feelings.”

      “I know,” Chelle said. “But I honestly don’t know what to do about your feelings anymore. How do you tell someone that the only toy they want is broken? Why wouldn’t you try to get them something else?” She looked up at him, hoping too much pain wasn’t showing in her eyes. She wasn’t ready to talk to him about everything, but she could give him a peek into her heart.

      After tonight, he deserved at least that much.

      “You aren’t broken,” he said, anger fading slightly as his blue-green eyes narrowed in concern. “I like you just the way you are. Just the way we are. Why do you always think I’m going to want more than you can give? What if I like how we are now?”

      “It will never be enough,” she said. “You want more, and—”

      “I would rather have something with you than everything with anyone else,” he said firmly. “Do not hook me up with any of your friends anymore. You don’t have to date me, but I refuse to be pushed into dating someone else.”

      She sighed. “If you didn’t notice, I just chewed out my good friend over something she thought was fine to do, so obviously, I don’t want you dating anyone either.” She bit her lip. “Besides, Luka helped me realize that my feelings for you are already deeper than I would have for a friend.”

      He perked up at that. “How did he do that?”

      “By pointing out that he was also handsome and my friend and making a move on me.”

      Dmitri was on his feet in an instant, striding toward the door with a murderous intent in his flame-blue eyes. “I’ll kill that sonovabitch. How dare he—”

      Chelle ran in front of the door, blocking it so Dmitri could calm down. “No, wait. He didn’t do anything. Not like that. He just sort of came in closer, daring me to take him up on it. He didn’t force me. We didn’t even touch.”

      “Oh,” Dmitri said lightly, sagging in relief as he stepped back. Then he folded his arms. “You still shouldn’t be alone with him.”

      “He’s only my friend. He knows we’re into each other. I think we all know that now.” She scowled. “Then again, you did let Iris put her hands on you.”

      “She did that,” Dmitri said flatly. “I told her I had feelings for you, and she said that we should call your bluff. I hated her touching me.”

      “Oh,” Chelle said lightly, even as relief she didn’t know she would feel flooded through her at the thought that Dmitri hadn’t wanted anyone else. She’d suspected, but to hear it from his lips was different. Better. “That’s good.”

      “Is it?” Dmitri asked, coming forward, blocking her against the door.

      She cringed back, aroused, as he rested an arm on the doorframe above her, making his body her entire view. Not that she was opposed to that.

      She looked up at him, enjoying every inch of his muscular chest and arms until she reached his face, which was watching her intently. Always watching her.

      That, too, felt familiar.

      But she pushed the pain aside. Tonight, she just wanted to be with Dmitri. She just wanted to touch him and feel him touch her and damn the consequences. She just wanted to be a regular woman, feeling crazy about a man.

      Just one night shouldn’t be too much for that.

      “Oh no,” he said, lifting her chin up to force her to face him. “If we do this tonight, we do it with feelings. We do it together, without hiding. We do it honestly.”

      A muscle ticked in her jaw as electricity ran through her just at his touch.

      The first time they’d come together, she’d only touched him. She’d wanted to be in charge. She hadn’t wanted to hear his feelings, and she hadn’t wanted to talk about hers.

      Now…

      She couldn’t say exactly what she was feeling or what she wanted. She still had to trace around some lines that could ruin everything.

      But she did know that, due to everything that had happened with Luka and Iris, the wall had fallen. The denial that had kept things between her and Dmitri merely civil was gone.

      Now there was just sheer fire, burning hotter because he was so close to her. She reached a hand up to touch his chest, wanting to wipe Iris’s touch away. His eyes closed and opened with a heat she was glad another woman couldn’t experience.

      The way he reacted was nothing like he had with Iris or any of the club women. Perhaps he really did care more than she thought.

      That made it hard because it meant she couldn’t just pass him off or have hope for him to find someone. For whatever reason, she was the only one who could get this response.

      She ran her finger down his neck and he trapped her hand in his stronger, larger one, and pinned her with a heated glare.

      “This time, I need to touch you, too. I have to,” he said urgently. “I need to feel all of you. To know I’m the only one with you. To see for myself I’m the only one who can make you feel that way.” He shook his head. “Even though I know better, I’m still so jealous of Luka.” He looked to the side angrily, the muscles clenching at the side of his jaw.

      Even angry, he’d never looked hotter.

      She reached up and caught his head in both hands. “I will never do anything with Luka. Or anyone else. That much is certain. Whatever I do feel, I feel for you in a way I’ve never felt about anyone.” She felt sadness creep in and had to push it back again. It was easier when she had this big, handsome man looking down at her like she was his entire world.

      He made everything easier and harder at the same time.

      “I can’t offer you everything someone else could, but at the same time, I only want to offer what I do have to you.” She came closer to rest against him, listening to his heartbeat, which was racing like her own. Then she looked up at him and raised up on her toes to kiss him.

      He melted into the kiss, his arms coming around her as she opened her lips and his tongue thrust deep into her mouth.

      It felt so good, so amazing, that she let out a little moan and pulled him tighter against her, wrapping her hands around his head and neck as if she just couldn’t get close enough.

      He let out a little growl and grabbed her under the thighs, lifting her and pinning her against him, backing her up until her back hit the door.

      She could feel his hard length pushing against her, feel his strong hands holding her up.

      She moaned as he released her lips and nibbled down to her neck, biting her softly there in a way that made her ache. Her whole body was lit up for him now, and she could feel the anticipation of the pleasure he would give her right down to her toes.
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      “Bedroom, Dmitri?”

      He growled as he kissed her on the lips again with a hungry dominance that he must have been holding back before. “I don’t know if I can wait,” he said when he pulled back, leaving her breathless and more thoroughly kissed than she’d ever been before.

      She felt closer to him than ever, and he’d been inside her before. What would it feel like tonight when there was so much more honesty between them?

      She buried her face in his shoulder, slightly worried about it as he carried them swiftly down the hallway to her bedroom.

      But regardless, she couldn’t stop now if she wanted to. She was on a collision course with Dmitri, headed toward more pleasure than she knew what to do with, and no matter what waited at the destination, she couldn’t turn back now.

      She pressed kisses over his neck and shoulders, more out of the urge to touch and claim every part of him than because he gave any reaction at all.

      He gave her a pleased look just before he tossed her down on the bed and then went over to shut and lock the door behind him.

      Then he began to strip, unbuttoning his shirt swiftly with one hand as his eyes kept her pinned to the bed.

      She watched hungrily as he shed each of his garments. When he was revealed, totally naked, there was a savagery to his figure. So tall, so muscled, so hard.

      So beautiful.

      And so focused on her.

      As he came forward, his eyes softened and he crawled onto the bed, pinning her down. He grabbed her hands and shoved them above her, watching her all the time for some kind of negative response.

      She just smiled because she liked seeing this side of him. She’d suspected he would be dominant in the bedroom. That’s what had made it special when he had let her take control.

      But now she wanted to see everything. See who he was when he wasn’t forced to hold back.

      When he kissed her again, hands holding her softly and firmly, she had nowhere to run but straight into the feel of his lips on her mouth, pressing with sensual insistence. Wanting more, needing more, she opened her mouth to let him in, and he didn’t hesitate as his tongue lashed across hers and through her mouth, lighting up her entire body as he did.

      She strained against him, testing his strength. But he was immovable. Both in body and in mind in his absolute assertions.

      Somehow that just made her feel safer doing this. Knowing that he wasn’t playing with her feelings, even if Chelle knew she couldn’t meet him all the way.

      Every hair on her body stood at attention as she felt Dmitri’s tongue thrust again and again, making her wet with the promise of more. And he didn’t skip a single beat when he finally ended their contact, spreading his kisses over her neck, her ears.

      Finally, he let go of her hands, and Chelle helped as he pulled off her shirt and bra, followed by everything else left that covered her. When she lay back down, she was totally bare yet completely comfortable with herself, knowing that Dmitri wanted nothing and no one else but her in this moment.

      It didn’t hurt that his kisses on her breasts provided more than ample distraction from any potential self-consciousness.

      His tongue laved at her nipple, pressing the tip with firm wetness before his entire mouth suckled, pulling a groan from her.

      Thankfully, the house was completely empty. Nobody to worry about hearing what was going on in her room.

