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      Iris Jensen knew it was a little odd to be going into her lab this late at night. It was dark enough that the hallways held a creepy glint beneath the barely flickering florescent lights and quiet enough that her footsteps seemed to echo like someone was following her.

      She told herself to stop imagining things and keep focused on her mission: get in some extra hours at the lab and catalog the rest of her samples so she would be one step closer to writing a paper for the research symposium.

      Or, in other words, for a woman in a very competitive department, work really damn hard when everyone else has gone to bed.

      She smiled, thinking of the one other person who might be up and working at this moment.

      Luka, her new friend she’d met at Talia’s house, often was up around the same time. If he saw her online, he often sent over a chat message. Even though they’d only known each other a few days, she felt he was someone she could really understand.

      Like her, he had an insatiable hunger for knowledge and learning, and like her, his friends all seemed more focused on who they could fuck than what was happening in the world around them.

      Not that Iris didn’t value romance; it was just that she had bigger things on her plate.

      She swiped her key card, exactly like the other key cards issued throughout the department, and stepped into her darkened lab, noting the familiar desks and equipment.

      However, even in the darkness, something wasn’t right. Things looked… messy. She looked over at the light switch, regretting that it was at least ten feet from the door, and wondered if it was even a good idea to click it.

      It felt like someone had been in here, and maybe, if her eyes weren’t deceiving her, someone still was.

      She could just make out a vague shadow across the lab, though it wasn’t moving now. As a chill wriggled up her spine, Iris crept slowly along the wall to reach the light switch, regretting that florescent lights always took a few seconds to blink on.

      She had almost reached the light switch, her fingertips about to grasp it, when she heard something crash over, and the shadow in the darkness moved.

      And fast.

      Almost too fast for her eyes to follow as she stared at the person while still fumbling for the light switch. As whoever it was ran past her, the lights flickered, and her eyes fought to adjust.

      The lights finally came all the way on just as the shadowy figure disappeared out the lab door and ran down the hallway.

      Iris cursed herself for not shutting the door to keep the suspect from escaping, but she quickly realized how dangerous of an idea that would have been. She could still try to chase the person, but they were definitely a lot bigger than her, and it wouldn’t take much to overpower her.

      She was a small, short woman, stronger in her mind than her muscles. So instead, she quickly moved in front of the door, closed it, and threw down the deadbolt. Then she let out a sigh of relief, sinking back against the door.

      She pulled out her phone, knowing she should call someone. She could call her family, but they lived several states over, and even if they were worried, there wasn’t much they could do.

      She could call the police, but they might ransack her lab and cause damage. She didn’t think the intruder had meant her any harm, based on the way they ran. She didn’t want to be alone in the lab as she tried to figure out what had been taken, but she wasn’t sure who to call.

      Her eyes flicked to the lab computer, which was off. Still, she knew if she turned it on, she would likely get a message from Luka. He would still be online. Would he come over, even though they barely knew each other? It was a big ask.

      She walked over to the computer and booted it up and then sat down and loaded up her email. Sure enough, as soon as her chat icon went green, indicating she was online, she saw a pop-up window from Luka. His username was SmartDragon, which she guessed was some kind of fantasy nerd reference.

      Staying at Talia’s with his friends, he probably had seen all kinds of weird shows and movies.

      She opened the window to see his message.

      SmartDragon: What’s up? You’re up late tonight.

      She bit her lip, formulating her reply.

      Irislab: Yeah, um, someone broke in here.

      There was a pause, with a few ellipses showing that Luka was typing.

      SmartDragon: You’re in the lab right now?

      Irislab: Yes.

      SmartDragon: I’m headed over.

      Irislab: You don’t have to. I just… didn’t know who to tell.

      SmartDragon: I’m on my way. Which number is your lab again?

      Irislab: 303

      SmartDragon: Be there in ten. Maybe faster.

      And then the window closed.

      Well, that had gone easier than expected, Iris thought as she slumped back in her chair with a sigh. She hadn’t even had to ask before he offered. Maybe he was just bored, but it also could be he was a good person.

      Or he just wanted an excuse to get out of the house, since his roommates had recently hooked up and apparently were going at it at all times, morning or night.

      Iris understood what it was like to see everyone else move on without you. Her whole life, she’d seen people get married, have kids, and basically forget she existed, while she worked away in her lab.

      It wasn’t that she liked being lonely or thought work was the only worthwhile pursuit. She simply hadn’t found the right person.

      She wasn’t old yet, of course, but now that even her friends at the university had found love, she was feeling a little out of place about it.

      Should she be making more of an effort to find someone, even though most of the time, she was happy alone?

      Maybe she would reconsider it once she made tenure.

      Her phone buzzed quicker than she thought it would, indicating that Luka was outside the lab door. She got up, her body feeling slightly achy from the tension and adrenaline of a few moments ago, and looked through a peephole to make sure it was Luka before she opened the door.

      When she saw it was him, she sighed in relief and pulled the heavy steel door open.

      As Luka walked in, she thought it was a good thing he was pretty recognizable, even through a shitty peephole.

      He was tall, several inches over six feet, with a naturally muscled body that looked more crafted by genetics than the gym. Though, she had no doubt he went, considering the sheer size of him and the way his broad shoulders tapered to a trim waist.

      He was wearing a trench coat over a tee shirt and pajama pants, and she laughed when she realized it was a woman’s coat, probably Chelle’s, and was about a foot too short for his arms and practically tearing across his shoulders.

      She reached up to pull the coat down as he struggled out as well.

      “I was in too much of a rush, I guess,” Luka said, finally getting his large hands free of the sleeves. He shook himself off and took her by the arms, giving her a long, slow once-over that left her weak in the knees.

      Or maybe she was already weak in the knees from the break-in.

      “You’re okay?” Luka asked nervously.

      She nodded, pulling out of his grasp awkwardly. He had dark hair, longer on the top and shorter on the sides, a rich chocolatey brown color that was a striking contrast to his icy-blue eyes.

      They looked almost supernatural, the way they were almost white with just the slightest hint of blue and gray. His long, dark lashes shadowed them, taking away a little of the impact and making them look a little darker, a little grayer.

      The color of an icy lake on a cloudy day.

      Beneath the eyes was a perfectly straight, slightly long nose, then full lips and a strong chin with a little dimple that just accentuated his unique handsomeness. And finally, a hard, masculine jawline that belonged on a magazine cover.

      He looked over the lab. “How did you know someone was in here?”

      “I saw them run out when I was trying to get to the light switch. At least, I think so. They were in shadow, so it’s hard to say. No, I definitely heard someone run by.”

      Luka frowned, walking past her into the main area of the lab where her equipment and microscopes were kept. Using fluid movements, the big man checked under tables, opened fridges, and in general, patrolled the perimeter before he decided that everything would be fine.

      “You can come see if anything is missing. Whoever you saw leaving must have been the only one,” he called back to her, running a hand through his thick hair.

      For just a second, she wanted to do that, too. Then she snapped back to the present.

      “Right, of course. I’ll look around.” She went to the fridge first, eager to check her samples that were most important for her research. She’d been cultivating them for weeks, and if something had happened to them… Her heart pounded as she entered the walk-in fridge, praying they hadn’t been touched.

      Now that she could think a bit clearly, she was pretty sure the culprit had to be one of the other professors, since some of the senior doctors had universal key cards.

      Either that or someone had stolen one of those cards.

      But on the other hand, who else would want to stop her from doing research? If she got tenure, that meant someone else would miss out on that spot. And as a woman who was younger than many of the other professors, she knew she had a target on her back.

      But when she examined all the shelves with her samples, she saw that nothing at all was gone. She scratched her head, looking at samples from some of her side projects, and saw nothing gone there either.

      Feeling confused, she closed the fridge and walked to her microscopes and important equipment. Though some of them had been moved around and some drawers were rummaged in, she didn’t see anything taken.

      “That’s funny,” she said, putting her hands on her hips as she stepped back to survey the whole scene. All in all, she couldn’t see anything amiss, other than the disorder. “I don’t know what they want.”

      Luka walked over to stand beside her, making her oddly aware of his tall presence, his clean, wintery scent. Pine and icy springs. “Perhaps they weren’t able to find what they were looking for before you interrupted them.”

      She nodded, taking a seat in a rolling chair and pushing one toward him with a deft kick of her foot. He sat down in it smoothly and faced her with folded arms, an expression of consternation on his face.

      “Why would someone break in here?” He cocked his head. “You said they ran past you?”

      She nodded.

      “Then they didn’t mean you any harm,” he said, looking relieved but even more puzzled. “Can you think of anything they’d want to take?”

      She walked over to the door, wanting to check something. No sign of forced entry. “I mean, given that it was someone who probably had access, I would think they were trying to sabotage my tenure project so that I wouldn’t get the job.”

      “Tenure?”

      “It means I have a secure future at the university,” she said with a shrug. “It’s pretty much all any professor wants.”

      “So you teach classes?”

      “When I have to, but I prefer to do my research and publish for grants.”

      “I see,” Luka said thoughtfully. “So you think it could be one of these professors?”

      She let out a sigh of relief, thinking of the entire lot of them and realizing not one was very intimidating. She didn’t like that anyone had broken into her lab, but if it was one of them, she didn’t think she’d have much problem confronting them if she needed to.

      “I can tell by the look on your face that you’re thinking something stupid,” Luka said mildly. “Stop it.”

      She jerked up to look at him. “What? Why would you say that? I’ll have you know, I’m a foremost mind in my field, and—”

      He sat back, lifting one leg to cross an ankle over his knee. “You looked complacent, like there was nothing to worry about. Given what could have happened tonight, I find that stupid.”

      She let out a nervous laugh. “Well, it’s just that I was thinking of all the possibilities of who it could be, and none of them are very intimidating.”

      “They are men?”

      She nodded.

      “Then you don’t know what is in their hearts. From my experience, men in this time are quite… unpredictable.”

      She quirked an eyebrow. “In this time?”

      Luka nodded. “Wait, has Talia not told you?”

      “Told me what?”

      Luka shoved his hands in his pajama pockets. “Never mind, then.”

      “Wait, what?” Iris rubbed her temples. “Am I missing something?” Maybe it was just the stress of the night or being up late so many nights in a row, but she was just too tired to understand what Luka was getting at.

      “Sorry, I said that wrong. Basically, what I meant was I don’t think you should let your guard down.”

      Iris slumped with a sigh, putting both hands up in defeat. “What do you expect me to do, then, call the police? If they come in and mess with any of my samples, I’m going to miss my symposium. I’m going to lose everything.”

      “This tenured position is everything?”

      Her eyes shuttered momentarily. “For now, it is.”

      Luka nodded. “Then you should have me with you when you’re in your lab alone.”

      She quirked an eyebrow. “I can’t ask you to do that. It would be boring, and—”

      Luka shook his head. “You’re Chelle’s friend. I’m Chelle’s friend. I owe it to her to keep you safe.”

      She quirked a smile. “Or you just want to get out of that house, since they’re knocking boots all the time and making all sorts of ruckus.”

      Luka hesitated, then nodded. He was pretty straightforward, and she liked that about him. “So what do you think?”

      She sighed. “I mean, I have no choice but to take you up on it. You can use the lab computer, I guess. Still, I feel like I owe you.”

      “You can repay me with a date,” he said, almost too casually, as a muscle twitched in his jaw.

      She stared at him in surprise. “Why would you want to do that?”

      He shifted his weight, hands still in his pockets. “Like you said, I’m bored. Take me out somewhere. It doesn’t have to mean anything.”

      Her eyes trailed up his long body, lingering on long legs, muscled arms. That gorgeous face. Yeah, hanging out with him wouldn’t be any trial for her. Sometimes she got lonely, too.

      “Deal,” she said, walking over and reaching a hand out to him, both to shake it and seal their bargain and to help him up out of his chair.

      He stood, letting very little of his weight rely on her hand. His palm felt so large and warm in hers, and she was reluctant to release it, until he looked down at their hands with a curious expression.

      She quickly dropped his hand and rummaged for her keys, making sure she hadn’t dropped them in her shock. When she found them, she let out a sigh of relief.

      “Shall we go? I’m too out of it to get anything done now anyway.”

      He nodded, putting out his arm. “I’m walking you home, of course.”

      “Of course,” she said with a laugh, placing her hand around his bicep, trying not to think about how warm and strong it felt. How nice his masculine stability felt after a night like tonight.

      How hard it would be to work in close quarters with him without wanting to see under his clothing.

      As they left, she scooped up Chelle’s coat, but didn’t hand it over to Luka when he reached for it.

      “Nope,” Iris said. “I know it’s going to be cold for a minute, but I can’t let you break Chelle’s coat. That’s if we could even get you out of it next time.”

      Luka laughed at that, a deep, rich sound. “It’s fine. I don’t mind the cold. Which way is your apartment?”

      She pointed, and he led the way out into the snowy night.
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      When Luka got home after dropping off Iris, the protective dragon inside him was still pacing.

      It was odd to feel so protective of someone. He hadn’t felt it that strongly for anyone other than Alek and Dmitri, and that was because he had spent his whole life at their sides.

      Alek had been destined to rule since they were little, though they both came from royal families, and Luka was technically one of Alek’s cousins and had been picked when young to serve as his mentor.

      Dmitri had been assigned as bodyguard, but Luka was still a powerful dragon like both of his friends and fought as was necessary.

      He’d almost gotten in a fight just a few days ago when he’d thought Dmitri was being threatened by a rival dragon. Things had worked out there, but ever since, Luka had been more and more focused on trying to find out about other shifters in their world.

      He didn’t want any more surprises.

      He liked Iris. He had hung out with her the night that Dmitri and Chelle had worked things out, and he’d found a kindred spirit in her. Someone with a keen mind who cared about facts as much as he did.

      Someone else who was up late at night, trying to solve mysteries.

      Even if he could never tell her about the mysteries he was trying to solve. The thought made him sad, but he knew in the modern world, shifters were a strict secret. Unlike his world where small villages had recognized their dragon rulers. But thanks to shifter historians, his time was now reduced to only myths.