      “You’re so fucking hot, Chelle,” Dmitri said, lips so close to her chest she could feel his warm breath over her breasts, tickling and arousing her at the same time.

      “You’re the hot one.” The sight of the muscled, warrior-like man that had somehow ended up smack dab at the center of her life filled her view. Just watching him turned her on. Seeing his incredible erection even as he focused wholly on her pleasure.

      She reached her hands up to touch him, to feel his muscles again, but he firmly guided them back to their place above her on the bed.

      “This is my chance to show you just how badly I want you, Chelle. How much I need you.” He punctuated the end of his sentence with a particularly long kiss across her nipple, and she felt a whole-body shiver course down her like an electrical current.

      “Even if it doesn’t mean more. More than what we have now, I mean.” The thick muscles in his shoulders tensed for a moment as he paused.

      “Anything is enough with you, Chelle. Anything from you is everything I could possibly want.” His blue-green eyes caught the light of an errant moonbeam, flashing in the low light of her room. There was so much care in his gaze, so much kindness it could break her if she stopped.

      “So show me, then.” Her body, taut with arousal and nearing release already, couldn’t muster more than a whisper. So Dmitri unleashed himself on her once again, pressing kisses at her shoulders, her belly, her thighs. Like he was claiming her from head to toe, marking her as his alone.

      Which, oddly, she didn’t mind the feeling of at all.

      Chelle’s body responded to every touch, every lick. Watching him while he worked only made her hungrier, made her mind go wilder as pleasure seeped into her from every bit of contact.

      She could almost taste what it would be like to have him inside, again, like the other morning. But better this time.

      Dmitri, on the other hand, had other ideas, spreading her legs but lowering his head between them.

      “You don’t have to do that,” she blurted out. “Not if you don’t want to.”

      Dmitri literally scoffed at that. “I want to, Chelle. I want to make you come over and over. To taste you on my lips and just feel you. To enjoy every second I have with you.”

      “Oh…” She didn’t really have a proper response to him but an added nod at the end. And if she had intended to say something more in the moment, his tongue licking over her clit roughly prevented any response as her orgasm ripped through her with the force of a hurricane.

      Chelle tried to watch Dmitri, shorn head and intense gaze watching her from between her legs, but seeing him there only made her come harder. So she opted to just close her eyes as heavy pulses of pleasurable release rocked her from head to toe.

      One thing was for sure. When Dmitri took control, he really swung for the fences.

      But he didn’t stop at just one. Instead, he went back for more. Dmitri placed light kisses on her center, which then contrasted with the long, languid strokes of his slick tongue that he followed up with. Chelle’s entire body felt like it was on fire, her entire nervous system going haywire with each erotic touch.

      Her hands writhed into the sheets then, finding nothing to hold on to, then found her own hair, the pulling sensation on her scalp only the slightest of distractions from his relentless pleasuring. There was no room in her brain to think about anything other than what was going on with her body at that very moment.

      She felt like a magnet, poised directly in front of its polar opposite.

      Only, in this case, the other magnet was Dmitri. And the force of magnetism was the inexplicable, unimaginable force of her attraction to him.

      With another lick, then one more, this one extra slow, she came again. Chelle grabbed on to Dmitri, holding his shoulders for support as she was completely overcome, surrounded in pure release for several prolonged moments.

      But even when she’d finally relaxed, it took two more orgasms for Dmitri to finally deem his point well made.

      Chelle couldn’t imagine what sex was possibly going to be like after being with Dmitri like this.

      He licked his lips—actually licked them—and looked down at her, still not fully sated. A warm blush spread down her cheeks, which added to the already intense feeling of near exhaustion she felt after so many orgasms. But she still wasn’t done yet either.

      She wanted him inside her, joined with only her, right now.

      She reached up for him with both hands, inviting him forward, and Dmitri grinned as he propped himself above her. His pecs flexed as he positioned himself, and she marveled at how his entire body seemed to glow in the moonlight, only further accentuating the pure maleness of his form.

      Then, without making her wait any longer, he slowly thrust in. The motion was so long, so thick that Chelle felt her body tense like the moment right before an orgasm. She held her breath until he was finally sheathed entirely within her.

      Somehow, the shape and the sheer size of him fit just right, and she moaned in sheer pleasure.

      Dmitri looked like he couldn’t possibly have been any happier in that moment. She wanted to reach up and touch his face, feel the warmth of his skin on her palm even as her entire person ached with delightful tension.

      But she worried it might be too close, too real. A pinch that could wake her up from a dream into the harsh reality of who she really was and how this all was going to play out.

      So instead, she just gave herself over to the feeling of Dmitri joined with her, teasing her, testing her limits as he withdrew and then thrust back in again.

      No life was perfect. But moments like this one could be.

      Chelle moaned at the sensation of Dmitri filling her, now moving a little harder, a little faster. She begged for more, and he didn’t hold back anymore. He was in control, and knowing that meant she didn’t need to be careful, didn’t need to watch out or make sure they didn’t go too far.

      Because the only place he ever took her was heaven.

      “Dmitri—Dmitri—” His heavy pumps into her shook the bed, making it sway back and forth. Hell, the entire world seemed to shake from the rhythmic motions, her frayed senses far past comprehending the kinds of pleasures she’d experienced. Each time he came out, there was a split second of pure want before they met once more, and Chelle was so overcome that her fingers and toes tingled.

      And in spite of the cascade of feelings, both physical and emotional, waving over her, Chelle was completely aware of Dmitri’s slightly strained expression. The way his muscles were taut, tight, holding back. How his gaze flicked up and down her body, then back to her face, watching her every movement like a hawk.

      But it was all too much. Or, rather, it was all just the right amount of everything, as Chelle felt the world around her stop for a moment as the buildup of so much pleasure shifted into an internal avalanche of release. A moment later, she felt Dmitri jerk within her, a deep throbbing that signaled his own release as he buried his face in her shoulder.

      His orgasm only further pushed hers along, making the shocks and jolts of her own release go longer and harder than they had before. The most she could muster of her already spent muscles was to wrap her arms around Dmitri’s impossibly wide back, clutching him as they both came together for the moments that drew out like eternity.

      Then her apartment bedroom gradually shifted back into view, and the heady, leftover sensation from so much release took the place where pure arousal had been. But Dmitri didn’t move, staying a moment longer, keeping them joined.

      “I love you, Chelle,” Dmitri said, pale light from the window accentuating the masculine features of his face.
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      She froze, heart pounding, just letting herself take in the words, the beauty of the moment.

      If only things had been different. If only…

      Dmitri watched her, waiting for her to say something, anything, but she couldn’t.

      Despite the way she felt about him, despite how safe she felt in his arms. Despite the way she never wanted anyone else to touch him, she just couldn’t shut out the past.

      “I… I know.”

      His face couldn’t help showing his disappointment, just for a flash of a second, before he covered it with a smile and pulled her in against him, holding her close. “I wish I could see what was hurting you. I wish I could heal your heart.”

      She could feel extra warmth flooding through her as they lay there. If she didn’t know better, she’d say it was a kind of magic. But she knew such things were impossible, even for a dragon.

      But when he held her like that and loved her, she could swear she hurt less over the past.

      Until she thought of saying she loved him.

      After a while, he sat up, propping himself against the headboard and letting her lean against him.

      “What are we going to do, Chelle? I already love you more than I’ve ever loved anyone, and you aren’t sure you can ever love me back.”

      “I—”

      “I know you want me. I know you care about me. But I’m starting to believe you when you say it can never be the same as what I feel for you.” He ran his hand over his hair. “And… I have something to tell you. Something I should have told you before. Since you’re going to be mad at me, I’d rather get it over with now.”

      She looked over at him nervously, pulling the sheets up around her naked body. “Tell me, then.” She’d just begun to really allow herself to be with him, and she didn’t know how ready she was to hear something that would make things hard.

      “I… We… The first time we did this, we mated. I didn’t know how it worked, but according to Luka, sex without protection…”

      She blinked. “We didn’t use it this time, either.”

      “It wouldn’t have matter,” Dmitri said. “We were already mated.”

      Her heart began pounding in her ears, making it hard to think straight. “What does that mean, though?”

      “It means we are locked together forever, and you share my life-span.”

      “Which is?”

      “Long, probably, unless something kills us, which I wouldn’t let happen.”

      She tried to swallow, but her throat was suddenly too dry. “So I don’t get a say in it?”

      “You do,” Dmitri said. “You can turn me down and still spend your life however you want. And if you hate the gift of immortality, then we can find a way to reverse that, too.” He wrung his hands together. “I truly didn’t know.”

      “You did it without asking me.”

      His eyebrows drew together. “You were the one who initiated it. I was caught off guard, caught in the moment with you. And I had no idea about the rest. I had no idea we would be doing anything together that soon. That’s why I didn’t think to look into it.”

      “That’s fair,” she said. While she was irritated by how it had all happened, she had to admit he wasn’t only to blame. Sometimes people just made mistakes together. And she should have known to use protection anyway, no matter how caught up in the moment she was.

      But she had wanted him then, and she wanted him now. She had a hunger for him that burned almost constantly and only abated when he was close.

      She looked over at his handsome face, stern features lit by moonlight, and thought about how dear he was to her. How special.

      Then she looked out at the window, her mind running over the events of long ago, the things that kept her from jumping for joy in this moment.

      She took a deep breath. “You know, sometimes we make decisions, and we have no idea how badly they will screw us over. Sometimes we would give anything to go back and change things, but we can’t. Sometimes life just sucks, and there’s nothing you can do about it. Sometimes one decision haunts you, follows you for the rest of your life…”

      She stared hard at the window. Phantom phones rang in her head; flashing lights lit up the neighborhood. Her heart pounded like it was about to explode.

      But anyone else watching would only have seen a still night, a bright moon, and snow falling softly outside the window, twinkling as it went.

      “Oh God, I’m sorry,” she said as a tear slipped down her cheekbone. “I can’t ever be what you want. I just don’t love you like that.”

      She reached out for a face she could only see in her mind. “I wish you could have been happy… with someone else.”

      She closed her eyes against sudden teardrops and leaned back against the headboard. She felt rough thumbs brush her tears away and opened her eyes to see Dmitri looking at her with care and love and concern.

      She’d almost forgotten he was there. The trauma of the night had taken over so fully.

      She moved to put a hand on his, but he pulled away abruptly, shaking his head.

      “I can’t tonight,” he said, and she was devastated to see tears glimmering in his eyes as well. “You don’t have to be sorry for not loving me. You don’t have to be sorry we don’t feel the same way. I’m sorry you feel our mating was a mistake. All I can do is give you space and let you decide how you feel about it. But I really am sorry I screwed up.”

      She panicked as he got up and began to pull his clothes on, the heaviness of the room smothering them both. A moment ago, there had been only joy, but now? Sadness.

      She wanted to pull him back to her, explain that he’d misunderstood. That she’d never been talking about that to him in the first place.

      That the last person to say that he loved her had gone on to shoot himself in the head, all because of her.

      But she hesitated because the words were stuck like daggers in her throat, and she didn’t want Dmitri to see her as she saw herself.

      Utterly broken.

      She steeled herself to at least explain something to him, but it was too late, and with a reluctant look at her, Dmitri was gone.
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* * *

      A few days later, things weren’t any better.

      Dmitri hadn’t been outright rude, but he’d been keeping his distance, and she didn’t blame him.

      Still, every time she tried to come up to him, tried to think of how to tell her all the things in her heart, she could hear the distant sound of sirens, and it always caused her to pull back.

      As she worked on grading papers in her bedroom, enjoying the peace and quiet, she was interrupted by the sound of a knock on the front door.

      She was about to get up and answer when she heard Dmitri’s heavy footsteps passing by.

      She put a hand on her door, knowing she should go out there, talk to him.

      But she couldn’t just yet.

      How could she tell him? How could she tell him what she had done that had made her like this? How could she stand to see the look in his eyes?

      She opened the door to peek out as Dmitri undid the deadbolt and opened the door to address whoever was out there.

      When Chelle realized someone was coming in, she darted back into her room so no one could see her. Perhaps it was someone Dmitri knew.

      “So you’re one of us. What do you want?” Dmitri’s voice was matter-of-fact.

      “So there really are other ice dragons.” The man’s voice was pleasant and deep, but Chelle didn’t feel reassured by it. After all, this man shouldn’t know about dragons. Dmitri had said the guy was one of them. Did that mean he was a dragon as well?

      She thought about going out but knew she would only cause problems for Dmitri. If it was another dragon, he was more equipped to deal with it than she was.

      Even if, despite the awkwardness between them, she wanted to run right out there and push the other guy out and shut the door.

      She knew she’d hurt Dmitri, but that didn’t stop her from wanting to protect him.

      “Anyway, you’ll need to come with me,” the newcomer said. “We need to talk.”

      “What if I don’t want to?” Dmitri’s voice was lower now. “I don’t even know who you are.”

      “That’s not really an option right now,” the other man said. “Not after what happened.”

      There was prolonged silence, and Chelle wondered if she should go out. Was Dmitri going to go with this guy? Surely, if he wanted to, he could refuse.

      “Just me, then?” Dmitri asked. “My mate and friend are here. Will they be safe?”

      Her heart nearly stopped at hearing him call her his mate again. It was somehow a relief to know he still felt that way, that he always would.

      She was desperately trying to catch up to him but didn’t know how.

      “They should be safe,” the stranger said. “If you come with me.”

      “Where are we going?” Dmitri asked.

      “I can’t tell you that, either. All I can say is that I need to have a word with you, dragon to dragon, and it’s in your best interest to come.”

      “And if I say no?”

      “I wouldn’t.”

      Dmitri sighed. “Fine. Let me get my coat on.”

      “A coat? For an ice dragon?” The newcomer sounded amused, but it didn’t change that his early words could be taken as threatening.

      The front door opened, and Chelle had only a few seconds to realize they were actually leaving before the door shut again.

      Panicking, she ran out into the living room, then yanked open the door to see where Dmitri had gone.

      Dmitri had told her before that she should run if she ever knew one of their kind was around, but she didn’t want to run at all now.

      Unless it was to run after Dmitri and save him.

      She pulled out her phone to dial Luka just as she ran out the back of the apartment complex and saw Dmitri getting into a large, black car with the other dragon.

      Hopefully, they just wanted to ask questions. She had no idea how dragons interacted with other dragons. As the car pulled away, tinted windows preventing her from seeing Dmitri’s face inside, she ran back to the apartment, still waiting for Luka to pick up the phone.

      When he didn’t, she ran to Alek’s apartment, knowing that was Luka’s most likely location when he wasn’t at home.

      When Luka answered the door, looking sleepy with his dark hair mussed, he gave a big yawn, then focused in on her. “Chelle? What’s up?”

      She shuffled from foot to foot, telling herself to stop panicking. Heck, this whole thing might even be what Dmitri wanted. Surely, no one could force him to do anything otherwise.

      They were probably sent by other friendly dragons to help him adjust in this world. To be one of them.

      Maybe?

      “I… Someone took Dmitri.” Even as she said it, it sounded bad.

      Luka instantly sobered and glanced around for Alek before walking outside with her quickly. “What do you mean someone took him?”

      She crossed the hall to her apartment, trying to get her heart to calm down. If only she had reacted quicker. But what could she even have done?

      She fidgeted as Luka closed the door behind him and then folded his arms, expression serious.

      “I don’t know, exactly. I was in my room. I heard him open the door. I didn’t go out there because, you know.”

      Luka nodded. “You two have been awkward as hell lately.”

      She grimaced. “True. But I listened, just in case it would help. The other person, I think they were a dragon, based on the way they were talking.”

      Luka’s eyes widened in alarm. “And you just let him go?”

      “I didn’t know how to stop him.” She felt tears bite at her eyes. “Dmitri told me to never interact with one of your kind. I thought for sure he wouldn’t be talked into doing anything he didn’t want to.”

      Luka paced agitatedly. “He wouldn’t want to go full dragon in an apartment with his mate. Leaving would have been the only option.”

      “The guy he went with didn’t seem like a terrible person. What if he came over to help?”

      Luka shook his head. “That’s not how dragons work. Not in our time. Not ice dragons. We fought viciously. If another dragon was found in our territory, that meant it was trying to take all we had. Dragons fought to the death over it.”

      Chelle felt like the world had stopped turning as she stared blankly ahead. Someone wanted… to hurt Dmitri? Who would do that?