      It was probably better that way.

      He had no idea how Iris, smart, capable Iris, would ever be able to comprehend the existence of someone like him in her world. Everything had to make sense somehow, and dragons who could make snow and breathe ice projectiles were a little bit out of the range of what science could explain.

      He sighed in relief that no one was in the living room and that the apartment was quiet and dark. He didn’t know if Iris would want Chelle knowing about what had happened, so he was glad there was no one to ask where he went.

      Sure, it was a little lonely with Alek and Dmitri both mated, but Luka was fine on his own. Sometimes he preferred it. It was easier to think that way.

      Easier to think about how good Iris’s small hand had felt in his, the beautiful contrast of her smooth, dark skin to his paleness. The way her eyes crinkled when she laughed and relaxed whenever she saw him.

      He tightened his hands into fists and then relaxed them as he walked down the hallway and into his room.

      He shut the door and sat down at his desk, opening the window and tabs he’d had open before Iris had told him what had happened.

      He kept his email open, too, just in case she wanted to contact him, but the little dot by her name was gray, indicating she was offline.

      Hopefully, she was at home and sleeping, recovering from what had happened. The dragon in him still wanted to hunt down and kill whoever had put the fear in her eyes, but he’d not been able to detect any scent. So either the robber was scentless, or he’d been in the lab before and his scent mingled with the countless others there.

      Luka wasn’t worried about Iris being safe in her apartment. Whoever had been after her hadn’t been interested in her, merely the lab. Otherwise, something else could have happened.

      His heart tightened at that thought, and he had to rub his chest for a minute to relieve the tension.

      Iris meant a lot to him, even after only a few days. But why? Was it just because she was like him, and he’d never met another person like him in his time? Back then, an interest in knowledge was as good as witchcraft.

      Being able to sit at a computer and just chat with her about different topics while accessing the amazing modern web of information on the internet was, in Luka’s estimation, pretty close to heaven.

      But being in her lab, still able to play on the computer while being able to see her and know she was safe and hear about her research, that seemed almost impossibly good.

      Luka turned off his computer and sat back with a sigh of satisfaction.

      Perhaps he would go to bed tonight earlier than usual, since he had something to look forward to when he got up.

      Plus, he needed to be well-rested and able to think straight, because as much as he wanted to spend time with and protect Iris, he couldn’t afford even the slightest slip-up that might reveal who he was.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Iris had worried that having Luka in the lab would be a distraction or make it hard to continue her research, but in fact, he turned out to be a pleasant, if quiet, presence that she barely knew was there.

      When they’d first entered the lab, he’d asked if anyone was going to have a problem with him being there, but she’d reassured him that since she didn’t have any undergrads working with her, no one would know.

      And if someone did come in, it wouldn’t be a problem because she could just say he was part of a study or there to give a blood sample.

      He was working quietly on her spare computer, researching something he didn’t want her to see, based on how he blocked her view of the computer whenever he looked over.

      She understood wanting privacy when doing research. After all, it was the reason she didn’t have undergrads helping her when most professors did. Maybe it was her stubbornness, her insistence on doing everything herself if she was going to take credit for it. More likely, it was her lack of trust.

      Tenure was so close she could taste it. Security, for the first time in her life. She’d been the first one in her family to go to college, and growing up, she’d constantly known hunger and insecurity, as her dad had been bounced from one job to another. Sometimes she’d been alone at night, when her mother had to work as well, and her father had been at the bar.

      She’d done her best to take care of her younger siblings, and each of them seemed to be doing fine in the world after they left their parents’ house.

      Her younger sister was married, with two cute little children. Her brother was in the military and had a wife. Her parents seemed to have settled down in retirement, after a rich uncle had left them some money.

      And Iris was here, making sure that when she had a family, they would have a better life. A life where they didn’t worry about layoffs or where the next meal was coming from. A life where she didn’t have to watch her back, because the university would want her to work there until she retired.

      She hummed happily to herself as she entered the results from her recent samples, forgetting for a moment that someone had broken into her lab.

      But then Luka cleared his throat, shifting on his chair, and reminded her of his presence.

      He was there because she might not be safe. She couldn’t afford to relax until after the symposium in a couple weeks. Until then, she had to keep her guard up and her research safe.

      She glanced over at Luka, enjoying the sight of him. His wide back in the white lab coat she’d offered him so he could blend in better. His long hands as they maneuvered the mouse or stroked the keyboard. The little furrow in his brow when he would look over at her in concern, as if needing to constantly reassure himself she was okay.

      All of it was oddly… adorable.

      When it was lunchtime, she led him over to the cafeteria after carefully securing her samples and logging out of her computer so no one would see what she’d written.

      At least the campus computer system should be secure.

      As Luka munched on one of three sandwiches, she couldn’t help smiling at his huge lunch in comparison to the soup and crackers she’d gotten.

      “Big guy, huh?”

      Luka nodded, ignoring the attention he was getting from nearly everyone in the cafeteria, with his big body and his big lunch and his way of looking separate from everything. “I have more mass. It stands to reason that I need more energy to sustain it.”

      Iris laughed, relaxing as she sat back in her chair. “I suppose. If I take you out, you’re going to eat me out of my paycheck.”

      He quirked a brow at her. “I will?”

      “On our date, I mean,” she said awkwardly. “I assume I would pay.”

      He shook his head. “Absolutely not. I believe it is the custom for the male to do so.”

      To be a little taller, she tucked a leg under her on the bench. “I mean, if you want to. But since I’m taking you out as a thank-you for helping me in the lab, I should really pay.”

      “I’ll leave it up to you, then,” Luka said with a smile. “Though, I would hate to eat all of your paycheck.”

      She laughed. “I didn’t mean that. I’m just surprised you can put all of that away.”

      Luka peered at her with those icy eyes. “What about your past dates? Did they not eat as much?” He smirked slightly. “Perhaps they were smaller, inferior men.”

      She frowned. “I mean, not really. But I haven’t… I mean, I’ve been to clubs. I’ve gone to lunch with colleagues. But I haven’t… dated a lot.”

      Luka straightened, looking oddly intrigued. “You haven’t? But you’re everything. Beautiful, smart. I would have thought some human would snap you up.”

      “Some human?” She furrowed her brow. “Odd way to say it, but no. I’ve just been focused on my work. I have fun, I go out sometimes, but commitments just aren’t for me. They… hold you back.”

      Luka stared at her intently, and she felt suddenly uncomfortable, as if for the first time in her life, she was really being seen. “I get it.”

      She nodded, stirring her already cold soup. “So what about you? Have you dated a lot?”

      He shook his head. “Too busy with work. I’ve always had to focus on… one person. My boss, I guess. I didn’t really put a lot of thought into what I wanted for my life. My future.”

      “Really? That’s sad,” she said. “What were you, some kind of personal assistant?”

      He thought for a second, then nodded. “I suppose so.”

      “Well, you can always switch gears. Hey, when you’re done with what you’re working on, you can always be my research assistant.”

      He laughed, making something odd tighten in her chest. She wanted to hear that sound over and over. “No. I don’t think I could ever be on your level. Besides, we have very different subjects we like to research.”

      “What do you like to research?”

      He shook his head. “I can’t talk about it.”

      “Secret?”

      His lashes lowered, and he stared at the table. “Yes, sorry.”

      She sat back, wondering what on earth he wouldn’t be able to tell her. He wasn’t into something shady, was he? But no, Luka was her friend and a good person. She’d let him have his secrets if he wanted. “Well, if you ever do want to share, I’m game.”

      His eyes met hers. Damn, how did that color exist? “Thank you for understanding.”

      “Oh, sure,” she said. “I mean, you came when I was in trouble, and you’re helping me work in my lab. Speaking of which, where did you want to go for our date? And when?”

      “I was thinking tonight,” Luka said quietly.

      “What? You aren’t already sick of me?”

      His brows furrowed. “Of course not. I don’t think I could be.”

      Staring at him, she realized with a sense of wonder that she felt the same about him as well. “That’s… good.”

      Luka finished his last sandwich and got up to take the tray away. She hurried up with her soup so they could get back to the lab.

      Once he’d opened the door to the hallway and they were walking out together, he exhaled decisively.

      “I think we should do that,” he said, pointing to an old poster for a bowling league hosted by the chem department.

      “Bowling? You want to go bowling?”

      He nodded, looking resolute.

      “All right, then,” she said, leading the way back to the lab. “You got it, big guy.”
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      Luka hadn’t known what he was requesting when he pointed at the odd poster on the wall, but the words had promised great fun for all who attended, so Luka figured he couldn’t go wrong.

      He’d been told by Dmitri and Alek on occasion that fun wasn’t really his forte, so he needed all the help he could get.

      Now that he was at the bowling alley near campus with Iris, he was beginning to wonder if he had made a mistake.

      Iris seemed to know what she was doing here, taking him to the counter, getting them shoes, which were tight since they didn’t really have Luka’s size, and then taking him over to a “lane,” where at least they were somewhat separate from the other crowds of people.

      The place wasn’t too crowded, but there were groups of friends and a few families on other lanes.

      Iris seemed to sense his discomfort and had chosen a lane for them with no one on either side.

      While she walked to a rack of brightly colored balls, Luka pulled at the laces on his shoes, forcing them open until they were a bearable tightness. If he and Iris started making this a habit, he would probably have to buy a pair of these shoes to bring with him.

      With a sigh, he headed over to the rack and saw her pick up a pink ball with the number eight on it.

      “Ha, I use a super small one,” she said with a smile, inserting her fingers into the holes.

      Luka cringed slightly as he imagined himself doing so. Now that he understood modern sanitation, he wasn’t sure he would ever feel safe touching unfamiliar holes.

      “Just pick any one,” she said. “Heavier is better, but not if you can’t throw it well.”

      His brows lowered. He was to throw it? He glanced back at the long wooden runway that led to a set of white “pins.” If he threw a ball of this size at those pins, he’d break the entire place.

      Then he saw someone release the ball to roll down the lane, and he let out a sigh of relief. That, he could manage.

      Still, he picked out the heaviest ball he could find, which said sixteen on top of it, and brought it over to sit by Iris.

      “So how does this work again?” He turned the ball over in his hands, grimacing at the holes.

      She laughed. “You a germaphobe?”

      “Maybe.” He pressed his lips together. “You aren’t? Since you’re a scientist, I would have thought—”

      “Nope,” Iris said. “Stuff is out there, but if we spend all our time worrying about it, we can’t do fun things. On the other hand, I know it’s not easy to turn that switch off when you do worry about things, so just let me reassure you. You’re going to be fine sticking your fingers in those holes.”

      He blushed slightly, the words “fingers” and “holes” feeling oddly sexual. He stood, ball in hand, and put his fingers in the holes as Iris had demonstrated. “I will go first.”

      The pins were standing proudly as he started walking, aiming his ball. Two lanes down, an elderly woman had just knocked down an entire set of pins and was celebrating.

      Surely, as a dragon, he would be able to impress his mate.

      Wait. Mate?

      At that harrowing thought, he released his ball awkwardly, but one finger was caught. The ball arced straight up in the air, almost hit the ceiling, and then started its trip back down.

      If it hit the floor in here…

      Luka moved quickly, catching the ball before it could land and damage the wood. It felt light as a snowball to him, so it was no problem. But when he saw everyone gaping at him, including Iris, he realized it shouldn’t be so easy.

      “Oh. Oooof,” he said unconvincingly, sinking belatedly beneath the weight of the ball. “That was way hard to catch.”

      As everyone slowly went back to what they were doing, Luka could feel Iris’s eyes on him.

      “Was it really?” She walked forward, folding her arms. “Hand me that ball.”

      He reluctantly did, and she grunted as she hefted it.

      “Damn, you’re strong. I couldn’t throw it like that, let alone catch it.” She handed the ball back to him and went to get her own.

      “I was caught off guard. My hand got stuck.”

      “Well, you were going to do it all wrong,” she said, clicking her tongue.

      She looked cute tonight, wearing a blue sweater dress that was belted around the middle, her short curls held back from her face with a headband, her lips plump and glossy pink.

      “Here, let me show you.” She walked forward, swung her arm back, and then smoothly released her ball down the lane.

      It rolled slightly to one side, then back toward the center, and hit the pins with a tremendous crash, sending them all flying into the darkness behind them.

      “Wow,” Luka said, watching her do a cute celebratory dance that made certain parts of her wiggle. “I’m not sure I can ever live up to that.”

      “Of course you can,” Iris said. “Well, it might take some time. I mean, I participated in a few of the department’s bowling leagues, and I guess I got super competitive. But it’s fine. You can go at your own pace.” They walked back to sit on the bench, and Luka looked up at the scoreboard while Iris explained the point system.

      “Hey, look, I got a strike,” he said with a smirk. “Thanks for that.”

      She swatted his arm, and he just liked that she had touched him. “Come on. Let’s see if we can get your form right so we can play a real game after this one.”

      Luka sighed. “All right.”

      By the time the first game was over, Luka had started to figure things out. Mainly, he’d realized that his strength was a huge asset and that, for some reason, hitting the balls harder, even if he wasn’t perfectly straight, resulted in pretty good points.

      He was still holding back because he didn’t want to creep out Iris, but he was pretty sure he could do even better than he had so far.

      A competitive little thought took hold, and he couldn’t resist. “So you think you’re going to win the next game?”

      Iris looked at him in amusement. “Um, yeah, I do.” She rolled up her sleeves slightly. “I mean, the teacher doesn’t become the student that easily.”

      “I’m a quick learner,” Luka said. “Besides, I’m stronger than you. It’s easier for me, even with worse technique.”

      “That’s true,” Iris said thoughtfully. “Tell you what. We’ll make it more interesting. If you win, you get whatever you want. If I win, you get us nachos.”

      “I would already get you nachos,” Luka said, puzzled. “Don’t you want something else?”

      She looked at him, biting her lower lip, and Luka sensed that there was something she wanted. But he also knew she wasn’t up for commitment or anything that could distract from her work.

      Still… there had to be some kind of fun bet they could make.