      “I didn’t know,” she said. “I would have tried to stop him—”

      Luka sighed. “It’s not your fault. And you’re right. Dmitri wouldn’t have wanted you to go out there. There was nothing you could do.” Luka cracked his neck, looking around for his keys and a hat. “I have to go save him. I just hope it’s enough.”

      “I’m coming,” Chelle said firmly.

      “But you’re not—”

      “I’m not a dragon,” she said. “But Dmitri loves me. If he is going to be fighting for his life, I should be there. I should be letting him know he has a reason to come home.”

      “Or you might just get turned into an ice cube,” Luka said drily.

      Chelle thought of a world without Dmitri. One worse than the one she’d been living in, where instead of seeing him here and there in her apartment, she couldn’t see him at all.

      If he was gone, the world wouldn’t have a point anymore. Everything in color would be gray.

      She loved him. More than she had ever loved anything or anyone. More than she had a right to. More than she’d ever thought she could.

      And despite the sirens in her mind, she needed to tell him. Right this second. If she didn’t, she might not get another chance.

      She needed to tell him that if he died, she wanted to die with him, so he’d better keep fighting.

      Without him, there was no point being alive.

      Feeling the past still tearing at her with its icy fingers, she walked forward to stand stubbornly in front of Luka. “I want to help him. You know I owe him that much.”

      Luka shook his head. “Dmitri is going to kill me, but fine. I won’t stop you.” He cracked his knuckles. “The first thing is we need to find him. I have him tracked on my phone with that app you use to stalk people.”

      Chelle’s jaw dropped. “What?”

      “Find my people. Or something.” Luka studied his phone. “Great. Found him. If I’m right, he’s flying right now. Wait, he stopped moving.” Luka opened the door to the apartment. “Come on. We’ll have to drive to where I can transform and fly the rest of the way.”

      “Should we tell Alek?”

      “No,” Luka said fiercely. “No one knows about Alek yet, since he wasn’t involved with the matter at the nightclub. I suspect that drew attention to Dmitri in the shifter underworld. But Dmitri would agree with me that Alek should be kept out of this.”

      “All right,” Chelle said, hoping against hope they would get there quick enough.

      “Besides,” Luka said with an almost evil expression she’d never seen on him before. “If Dmitri and I pair up, I don’t think anyone, even a dozen dragons, could take us on.”

      Chelle followed him out to the cab he’d called, hoping he was right.

      For now, all her thoughts were on Dmitri. Hoping she got a chance to tell him she loved him, hoping she would finally be brave enough to tell him all of her truth.
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      “That’s rough,” Lucien, the sapphire dragon, said before taking a deep breath and letting out a huge, icy-blue gust that sent ice needles everywhere. “I had a difficult time with my mate, but it wasn’t as hard as that.”

      Dmitri nodded. “It’s been interesting. Nice needle blast, by the way.” He swiped his huge, ice-spiked tail and sent a row of ice missiles straight at Lucien, who quickly dodged and parried with an ice wall.

      The wall broke against the missiles, leaving the air filled with ice as both dragons smiled.

      It felt good to be in dragon form with another dragon. Dmitri had been a little worried when the blond stranger with the soothing voice had shown up at his door. But given that there was just one of them, he’d figured he could take him.

      Plus, he’d known he might be able to get more information from another dragon, and if it had ended up being a trap, Dmitri had been confident that no dragon would be able to incapacitate him.

      His judgement had turned out to be good, anyway, because Lucien was a very nice dragon. He worked with dragons from other elemental classes that represented different gemstones and cooperated with other shifters to keep the human world safe.

      Lucien had said they would probably want to recruit him, but Dmitri had told him all about Chelle, his mate.

      Despite how much she’d hurt him the last time they’d come together, calling their mating a mistake, saying she couldn’t love him like that, he was determined to keep holding on.

      What choice did he have when he was in love with her? But he couldn’t force her to face her feelings. He could only wait for her and be there when she did.

      Even if he ached to hold her again. To see all the pain leave her as she just found rapture in his arms.

      He thought of the past few days, how they had moved by each other like shadows, neither knowing what to say to the other.

      All he knew was that if it took a thousand years, he was going to wait for her. And luckily, since they accidentally mated, they might have a thousand years at that.

      “Listen,” Lucien said. “Perhaps we should go back soon. She might be worried. Your friend, too.”

      “It’s fine,” Dmitri said. “Luka knows I can handle myself. Besides, Chelle was working, so I don’t think she even knew anything was going on.”

      The sapphire dragon didn’t look convinced. “I didn’t know what kind of person you were, so I needed to take you away from the apartment. I couldn’t risk any humans getting hurt if you tried to transform before you ran.”

      “I get it,” Dmitri said. “I still don’t get how you found me.”

      “The bar,” Lucien said. “We have a lot of contacts around, and some tigers were looking into your case. The guy you froze lived, but it raised some eyebrows.” Lucien gave Dmitri a stern look. “That was careless.”

      “I know, sorry. He threatened my mate with a gun.”

      Lucien scowled, his expression evident even with his dragon features. His dragon was a deeper blue than Dmitri’s, but no less sizable or impressive. Their powers seemed to be similar, too. “Well, you did what you had to, then. Anyway, no one knew who you were, but they had your mate’s name on file. I assume Chelle is your mate.”

      Dmitri nodded.

      “So that’s that. But they won’t bother you from here on out. We can give you some time to adjust before you talk to the oracle.”

      “The who?”

      Lucien laughed, making the trees around them rumble and drop snow. “Don’t worry about it. For now, just worry about your mate. Once I vouch for you, our world will leave you alone until you call for us.”

      “Okay,” Dmitri said. “You know, I’m glad you found me. It’s nice to talk to another dragon for once.”

      “Yes, for me, you’re the first ice dragon I’ve met. I thought there was only supposed to be one at a time. Then again, maybe you’re one of my ancestors.”

      “Not me, but maybe Luka’s family. Your name sounds like his, after all. He comes from super royalty, so it wouldn’t surprise me if his line was stubborn enough to persist. But ice dragons could have come from elsewhere as well, I guess.”

      “True,” Sapphire said, flinging another array of icicles with his spiked tail, which Dmitri blocked with an ice wall. “But we are very similar. Perhaps if you hadn’t been frozen, you would have been my great-great-great-uncle or something.”

      “It would take a lot more greats,” Dmitri said. “Besides, you’re the old man. You said you had a kid already?”

      Sapphire nodded, looking proud. “And I love him with everything. You should come to the mansion, meet him sometime.”

      “I should,” Dmitri said, thinking of what it would be like to have a family with Chelle. To see her holding his young. At least, according to Sapphire, it was possible. They even had dragons to help out. The thought was almost too wonderful, so he turned to Sapphire to distract him. “Hey, show me that ice needle blast again. I want to learn it.”

      Sapphire opened his mouth, and a huge ball of ice and wind swirled inside his throat, ready to fire out as a powerful projectile, when they heard something approaching overhead.

      “What the hell?” Dmitri asked, looking overhead to see a large shape moving through the clouds above them, visible only as a shadow. “Did you tell someone we were here?”

      Sapphire was so startled that he let go of the ice blast, and Dmitri was too distracted to dodge, so it hit him right in the face.

      “Damn,” Sapphire said. “I’m sorry, but—”

      Before Dmitri was able to say it was fine, they heard the angry shriek of a dragon flying down to attack.
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* * *

      “They’re fighting,” Luka said, his voice urgent as his wings beat faster, increasing their speed.

      It was bitter cold, but Chelle didn’t care. She clung to Luka’s talons that were wrapped around her and prayed they would be on time.

      Dmitri was everything. Her heart felt like it was exploding, not knowing if he would be okay. She didn’t have Luka’s hearing, so she didn’t know what he meant by fighting. Since Luka was now seemingly flying as fast as a jet, hopefully she would know soon.

      All she could think of was seeing Dmitri again, wrapping her arms around him, telling him she wanted to try.

      She wanted his friendship back, but she wanted more also. She wanted his smiles and his orgasms and his cuddles and his secrets. To be the one he talked to every night before bed. To be the one he came home to after work.

      She wanted to be his everything. Deep down, maybe she always had.

      “We’re heading down,” Luka said. “We can’t wait any longer.”