      He definitely had something he wanted. Something he’d wanted ever since he first saw her perfect, full lips.

      “If I win, I get to kiss you.”

      She sat up in surprise, holding the sides of her chair. “Wait, what? You would want to?”

      “Of course,” Luka said. “You’re a beautiful woman. Plus, I need to do research.”

      “Research?” She raised a brow. “On what?”

      “On what it’s like to kiss a beautiful woman.”

      “Nerd,” she said. But she fanned her face, looking somewhat pleased.

      “Come on, it’s nothing serious. Besides, you said there was no way I would win.”

      She pursed her lips and then nodded. “True.” She stood, stretching with her hands behind her back, emphasizing her breasts in a way that made Luka’s mouth dry, even though he turned away as soon as he noticed. “Let’s do this.”

      Luka grinned as he picked up his ball to wait for his turn. Everything was normal again, and he wasn’t going to think about that “mate” thing that had thrown him off guard.

      Clearly, he hadn’t been thinking straight. It had been a wild hare, nothing more. It was the term used by most dragons to describe their women, and right now, Iris felt like his.

      But she wasn’t, and she didn’t want that, and Luka had always known that he probably would never be mated. It just wasn’t in the cards.

      So he forced himself to focus because she might not be destined to mate him, but he still really wanted that kiss.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “What the…? How the…?” Iris was ruffling her curls as she paced in front of the scoreboard, a deep blush on her cheeks as she stared at the lane and then their scores. “It’s not possible. You didn’t even know how to bowl!”

      Luka just shrugged, feeling pleased with himself. He’d been right. His dragon strength had been a huge asset in bowling once he’d figured out how to make it look more normal. It was cheating, a bit, but no more cheating than it was for Iris to have way more experience.

      “I mean, some of those angles shouldn’t even have been possible,” she said, eyes widening slightly as he stood up to walk over to her. “You didn’t even… hit the right places for a strike, but they all went down.”

      He brushed an errant curl behind one ear. “I’m strong, I guess.”

      She pouted, folding her arms. “It still shouldn’t be possible.” Then she looked up at him, and her eyes darkened with some unknown emotion. Her gaze fell to his lips, and her tongue wet her lower lip in anticipation. “Still, it’s not all bad. Too bad for you, I actually wanted this prize.”

      His core tightened at the way she looked at him. He tried not to stare at her still-glistening lower lip. “Oh yeah? I thought you didn’t want commitment.”

      She put a hand on his chest tentatively. “Commitment has nothing to do with it. I still like to have fun.”

      He sucked his lower lip in, imagining all the things that could be “fun” with her. “I get it.”

      She looked up at him nervously and let out a little sigh. “Well, okay then. Claim your prize.”

      And then it was like there was only the two of them in the whole world. Like no one else in the bowling alley existed. Just Iris, with her hand on his chest, looking up expectantly.

      He wasn’t sure he could have gone through with it if she didn’t seem just as into it as well, so he was glad she had wanted his prize, too.

      She was attracted to him, as he was to her. Damn, they were well-suited.

      He cupped the back of her head, feeling soft curls, and dipped his head to kiss her.

      Her lips were softer and fuller than he’d ever imagined, and his whole body tightened in response to the warm wetness of her mouth as she opened it slightly, inviting him in.

      He went, tentatively, lightly tasting her lower lip before slipping his tongue in to stroke lightly against hers. She let out a muffled moan, and her hands gripped his shirtfront, keeping him close, locked in the kiss.

      As her tongue pressed against his, greedily twisting and playing, inviting him to take the dominant role, to go ever more deeply inside, he felt the dragon inside him stir and wake up.

      As he kissed her until she couldn’t stand straight and he had to hold her around the waist to keep her safe in his arms, he felt wings unfurl in his soul.

      Finally, he pulled back, wanting to see her, wanting to reassure himself that it could really be Iris reacting this way in his arms.

      What he saw was beyond even his imagination. Gorgeous Iris, looking up at him like he was everything, her lips swollen from kisses, her eyes wide with need. He helped her as she slowly regained her balance, standing on shaky legs and moving her dress back into place.

      “Oh my God,” she said, touching her lips gently. “That was amazing.”

      He smiled down at her, trying not to let the thoughts inside him tumble out. “I’m glad.”

      “I want to do that again,” she said, wetting her lips quickly, staring at his mouth. “I know it’s crazy, given everything happening, but that was incredibly good, right?”

      He didn’t really have anything to compare it to. He couldn’t remember if he’d ever kissed anyone before. He’d been so focused on Alek, on duty… Now his world was upside down because he was getting the feeling that something he’d never contemplated was not only possible, but important to every part of his soul.

      She was his mate. He was now sure of it. And as much as she wanted to kiss him, he wanted to kiss her, too.

      But still…

      “Where is this going?” Luka asked tentatively, resting his hands on her arms. “If we do more, if we…”

      She pressed a hand to his chest again, feeling his heartbeat, then looked up at him with a warm expression. “I like what we’re doing. I just don’t know if I can get really deep…”

      “Deep?”

      “I mean too serious too quickly. I can’t make any promises. I’m not looking for a commitment right now, but… I won’t always be working on tenure.”

      It wasn’t a promise, but it was enough for him. He dipped his head again to kiss her, but she put a hand up, blocking it.

      “As much as I want to, we should probably take this somewhere else.”

      “Where?” Luka asked somewhat impatiently, wanting to touch and be close to his mate again. “I don’t want Chelle and Dmitri around.”

      Iris brightened. “My place. I live alone there. We can have all the privacy we want.”

      Luka nodded, feeling like he’d never wanted anything more in his life than to go to her house at that moment.

      He hurried to take off his stupid bowling shoes.
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      The short walk back to her apartment had never felt longer for Iris. Despite the cold, late-winter chill outside, her body felt incredibly warm from head to toe, with the intense memory of Luka’s lips on hers and the promise of much more buzzing in her brain.

      Somewhere along the way, Luka had taken her hand. And she’d held on tight, leading the way for them both across the campus, toward a huddled row of small brick buildings.

      By the time they were at her door, she could barely stand the anticipation, fumbling with her keys, trying to find the right one.

      “Can I help?” Luka offered. Just glancing up at him made her knees feel slightly wobbly.

      “I got it.” The key clicked in, and the door swung open. Luka followed in behind her, and once she’d shut and locked the door, she turned to face him. “But as for helping…” She gave him a long once-over, still hungry for more of his kisses.

      “I get it.” He closed the few feet of distance between them with a single step, and he was towering over her, piercing light-blue eyes shimmering in the relative dim of her lamp-lit place. She felt his hand on her hip, pulling her closer into her, and her body shuddered slightly at the intensity of it, the sheer directness of the action. “And yes, I would love to help.”

      Before Iris could reconsider her own attempt at innuendo, Luka’s mouth crashed over hers in a powerful kiss. She melted instantly into the feel of it, parting her lips and letting him claim her with his tongue.

      He was shockingly deft, swiping inside and making little sparks of arousal course along her skin. For a split second, her legs buckled, but then suddenly, she felt lifted off the ground by Luka’s hands on her thighs.