      As they moved through the clouds, Chelle could finally make out the shape of a mountain beneath them with a flat basin at the top. Two shapes were perched there. They looked small from her viewpoint but were probably pretty big, given the space they took up on the mountain.

      The two of them were facing each other, icy, spiked tails whipping back and forth.

      “Maybe they’re just talking,” Luka said, sounding hopeful.

      Then the darker-blue dragon unleashed a terrifying ball of ice that appeared to be filled with needles right at the fluorescent blue-green dragon. Dmitri.

      And that creature had just attacked him.

      They watched as Dmitri went rolling backward, knocked off his feet.

      Luka let out a scream of rage as he dove downward so fast it felt like falling. Chelle felt her stomach drop out but didn’t care. Not as long as they got to Dmitri in time.

      The wind blew harder and harder as they sped up, nearing the mountain. Just as they got close, Luka spread his wings wide to catch himself and opened his mouth to send a deathly spray of ice across the mountain, directly at the darker-blue dragon that was approaching Dmitri’s still form.

      “I’m dropping you,” Luka said sharply.

      Chelle didn’t even have time to scream before she felt Luka’s cold talons release her, and she fell into a fluffy snowbank she hadn’t even seen.

      The snow was deeper than she was tall, and it took a moment to dig her way to the surface.

      When she did, she saw that the darker-blue dragon had his wings out threateningly, while Luka’s dragon appeared to be readying an attack.

      Meanwhile, Dmitri wasn’t moving.

      Chelle’s heart froze in her chest, making her feel colder than any winter storm. She didn’t care if she tripped as she carelessly ran as fast as she could over to Dmitri.

      God, he was huge, she thought as she knelt beside his prone form.

      And beautiful.

      As she ran her hand over his neck, his scales gleamed in fluorescent blue tinged with green. The most beautiful color in the world for the most beautiful person.

      And he was still moving, his chest rising and falling steadily.

      She rested her head on him, letting out grateful tears that he was still alive. She didn’t know what her life would be like without him. And he didn’t deserve to die not knowing how she felt.

      Near him, Luka and the other dragon were still hissing, tails waving, and she felt Dmitri stir.

      One huge eye opened, looking right at her, and she felt her heart nearly stop. He was gigantic.

      “Chelle?” His voice was deeper, rougher, and seemed to rumble the entire mountain. But it was definitely the man she loved.

      “I’m here,” she said, fighting back tears. “We both are.”

      “Luka,” Dmitri said quickly, shaking his head. “I have to talk to him.”

      “No,” she said. “You stay here. You got knocked pretty hard. That evil dragon—”

      “No, he isn’t—”

      “Stay here,” she said insistently, just treasuring the fact that he was okay. “I’ve got this. For once, let me help you.”

      “No, don’t go over there. It isn’t—”

      She turned over her shoulder to face him as she got ready to square off with the dragon. “I’m not going to let anything happen to me. I’m going to be safe because I know how much it hurts when someone you love isn’t. And after I beg him to release you, I’m going to come back and tell you everything you need to know about why I am the way I am. And if you still want me after that, I’m yours.”

      Dmitri just blinked at her, looking like a very surprised dragon, and Chelle stifled a smile. He couldn’t be more adorable if he tried.

      She tromped over to Luka and the other dragon, who appeared to be facing off.

      “Back off,” Luka yelled at the other dragon. “Before I give you worse than you just gave him.”

      “You aren’t paying any attention, idiot. Ask him what he wants,” the other dragon hissed back.

      “Yeah, well, it’s not to be hit in the face by you,” Luka retorted angrily. “So get ready to be blasted into the next century, you ugly—”

      “Can’t let you do that, I’m afraid,” the other dragon said. “So stand down, or else I’m the one who will end all your centuries.”

      “No. You might hurt Dmitri again, and…” Luka trailed off as he saw Chelle running between them.

      The other dragon looked down, his face a mix of confusion and amusement, and Chelle had to admit that, despite the scary circumstances, it did probably look weird. A tiny human interfering between huge mythical beasts.

      But she’d do more than that for Dmitri. Facing her past was far worse than facing any dragon.

      “Please,” she said, dropping to her knees in front of the new dragon as his deep-blue eyes widened in surprise. “Please, don’t keep attacking him.”

      “And you are?” The dragon rose imperiously, glaring down at her.

      “His mate,” Chelle said, liking the way it sounded even as it came out of her mouth. “I’m not a very good one. I have a lot of baggage, and I can’t love him the way he loves me. But I do love him, and if you hurt him, I won’t forgive you. I’ll die fighting you because I’ll be dead without him anyway.”

      The dragon looked down at her, then over at Dmitri. It sighed, and there were ice crystals in its breath. “I’m not sure why you say you don’t love him when you’re willing to face me. I could end you with one claw.”

      She trembled slightly, due to the cold and her fear that this dragon would hurt Dmitri. Not at all for herself. She wrung her hands anxiously. “I do love him. With all my broken heart. It’s not as good as his love, and sometimes it hurts to even admit it. And I’ve done things that no one could forgive. But…”

      The dragon looked down at her with those unfathomable blue eyes. Like sapphires, she thought in wonder.

      But all that mattered was he wouldn’t hurt her mate.

      “I understand,” the dragon said finally, disappearing in a shimmering cloud. She closed her eyes against the icy air that felt like it could freeze her, and when she opened them, she saw the man that had been at her door.

      He was handsome, with boy-next-door features, a tall build, and those clear, sapphire-blue eyes. He walked over and extended a hand to her. “I’m Lucien, the sapphire dragon. Or you can call me Sapphire.”

      She stared hesitantly at his hand. “But you hurt my mate.”

      Lucien let out a laugh, looking over her shoulder. “You should ask him about it.”

      Chelle turned to look behind her with a gasp and saw that Dmitri was only a few feet away. Despite a little bruising near his right eye, he looked okay.

      She ran over to him and hugged him tight. “I was so worried,” she said quickly, feeling her voice break at just being able to touch him again.

      He gently rested a hand on her back, then tilted her chin up to make her face him. “Was it true what you said? You love me?”

      “I do,” she said. “I just… I do.”

      He smiled. “Then we can work with anything else.” He lowered his lips to kiss her, and she kissed him back with all her heart. In whatever way she could, she would always strive to make him happy.

      “This little scene is touching, but you hurt my friend, and we’re still going to fight.” Luka’s dragon voice boomed over the clearing, making all of them look up.

      Luka was still in dragon form, pacing back and forth angrily, icy breaths emanating from his mouth, huge spiked tail swinging threateningly.

      “Good God, Luka, put that away,” Dmitri said, waving a hand. “We were just having some fun. Lucien is already a good friend to us. In fact, I think he can help with your research a lot.”

      In a poof of snow, Luka was back in human form, walking over to them, his eyes studying Sapphire suspiciously. “Then why did he hit you in the face?”

      “We were comparing our dragon forms. Showing each other our powers. I thought it would be interesting. I didn’t know how it would look.” He shrugged. “I didn’t think you would come for me.”

      Luka let out a breath, looking exhausted as he slumped slightly. “Of course I would. You’re my best friend. Besides, Chelle was worried.”

      Sapphire put up both hands. “I’m sorry for the misunderstanding. It was an awkward situation all around.” Then he looked fondly at Chelle and Dmitri. “But I’m glad things seemed to have worked out.” He checked a watch on his wrist. “I need to get back, unless you need me for anything.”

      Luka looked like he would protest, but Dmitri shook his head. “Get back to your wife and son. Luka and I will be in touch.”

      With a small nod at them, Lucien transformed into his shimmering dragon form and leapt off the mountain, disappearing into the clouds.

      Dmitri pulled Chelle in against his chest, holding her as though he’d never let go of her.

      Chelle just hoped nothing would change once they got home and she finally told him everything.
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      “I’m going over to Alek’s,” Luka said irritably. “You two need to work your shit out, and I need a nap.”

      They’d just gotten back. and instead of going inside the apartment with them, Luka had shaken his head.

      “I understand,” Dmitri said.

      “Besides,” Luka said with a smile. “If I’m going to have to hear newlywed sounds, I might as well take my chances with Alek.”

      Dmitri gave him a quick hug and then released him, and Luka walked over to Alek’s door and let himself in.

      Leaving Chelle and Dmitri alone.