      She’d never felt so light before, so easily lifted, as Luka’s kisses became more ravenous, matching her own incredible need for more. He placed her back to the door, pushing himself against her, and Iris wrapped her legs around the small of his back, liking the way she could feel thick muscles against her skin.

      By now, he was kissing feverishly at her ear, then down her neck. Each touch was like a little fire that kept burning brighter the longer his lips lingered. And when he stroked her earlobe lightly between his teeth, it made her entire body tense from how wonderful it felt.

      She pressed herself into Luka harder, wrapping her arms around his shoulders and coiling into him, wanting to be closer. His firm pecs were a stark contrast to her breasts pressing against him, his tight core and steel-strong arms surrounding her with so much masculine strength it was overwhelming.

      Then he was kissing lower, burying his head at the base of her neck while he carried her toward her modest couch in the living room. She glanced around, suddenly worried she might have left something out, not expecting company. But by the time he plopped her down on the couch, not breaking the contact of his lips down her clavicle, she couldn’t care about how her place looked.

      She just didn’t want him to stop what they were doing.

      Iris played with the hem of the fitted T-shirt he’d worn for their “date,” letting her fingers course over shockingly sculpted abdominals. As his kisses teased along the upper ridge of her chest and sternum, Iris’s body practically screamed at her for more, unable to stop the collision course that had started so simple and yet felt impossible to deviate from now.

      Iris pulled down a shoulder of her sweater dress, and Luka moved with an almost primitive ferocity to devour the newly available skin with kisses. He was so close to her breast now, licking along the edge of her bra, making her wet and wanting from the touch.

      She wanted him to touch her everywhere. Wanted him to mark her all over with those full lips and dexterous tongue.

      But when she tried to undo the buckle of her belt at her waist, she fumbled with the clasp. Suddenly, his hands were on hers, helping her undo it, and it fell to the side.

      And as it did, their fingers entwined, the sensation of his huge palms wrapped around hers almost sweet as they paused for a moment. Iris looked at Luka’s face, and his icy-blue eyes were awash with emotion and want that matched everything she felt inside.

      Yet beneath the passion, she could sense he was in complete control, both of himself and the moment. Somehow, she’d never felt safer with anyone in her life than she did with him.

      Luka came in to kiss her again, and she pulled his hands lower, down her body so they could pull her dress up and get it out of the way. But just the feel of his hands in hers as they drifted down, so close to her center, made her body go tight with the inability to wait any longer.

      So she took one of his hands and pulled it lower, hoping he was as impatient as she was.

      And without a word, he closed the last inch, cupping her sex with his hand, then stroking a finger directly over her clit, the thin material of her panties practically nonexistent against his firm touch.

      “Oh God,” she gasped out, the sudden leap from sensual foreplay into erotic action almost too much to hold on to. But Luka didn’t hold back from her, letting his hand do all the talking as he kept his lips locked onto her neck, then her ear.

      He was like a storm that began simply as a cloud on the horizon. Yes, Iris had seen just how incredibly attractive, how alluring he was. But behind the veneer of his logic and curiosity and coolheaded nature, Luka had somehow hidden an insatiable beast of a lover that blew away all her preconceived notions of who and what he was.

      Iris didn’t even try to hold on, knowing her release was about to break free seconds before it even happened. His finger moving with just the perfect combination of roughness and speed was just too much.

      “Luka.” His name on her lips was strained as her entire body spasmed as she came. Her fingers dug into his sides, and Luka went completely still, just watching and waiting for her as incredible waves of pleasure rolled over and through her.

      Iris wasn’t sure she’d ever come that fast in her life, ever. Which only meant the chemistry between them really was as amazing as she’d suspected it was back at the bowling alley.

      The dress she’d worn felt all too hot and stuffy, and Luka helped her hoist it over her shoulders. A moment later, her bra fell away, too, and Luka’s hands on her breasts felt like heaven, kneading and squeezing the soft skin in a way that made her back arch with pleasure.

      A small voice at the back of her head wondered what the hell they were doing on her couch and not in her bedroom. But Luka’s mouth sucking on one nipple as he pressed his thumb lightly into the other made that thought disappear into much simpler, pleasurable sensations.

      She felt trapped against his body in the most sensual of ways. Surrounded by masculinity, with no escape from her own pleasure that he seemed utterly insistent on giving. Thankfully, when she pulled up his shirt, he relented for a moment and threw it off for her, letting her soak in his absolutely mouthwatering body even as he inundated her with more of his kisses.

      The ridges of his abs were so defined they were like a statue’s. His pecs, so firm and square, seemed brutish, almost in defiance of his intellectual nature. She could make out each thickly corded layer of muscle fiber running down his shoulders to his biceps and forearms. Watching him move over her, touching and arousing her, was almost like being in some sort of dream world.

      But her perusal didn’t last long as he pulled aside the yielding material of her panties, letting his finger come directly over her clit. It took only the slightest brush of the tip of his digit to almost make her come again, but this time, Iris held her breath, trying to fight back the intense tightness that signaled her body coming close to the edge.

      For what felt like a good while, she held on to Luka, held on to the couch, held on to whatever she could within her as he stroked her again and again. Each time, such incredible, heated desire burned her insides that she felt like it would be the last second before she came, riding along the line of pleasure and pain. But Luka didn’t get impatient, didn’t push her faster, just continued to methodically and expertly do what he was doing to her in such a way that she couldn’t hold on any longer.

      Then with what felt like a blast of energy, Iris orgasmed again. It was so extreme that she couldn’t help but call out Luka’s name over and over, thankful for a split second that her apartment had fairly thick walls. But even that notion was obliterated by sheer, unfiltered pleasure pulsating its way through her veins.

      Just who was this man? And how the hell had he shown up right in her life from seemingly nowhere?

      She heaved a sigh of relief as the last few aftershocks tickled her toes and fingers, lying back against the couch. When Luka’s eyes met hers, there was that quiet intensity again in his unnaturally light-blue irises, watching her, then coursing over her body and making the tiny hairs on her skin stand on edge.

      “You’re so beautiful. I’m not sure if I mentioned that earlier.” His voice was husky, deeper. Unlike his normally casual tone.

      “Honestly, it doesn’t take saying it out loud when you’re doing things like that to me.” Her gaze wanted to go lower down his body, past his torso to the thick bulge at his jeans.

      Damn, sex sounded amazing right now.

      Then again, she didn’t think either of them had intended to go as far as they had tonight. But that was in no way a bad thing. Just maybe she’d wait a little longer to see how things played out before going all the way.

      Still, that didn’t mean they had to stop there.

      “If you’re still interested, I can think of something else you might like as well,” Luka said. Slowly, with his palms on her thighs, he spread her legs slightly, increasing the angle of them as he came to his knees.

      He could suggest standing upside down and listening to polka music, and she’d still probably find it sexy somehow. But this… this was overwhelmingly awesome.

      “I mean, what about y—”

      “If you were about to suggest something along the lines of reciprocation, don’t bother.” His eyes were pinned on her even as his face, his lips, his mouth came closer to her center, making her entire body tense with anticipation. “Believe me when I say I find this perfectly… stimulating.”