      Dmitri opened the door to their apartment, dreading what would happen when they were inside. So many complicated things were between them, and while everything had seemed so simple when they held each other up on that mountain, real life was about to hit once again.

      But he still couldn’t believe she had come to save him. She, a tiny human, trying to save a giant dragon from harm.

      He’d always been the bodyguard, the fighter, the one who kept everyone safe. If he had been unable to do that and died in battle, it would have been expected. What he deserved.

      He’d never thought anyone would try to protect him when it was his job to protect everyone else.

      But Luka had come, which surprised him. And even more than that, Chelle.

      Chelle, who claimed she couldn’t love him, had gotten on her knees in front of that giant beast and begged for Dmitri’s life.

      Dmitri wished he had somehow known she thought he was in danger, because he would have sent word that he was all right.

      But if he had, would this ever have happened? How long would it have been before they talked?

      “Come in my room,” Chelle said quietly. “I’d rather we talked there.”

      She removed her coat and hat to reveal a soft, worn gray sweater and black pants.

      He followed her to the bedroom, trying not to think about what had happened the last time they’d been inside. Both the heated, loving, sweaty moment and the painful ones that came after.

      “Sit on the bed,” she said abruptly.

      He did.

      She walked to stand by the window and looked out, arms folded. “This is something I don’t like to talk about. Something that hurts like daggers when I bring it up. But it caused me to hurt you that night, so I know I have to tell you the truth.” She looked over her shoulder. “Because I love you.”

      His heart stopped at the frank honesty in her eyes. He didn’t think she’d ever looked at him quite that way before.

      More than anything, he saw bravery.

      She turned back to the window, letting out a shaky breath. “I had a friend. We grew up together. We were close. His name was Dan.” Her voice grew tighter, as if everything in her was strained, and Dmitri longed to go to the window and hold her.

      But he could sense that she needed her space, at least for now.

      “He told people we were going to get married. He had a crush on me from the time we could walk. My mom always thought we would get together.” She played with the edge of the curtains, and he knew that although she was staring out the window, what she was seeing wasn’t there at all.

      Kind of like the night he’d told her he loved her.

      He realized where he’d seen this kind of expression now. In conquered villages, in the eyes of the survivors. A certain wariness some people wrapped around them like they were always trying to keep out the cold, even though there seemed to be perfect weather.

      Dear God, what had happened to his mate?

      “In high school, he asked me to dances. I went as his friend.” A sad smile lit her face. “We could have fun together. He had some dark moments. Things were rough at his home, and he would come over to my place as needed.” She glanced back at Dmitri to make sure he was still listening.

      He was.

      “He would vent. Rest his head on my shoulder.” She sighed. “It was sweet sometimes, but I didn’t share his feelings. No matter how hard I tried.”

      Dmitri clenched his hands into fists, afraid of where this was going.

      “I…” She trailed off, and the pain in her voice was calling to his dragon. “I… couldn’t love him like that. Though, I tried. Well, did I try hard enough?”

      “You shouldn’t have to,” Dmitri said heavily. “Not even with me.”

      Chelle turned to face him. “It’s not hard with you. You make it hard not to love you, even though I wanted to resist. Impossible even because of who you are.” She turned back to the window, put a hand on the pane. “Then again, I don’t really understand how love works. When you wish you could feel it, you don’t, and when you don’t want to feel it, you do.”

      “Maybe it’s not something we control,” Dmitri said, standing up from the bed to walk over to her, unable to let her go through this alone. Because he didn’t know if she wanted him to hold her, he simply leaned on the wall by the window. “Maybe we just love who we love.”

      Chelle nodded, and Dmitri saw tears sparkling in her eyes. Saw the tension in her face as she tried to hold back. “Maybe. But there isn’t a day that goes by that I don’t wish it were different.”

      “Tell me,” he said, unable to wait any longer. He took her gently by the shoulders, making her face him. “There’s nothing that can change how I feel about you, and you need to let this out.”

      “I know,” she said softly, turning away from his hold. “Let me think.” She let out a gasp. “Except I don’t want to think anymore. I’m done thinking. All I can remember is that moment. The sirens, the pain, and wondering if I had loved him, if that would have been enough.”

      “What did he do?” Dmitri asked hoarsely. Though, inside, he already knew.

      “We’d broken up. We tried to date the summer after high school because he wanted to so badly. But I couldn’t take the next step with him. He told me he loved me, and I… felt it wasn’t fair if I lied to him.”

      Dmitri put the pieces together in his mind. She hadn’t been talking to him that night at all. She’d been facing Dan, brought back to the past because of Dmitri’s words to her.

      “I try not to love anyone now,” Chelle said quietly. “It doesn’t feel fair to him. He died because I couldn’t love him, and if I love someone else…” She shook her head. “I try to keep distant from people. I don’t want them to fall for me either. I don’t want to disappoint them, and I don’t want to be punished.” She let out a choking noise and covered her face with one hand. “I don’t want to go through it again.”

      Dmitri couldn’t wait any longer. The healing forces inside him beckoned him forward, and he pulled her into his arms.

      He couldn’t take the past from her, but he could be here whenever it beckoned, to love her and shield her and remind her that she hadn’t been wrong.

      He kissed her head and stroked her hair as she buried her face into his shoulder, wetting his shirt with her tears. “Shh, it’s fine now,” he said. “It isn’t going to happen again.”

      “I know,” she said weakly. “Because I love you. Even though I don’t deserve it at all.”

      “You deserve everything. It’s okay, Chelle. It’s okay.”

      She kept her face buried in his shoulder, as if she couldn’t bear to face the rest. “I got a call later that night. There were sirens.” Her nails dug into his shirt, twisting and pulling. “He had texted, but I didn’t see. I didn’t go save him. I didn’t ever think he would do that. He had always had problems, but when we broke up, he seemed fine. I thought he’d be fine.”

      Dmitri just rubbed her back carefully, waiting as she got it all out.

      “He wasn’t.” She began sobbing in earnest. “He wasn’t. It was all my fault he did it. He’s gone, and I never got to see him again. I never said good-bye or sorry. I didn’t go to the funeral because his family blamed me.”

      Dmitri wanted to go look them up and punch them, but he knew in this situation, everyone was in pain. The best he could do now was go forward.

      “I just sort of shut down. I couldn’t really face anything, and my best friend in the world was gone. I couldn’t face what had happened. This is the closest I’ve come to grieving it since then. I used to look back and wish I could have had feelings for him, but looking at it now… I see that I couldn’t just turn a switch on like that.”

      Dmitri pulled back to cup her face gently. “What he did was unfair to you. You did nothing wrong, and he got to hurt you so much.”

      She leaned into his hand, smiling painfully. “Sometimes we hurt people we love, even though we don’t mean to.”

      Dmitri knew she was talking about him and shook his head. “You didn’t hurt me. Not like you’ve been hurt.”

      She put a hand over his. “So do you hate me? Now that you know?”

      He let out a grunt as he reached down and caught her under the knees, carrying her over to the bed. He got onto it and set her down in his lap where he could watch over her. “I’m glad I know. You’re my mate, and you’ve been through a lot. I wish I could take it from you, but it’s a little more than my healing powers can do. It’s not a scratch or a cut or a burn. It’s much deeper.”

      “You do heal me,” she said, burrowing into him, holding on to his shirt. “By loving me, by being the friend Dan couldn’t be. By waiting and never going off. By wanting me in the right way. By being brave enough to take rejection without death.” She shook her head. “When I’m with you, I think it tells me that I wasn’t the wrong one in the first place. Because I hurt you also, and you never threaten to do what he did.”

      Dmitri shook his head. “I could never hurt you. Your friend was troubled. Something was wrong with him, and it wasn’t your job to fix. And I know ‘could have beens’ are painful, but there is truly nothing you could have done.” He sighed. “And I am sorry for any pressure I put on you that contributed to your pain.”

      “And I’m sorry for being so confusing,” she said. “As I came to love you, as I couldn’t help feeling the things I hadn’t been able to reach for Dan, I think I hated myself at first. I think I hoped that if I went through life all alone, it would atone for what I did. Make sense of the pain. But now I see that you can’t make sense of it. It just hurts, and you have to go on.”

      Dmitri nodded.

      “But I do love you. I am capable of love. And even if I feel I don’t deserve it, I know you do. And I love you with all my heart.” She stroked his chest.

      “You deserve everything, Chelle,” he said, holding her close. “You did nothing wrong. You didn’t deserve to be hurt. I’m sorry that loving hurts you sometimes, but I’m going to keep holding on with everything I have. I hope there are more and more moments when happiness takes over. And one day, I’m going to make the sirens go silent.”

      “You already do,” she said, looking up into his eyes. “More and more every day, you already do. I needed to tell you because they were getting louder, but now that I’ve told you, they’re fading into the dark.”

      “Good,” he said quietly. “And I’ll be here when they turn back on.”

      She smiled up at him, tears drying in tracks on her cheeks, looking utterly beautiful. “That wasn’t so bad, was it?” She nuzzled into his chest. “And now I get you all for my own.”

      “Yes, you do,” he said quietly. “And I get you, my strong, brave little mate. My Chelle. My everything.”

      She pushed back from him and played with the collar of his shirt. “So I rescued you. Do I get anything?”

      He laughed, a little taken aback. “I thought with what you just went through, you wouldn’t want to—”

      She pushed him back on the bed beneath her. “Life is weird like that. One minute, death is everything, and the next, you just want to be alive. I lost one love, but another is here in front of me. I don’t want to waste a moment with you.” She straddled him, stroking his hair. “I thought you were going to die, and I couldn’t stand it. I don’t want to miss a moment that I can hold you in my arms.”

      He put a hand to her face but still hesitated. “But you’ve been through a lot.”

      She closed her eyes and nodded. “But now that you know everything but aren’t running, I realize there is nothing to run from either. I thought telling you would make you see me the way I see me. Instead, by accepting me, I think you make me suddenly see the truth.” She ran a hand over his chest. “That I’m not broken. That I never was. Maybe that’s the hardest thing of all. That I’m still alive, breathing, loving, and someone else isn’t.”

      “Because you fought,” Dmitri said earnestly.

      “I want to fight now.” She ran her nails over his chest. “I want to feel alive, feel in love with you, feel everything.”

      Dmitri nodded, finally ready to give himself over to her wants. “Then I’m here with you, Chelle. Feel everything.”

      She pressed her lips over his, not needing to be told twice.
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* * *

      Chelle couldn’t believe how free she felt as she kissed Dmitri and felt his strong hands steady her hips.

      The love in his eyes had been everything when she’d expected disgust and hate.

      What had she been afraid of all these years? She’d been so scared to share the thoughts in her mind that she had never been able to see how twisted they were, how wrong.

      She had never been responsible for what Dan did. She wasn’t responsible for his life. And while a part of her would always hurt for him, she knew she had to move on.

      That sometimes tragic things just happened, but wonderful things could happen as well.

      Like dragons existing or a man awakening in her time that was fitted to her soul completely.

      She’d been sleeping, and Dmitri had woken her up. His goodness, his kindness, everything in him had made it impossible to keep her heart locked.

      And though she’d feared dying when it was open, what actually happened was that she felt alive.

      She touched Dmitri’s arms, chests, abs, waist, wanting to feel all of him, see that all of him was okay. When she’d gotten on her knees in front of that dragon, she’d known that anything in this world could be worked through as long as Dmitri was there.

      She felt the power of her love for him as he looked up at her with those astonishingly beautiful eyes. She traced the shape of his jaw with her finger, loving the hardness.

      She loved how she could feel every little emotion in his features, and even after what she’d said, he didn’t look at her with any reproach.

      He cared about her, accepted her past as one more thing about her.

      Now she could finally move on.

      The thought made her feel like she was flying as she quickly pulled off her clothing and let him remove his.

      Naked was how she always wanted him, naked and breathing and loving and smiling… and all hers.

      “I love you,” she said, wanting to say it over and over now that it felt fine. “I love you more than I ever thought possible. I think I loved you from the start.”

      Dmitri laughed. “You have no idea how good it is to hear that.” He cupped her breasts, and she arched back at how good it felt. There was no pain any longer to impinge on things. She could feel simply good. “I’m sorry I misunderstood things. The night I told you that you were my mate.”

      “It wasn’t your fault,” she said. “I was speaking to someone who wasn’t there. I should have clarified sooner.”

      “Some things are hard to talk about,” Dmitri said.

      “And I don’t want to talk about them anymore,” she said, feeling more and more alive with each touch. “I want to focus on us and how good this feels now that there’s no reason to hold back.”

      He laughed. “Not that we’ve really held back before.”

      She sighed as he licked her nipple playfully, then sucked it into his mouth.

      “It’s hard to hold back when things feel so good. And it’s impossible not to be aware of your feelings when you know you could only feel this good with someone you love.”

      “So you always loved me.” He placed a kiss to her other breast. God, that was electric.

      “Of course I did,” Chelle said. “I wouldn’t have done anything with you if I didn’t. I’m only sorry it took me so long.”

      “It’s okay,” Dmitri said, running his hands down her waist as she sat up again, rubbing herself against his hard length. “We have a lot of time to make up for it. Many years together as mates.”

      “Mates,” she said wonderingly. “I never could have imagined.” She leaned forward so he could kiss her neck, her shoulders, her breasts once again as his hands caressed her back and hips.

      Everywhere he touched was on fire. Everywhere he touched was alive.

      She could feel herself, already heated and wet and ready for him. She pulled back from his kiss and looked down for his assent. When he nodded, she lowered herself over his length.

      Oh God, it was amazing. Nothing in the universe could feel as amazing as he did inside her, making all of her alive.

      Suddenly, life was extremely beautiful. The cool air in the room, the snow falling outside, the afternoon light streaming in. Dmitri’s breath, his chest rising and falling, his cheeks flushed with exertion, his hard length moving in and out, making them one.

      Her muscles clenching around him, her hands on his chest, enjoying the feel of his skin and propping herself up. The way pleasure sparked with each of their movements.

      The way everything they did together was fun, no matter what it was, because they were just made to be together.

      God, she loved this man.

      She put her hands in her hair as she moved faster, taking him in and out, enjoying the rapture of their movements, the scent of sex, the sound of harried breathing.

      Everything was perfect.

      And then, moments later, she came, and as pleasure burst through her, so did all of her emotions, no longer held back by the past.

      “Dmitri,” she called out, looking down at him. “I truly love you.”

      He jerked and found his own release in response, and she watched him go, thinking it was the most beautiful sight in the world.

      When her orgasm was over, she slumped against him, still feeling the tiny aftershocks of his release as his arms wrapped around her tight.

      “I love you, too, Chelle,” he said. “I always will. So you agree to mate me?”

      She wrinkled her nose at him as she gently came off of him and rolled to be at his side. Resting her hand on his chest, she laughed softly. “Of course I will.”

      The confirmation seemed to make him even happier, and he insisted on rolling over and pulling her in close so they were face to face, bodies melding, legs intertwined.

      “I hope you know what you’re getting into, mating a dragon,” he said playfully. “Because you know I’m never going to let go.”

      “That’s what I’m hoping for,” she replied, stroking his forearm. “Because with all I have planned for you, we’re going to need centuries.”

      Nothing would be perfect. Sirens would still sound sometimes, life always held surprises, and no one could do anything about that.

      But living was worth it, and love was still a powerful healing force. And as long as Chelle had someone to love who loved her, she felt she could do anything in the world.

      Even be mated to a dragon.
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* * *
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* * *

      I hope you had fun reading Dmitri and Chelle’s story! If you did, I hope you’ll leave a review to help other readers find it. I really appreciate your support.

      The next Frozen Dragon book should be out pretty quickly, so please make sure you’re on my newsletter so you can be first to know when it releases!

      http://eepurl.com/bgG7Kf

      Thanks again for reading!

      Sincerely,

      Terry

      

      If you want to read more dragons in the meantime, try my newest boxed set!

      Awakened Sea Dragons Boxed Set

      Three ancient sea monsters who once kept the sea in balance have walked out of the ocean to help the human race once more. Now these sexy dragons have to adapt to the modern world, win over their human mates, and use their unique powers to fight back the evil forces that are endangering the Earth and threatening their new loves.

      Three complete romances, packed with action, romance, and sensual scenes to make you swoon.

      As always, I promise happy endings, no cheating, and zero cliffhangers!

      Awakened Sea Dragons Boxed Set
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      Seaton was about ready to do something desperate.