      He paused, waiting for her silent approval. Somewhere between wanting to say that she, in fact, would also enjoy doing something to him and feeling suddenly out of air from suspense, her body mustered a quick, eager nod.

      That was all he needed, and his fingers hooked around her panties, dragging them off her hips and onto the floor. Before she could even reconsider their positioning, his mouth met her slit, kissing her deeply. Iris’s vision blurred momentarily, the heat of his breath and the feel of his lips so delicious it made reality distort around her.

      And then his tongue licked up against her clit, slick and intent, and she practically forgot where she was or even what her own name was.

      Thankfully, he didn’t stop. Didn’t tease her. Didn’t hold back. Just gave her so much pleasure that she didn’t know what to do with it. So she just lay back into the firm material of her couch, closing her eyes, unable to even process what they would be seeing right now anyway.

      And when she came, he waited patiently for her, letting her ride out every second of incredible pleasure as it turned everything upside down and inside out. Then he continued right where he left off, alternating the motions he made with his tongue, using the base of it, then the tip, then giving her kisses in between and starting all over again.

      She was far past counting orgasms when, beyond what Iris herself thought was capable, she realized she had as much as she could take.

      Thankfully, without needing to say a word, Luka seemed to have reached the same consensus himself, sitting up, his hands still on her legs, and practically licking his lips. She felt her skin flush at the forwardness of it, his absolute, unabashed expression as he helped her gather her clothes up from the floor.

      “That… that was really something else.” Her legs felt like noodles, her feet almost numb from so much pleasure. Her arms didn’t want to cooperate as she put her underwear back on but tossed her dress aside since she’d probably be changing into her pajamas soon.

      “Hopefully, it exceeded expectations.” Luka had never seemed more pleased with himself. And for good reason, too.

      She’d make sure she got to see his face when he lost control, soon enough.

      Soon enough? Good God, she was already planning on seconds.

      But who wouldn’t, given his performance? Given just how perfectly they meshed together, meeting in a sensual way that defied explanations.

      “Of course. That can’t be overstated.” Her body was heavy, begging for rest. But what about Luka?

      “Would you like me to go home or stay?”

      Immediately, alarm bells went off, interrupting her afterglow. She really liked Luka but wasn’t sure where things should go after this. She’d never had someone stay over, let alone sleep in her bedroom. She wasn’t sure she was ready for that.

      “I don’t know,” she said hesitantly. If she had a spare room, she’d let him use it in an instant. “It’d be nice to know you were still here, but I’m not ready to sleep together. I know it’s weird.”

      “It’s not weird. You barely know me,” Luka said.

      “But you’d be welcome to the couch, if you’re comfortable there. Or I could take you home.”

      He just shrugged. “Couch is fine. I’d prefer to stay here, if that’s all right with you.”

      “It’s perfect,” Iris said. “Then we can still stay up late, watch a movie, cuddle, whatever.”

      Luka smiled at her, and warmth seemed to fill her from the toes up. “Sounds perfect to me, too.”

      “Thank you again for tonight. For everything.” She stood up on her toes, still far too short to reach him. Thankfully, he leaned lower to kiss her, once more for good measure.

      She drew back, resting her hands on his forearms. “So something to eat or drink?” She headed toward the kitchen, feeling a bit thirsty.

      “No thanks,” he said from behind her. “I already ate.”

      She looked over her shoulder with wide eyes, and when she saw him grinning in amusement, she couldn’t help but laugh.

      And think about all the fun things they were going to do together.
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      Luka was tired the next morning, after tossing and turning more on Iris’s couch than he ever had on Chelle’s.

      Perhaps it was his brain, which had still been on fire after everything he’d done with Iris. Making love to her with his mouth and hands had only confirmed that she was his mate.

      Perhaps it was wondering if she was safe in her room and the way he kept perking his ears for the sound of her breathing.

      Luka knew it made sense for her to not want him in there. Trusting him in her house was one thing. Wanting to sleep next to him, defenseless, was another.

      Besides, there was no rush to anything.

      He’d kissed her good-bye in the morning and headed home for a shower, then joined his friends at a coffee shop where they sometimes went when their mates were at work.

      As the three of them sat at a table with their chosen drinks, Luka couldn’t help realizing how cosmopolitan he and the other dragons had gotten in the weeks since they’d been awakened.

      They’d only been in this world a fraction of the time they’d been in the other, but it was starting to feel more like home than their time ever had.

      As Alek, formerly the lord of winter and a ferocious dragon above all others of their time, sipped a latte calmly, Luka had to stifle a smile.

      Dmitri preferred hot chocolate, due to his relationship with Chelle and her obsession with it, and was currently sipping his thoughtfully while looking out the window.

      The table they’d sat at was supposed to be for bigger parties, but they were taking up pretty much all of the room. Luckily, this early in the morning, it wasn’t crowded.

      Iris had said she was teaching a class this morning before heading to the lab and mentioned that it would be better for Luka to join her later, so it worked out.

      Luka sipped a chai tea, which he liked for its sweetness. Something like this would have been impossible to find in his time, and there was something so satisfying about being safe and warm and drinking it while staring out the window at the snow falling outside.

      “So,” Alek said, setting his cup down and turning to business. His long, pale hair was loose today, pushed over one shoulder. “How are things going for you? I know it might be getting a bit lonely now that both of us have found mates.”

      “He’s been keeping busy,” Dmitri said, sliding Luka a sly glance.

      “I don’t know what you mean,” Luka said carefully. He didn’t know how soon Iris would want to get more serious, and he wanted to keep things private as long as he could.

      “Iris,” Dmitri said, being more perceptive than Luka generally gave him credit for. He had a soft gray hat on over his shaved head, and it softened his hard features quite a bit, while bringing out the hue of his blue-green eyes. “I know you two are talking. I also know you didn’t come home last night.”

      Luka bit his lip, wondering how Dmitri had noticed, since he spent all his time with Chelle. “Maybe.”

      Alek perked up. “That would be wonderful. Iris is a kind woman. I met her when I got my blood taken by her at Talia’s request.” He cocked his head, looking thoughtful. “Now that you mention it, you two have a lot in common.”

      “They’re both in their own heads a lot?” Dmitri laughed, and Luka scowled at him.

      “No, they are both thinkers, though,” Alek said, nodding. “Logical. Smart. I think you two would do well together.”

      “That means a lot to me, my lord,” Luka said quietly.

      “Oh, please,” Alek said, waving a hand. “I told you both to stop calling me that.”

      Luka nodded, but it was still a bit hard sometimes to remember, given how many years he’d given up everything to serve at Alek’s side.

      Dmitri let out a heavy sigh and looked over at Luka expectantly. “Well, what is it?”

      “What’s what?”

      “The problem you’re having with her,” Dmitri said. “If you were having an easy time winning her, then you wouldn’t be hesitant in sharing that you were with her. So spill it. You helped us with our mates.”

      “I’m not so sure about that,” Luka said. “I just happened to be in the middle of it all. Besides, there’s not much to report with Iris. She’s not looking for commitment right now because she’s busy with her work, and I’m pretty distracted trying to figure out where the other shifters are hiding in this world.”