      He and his siblings, once powerful sea dragons, had been awakened in the current world for more than a week now, and without the ability to gain their dragon forms or any knowledge of how life worked here in this time, things weren’t going well.

      Luckily, the local language seemed to be English. But any attempt to approach locals who came to the beach seemed to be met with fear or loathing. Or having some sort of enforcers called on them so they were forced to move the little camp they’d built down to another part of the beach that was more shaded.

      “I’m tired of fish,” Marina said, folding her arms. She wore an odd dress fashioned from old clothing she’d found amongst the trees and sand on the beach that had been left behind by humans. Her golden hair was bedraggled and her usually sparkling, excited eyes were dull in a way that concerned him.

      Kai, as usual, had resorted to silent anger, and he was right now cleaning a fish and preparing to cook it for Marina. She had fashioned a loin cloth for Kai and given a ragged pair of old pants to Seaton, but their measurements were not nearly the same as a mortal’s, and Seaton was sure he looked like some kind of washed-up sailor whenever he approached a human.

      Their cloaking abilities had been useful in running from the “enforcers,” the humans called the “police,” but not in anything else. They couldn’t stay long in the water, which was more than a little humiliating for dragons who once ruled the seas.

      Well, balanced it at least, Seaton thought as he sat on a driftwood log next to the fire Kai was making, propping up sticks as Marina inhaled and blew fire over the kindling, setting it alight.

      They still had many of their mysterious powers, but no ability to shift. If they could, they could easily travel by air to find others of their kind and even the oracle, to find out why they’d been summoned or awakened.

      He sighed as cold wind blew overhead and clouds covered the sky.

      “Kai, you aren’t helping things.”

      “It is not my job to help things,” Kai said stubbornly. “That is your job. Making things ‘right,’ making things ‘peaceful.’”

      “That isn’t my job anymore. We were sealed and sent to rest because we weren’t needed. And clearly, we don’t have our forms back so we aren’t supposed to go back to it.”

      Kai huffed. “Then what are we supposed to do?”

      “Make something work with the humans, I suppose. And wait for the other dragons to contact us,” Seaton retorted testily. A week on the beach with his surly brother had eroded his patience.

      “There is that restaurant up the road,” Marina said, her blue eyes flashing with hope for a moment.

      Seaton’s heart sank nervously. Above all, he didn’t want to go there. While cloaked and invisible, they had done some exploring to see their options and seen a small restaurant just a little ways down the road that seemed to cater to beach visitors.

      They also had used their cloaking to sit in at times and listen to the customers and get a feel for modern speech so when they did attempt to blend in, it would be easier.

      Humans were humans, and thus, all similar, no matter what time they came from.

      He was used to a certain response from any female he encountered, and he supposed if he had to, as a last resort, he could use that to get help.

      But he would rather not. He’d taken a liking to “Jenny,” the woman who ran the bar at the restaurant, a fiery, curvy woman who didn’t take any nonsense and so far didn’t believe any of the ranting customers who talked about a raggedy but beautiful man who had approached them on the beach.

      Something about her drew him in, so he often snuck away to watch her.

      He knew it was creepy, but he couldn’t help it. And he liked that, because she had never seen him, he’d never had to see the disdain on her face he received from other humans.

      He was a dragon. Powerful, benevolent, charming—or had been at one time. Every mermaid had fawned over him; every fish paid him deference. And he’d protected them all.

      But now he was a dragon out of water, unsure of his place in the world. Though, whenever he crouched, hidden and cloaked, outside the restaurant and watched Jenny, he couldn’t help feeling a little less lost.

      If he had to approach her, if he had to break this magical, non-awkwardness between them, then he would.

      But he didn’t have to like it. No, not at all.

      “You have to do it,” Marina said, watching him and probably sensing his reticence. “Can you imagine if we sent Kai?”

      Seaton shook his head, wrinkling his nose. “No, of course not.” Seaton had always been the diplomat, the one to negotiate with the oracle or other land dragons.

      But this world was so different.

      Still, before men chased him off or women showed visible fear, there was something else in their eyes when they looked at him, and while Seaton didn’t know if Jenny would have that in her eyes when she looked at him, he knew if she did, he could use it to his advantage.

      To help his family and find an anchor in this world.

      Because right now, he felt like seaweed floating uselessly this way and that on the waves, helpless.

      He balled his hands into fists, deciding it was time to take control of the situation.

      “All right,” he said. “I’ll do it. But first, I’m going to take a shower.”

      There was a small waste disposal facility with showers down the beach from the restaurant so customers could clean off before coming in, and Seaton and his siblings had sometimes availed themselves of it.

      Seaton liked to go first so while he waited for the others, he could watch Jenny again.

      Creepy, true, but so was everything about his existence at the moment—hiding on a beach, killing fish, avoiding contact with humans.

      Surely, stepping out into the light wasn’t the worst that could happen.

      And maybe she would be different than other humans. Maybe Jenny, with her gorgeous, reddish-brown hair and sparkly, green-and-brown eyes, would give them a chance.

      He gave himself a once-over as he strode down the water’s edge in the direction of the restaurant. Even after a week of living on fish, his muscular physique hadn’t been affected, and he’d been told many times (and not only by his sister) that he was almost supernaturally handsome.

      Hopefully, that would mean something to Jenny after all.
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* * *

      Jenny Reed looked down the beach with a raised eyebrow as the showers she’d installed next to the public bathroom turned on. Lately, they seemed to be malfunctioning, turning on at odd times when no one was there and spraying the water in weird directions.

      She’d told Drew about it, but as usual, he’d been too busy to do anything about it.

      All she wanted was to own this restaurant on her own, to take care of her customers without the threat of him coming around. He’d already proved he couldn’t be there for her, and she regretted ever going into business with him.

      She should have known better than to get professionally involved with someone she’d always known wanted more.

      She rested her cheek on her hand and sighed at the cool ocean breeze wafting through. When the weather turned colder, she had fewer customers, usually people just driving by to see the coast. She hated to see the end of high season. It meant she would have to close the doors that led to the beach and lose a lot of the natural light.

      The front door to her bar opened, and Drew walked in, looking lazily pleased with his place in the universe, as usual.

      “Hey,” he said in a deep voice, straightening a little as he walked over.

      Despite his dark hair and gray eyes and what some might consider handsome, if slightly coarse, features, she wasn’t attracted to him. She’d never been. He’d become her friend quickly when she moved here, acting as if all he wanted to do was help. He’d offered up capital, saying he thought her business was a good idea, but as the months had gone by, it had become clear he was more interested in her than the restaurant.

      One of those “nice” guys who was nice only when it suited him.

      And lately, he seemed to be getting impatient.

      “You didn’t say you were coming,” she said.

      “Do I need an excuse to visit the bar I own with you?” He shoved his hands in his pockets and glared at her with a narrow-eyed look that always made her want to crawl under the bar until he left.

      But she wasn’t like that, so she stood firm, grabbing a glass to dry as a way to keep her hands busy as she shook her head. “No, but it would be nice, since I don’t expect it, as you’re never here.”

      He sat on stool and leaned in uncomfortably close to her. She was a short woman, and it wasn’t hard to make her feel small and intimidated.

      Not that she would ever let him see that.

      “How’s business?” he asked.

      “Good,” she said. She jerked her head in the direction of the beach. “The shower is still broken. Do you want me to get someone to take a look at it?”

      He shook his head, reaching over to grab a glass and helping himself to a beer from the tap. “It’ll resolve. Just weird piping or something, I’m sure.”

      Well, that was kind of the point of needing a plumber, but she decided to keep it to herself. If he really wasn’t planning to do anything about it, she would just hire someone behind his back and say it resolved on its own.

      She reached out, taking a deep breath, and put a hand on his, hoping that would keep him calm for what was coming. “Look, Drew, when are you going to let me buy you out of your part in this? I know it’s not your thing, and—”

      Despite the fact that she’d brought this up before and he’d never reacted well to it, she was still unprepared for his reaction.

      His expression darkened and he knocked over his beer as he shot up, grabbing her wrist and making her yelp painfully.

      “Stop that,” a loud voice commanded from the direction of the back doors that were open to the beach, and she and Drew both looked over in shock to see someone standing there that seemed to have appeared out of nowhere.
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