      “You could talk to Lucien about it,” Dmitri suggested. “I still check in from time to time.”

      “I guess so,” Luka said. “He already told me that aside from introducing me to the gem dragons at his mansion, he couldn’t tell me much more about the other holdouts in the world. Though, he did suggest there were some around us.”

      “Interesting,” Dmitri said, but Luka got the feeling he was already daydreaming about being with Chelle again.

      “So are you still looking for a job?” Luka asked.

      Dmitri nodded. “Yeah, I’m thinking bouncer or something like it. Maybe security guard. Something to do while Chelle’s at work. They did offer us jobs with the other dragons as well, now that they trust us.”

      “I’m glad they trust us, but I’m not wholly sure I trust them,” Luka said carefully. “I’m still getting the hang of how secretive shifters have to be in this world. I won’t feel safe for any of us or our mates until I know how frequently they could be around us. Or if they could find us.”

      “I understand your propensity to worry,” Alek said wisely. “But in this case, I think you are wrong to do so. Life is for living. This is our chance to do so again. And even if something is out there waiting, it’s not like we can’t handle it. In the meantime, we should be enjoying this beautiful world, not stuck on a computer.”

      Luka raised an eyebrow. “I like being on the computer. I like learning, and Iris does, too. We just aren’t in any hurry to make things official. Taking it one step at a time. She wouldn’t be able to focus on me anyway.”

      “That tenure position,” Alek said. “Talia mentioned it to me. She thinks Iris is a sure thing for it.”

      Luka shrugged a shoulder. “Apparently, Iris isn’t so sure.”

      “So she’s not against commitment, like Chelle was, but she’s not up for it either?” Dmitri asked.

      “Not for now,” Luka said. “And I’m not pushing it. I’m just happy to spend time with her.” Warmth rose in his heart, hotter than the tea he’d been drinking, and he smiled.

      “Mate,” Alek said, looking at Dmitri.

      “Yup,” Dmitri said. “Given that face, definitely.”

      Luka looked at both of them, startled. “It’s that obvious?”

      “Oh yeah,” Dmitri said, wrapping his hands around his cup with a sigh. “Nothing else puts that look on a dragon’s face.”

      “How soon did you know?” Luka asked both of them.

      Alek thought for a minute. “I took a bit. I knew I couldn’t stand being away from her, but I wasn’t sure what it was.”

      “I knew right away,” Dmitri said. “Then again, my parents were a love match, so it was more familiar to me than it was to you royals.”

      “That makes sense,” Luka said, taking a sip from his tea again. It was sort of nice to have his friends understand where he was coming from, but it also made him a little nervous that they would see him fail, too, if he couldn’t win Iris over.

      Not that he could see how that would happen. They got along beautifully, and things would progress naturally if he didn’t try to push them along.

      He already couldn’t wait to see her again. Was this what romance was always like in this world?

      “Well, I know we’ve been busy lately, but if you need help, we’re there,” Alek said.

      “We can ask our mates about it if needed, since both of them know Iris.”

      “No,” Luka said quickly. “I appreciate that, but I want it to stay between us. Iris and I have a very straightforward friendship. The two of us are honest with each other. I don’t need triangulation interfering with that. If she wants to talk to her friends about it, that’s fine. But for me, I want to do this on my own.”

      “Okay,” Alek said, sitting back and shrugging. “No problem with us.”

      “Yup,” Dmitri said. “Whatever you want, Luk.”

      Luka sipped his tea, thinking of the warm brown glow of Iris’s eyes. “I do appreciate it, though.”

      “Look at him, already thinking of his mate again,” Dmitri said, laughing.

      “Not that I blame him.” Alek looked out the window longingly. “Why do humans even have to work?”

      Dmitri threw his head back at that and laughed. “Because they want to. But don’t worry. Only eight more hours until they get home.”

      “Unless we go stalk them on campus,” Alek said conspiratorially.

      “True,” Dmitri said.

      “Well, good luck with your stalking,” Luka said, amused. “I’m due back at the lab with Iris. She wants me there.”

      Then he paid the bill and left, only a little bit pleased by the way his friends stared at him jealously.
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* * *

      Iris let out a sigh of relief as she noted that everything was looking good with her final round of samples. The lab felt a little empty without Luka, but she’d told him to come in later today so she could teach and get a few things done.

      Plus, she had to focus while cataloguing this last round so she could be ready for the symposium. If everything wasn’t perfect, she was bound to hear about it, and since she needed to be published in a peer-reviewed journal, there was no leeway for mistakes.

      But luckily, everything seemed perfect. Barring a catastrophe in the next couple weeks, tenure would be hers soon.

      No other scientist in her department could compete. Even Talia, who was a noted scientist in her own right, hadn’t wanted to focus on tenure and research that much. Especially now that she had her man.

      Iris really liked Luka, but she wasn’t about to lose her focus. Not when she was this close to the finish line of everything she’d always wanted.

      She was just finishing up her notes at her desk when her phone buzzed, and she looked down to see a text from Talia.

      OMG, did you hang out with Luka?

      Iris sighed, guessing she should have known her friends would find out somehow. Had Luka told his friends about what had happened? Somehow, she doubted it. Dmitri had probably noticed Luka not coming home last night and spilled at least some of the beans. But she knew she could trust Luka not to kiss and tell.

      A part of her felt giddy at the thought of discussing what was happening with Talia. But then she looked back at her notes and realized she couldn’t allow herself to get carried away. If someone had broken into her lab to sabotage her samples, she couldn’t afford to lose any time.

      She pulled out her phone to think up a response.

      Just as friends. It was fun, though.

      There, perfectly casual, Iris thought once the message was sent.

      Her phone buzzed with Talia’s response.

      How can you just be friends with such a gorgeous man? Obviously, I couldn’t do it.

      Iris smiled at that, remembering how her usually logical friend had gotten all starry-eyed over her man. It was good to see her happy.

      Iris still remembered the day Talia had brought Alek in for the blood draw, and…

      Wait. The sample. She hadn’t thought much of it since the day she’d given Talia the results. True, the sample had been extraordinary, but Iris didn’t really care to focus on anything but her research, and Talia had asked her to put it out of her mind.

      Plus, Iris had known anyone in the scientific community would dismiss it as a hoax anyway.

      But at the same time…

      Iris stood abruptly and walked over to the freezer where she’d left the sample, wondering if she’d remembered to check it the night of the break-in. Still, why would someone break in for something like that? Especially someone with a key card?

      When she reached the freezer, she looked inside on several shelves where she thought she might have placed it. No sample. She moved a few things around and continued to look, growing increasingly more frantic as she wondered if the sample was truly gone or if she’d simply misplaced it in her attempt to put it out of sight and out of mind.

      When she was done looking in every fridge or freezer, she sat back, scratching her head. She wouldn’t have thrown it away, not without Talia’s permission. So where had it gone?

      If someone had broken in to take it, then why? And how would they have known she had it in the first place?

      Nothing was making any sense, she thought as she slumped in her chair, shivering slightly from being in the freezer.

      While she was thinking about it, Luka texted to say he was outside the lab door, and she went to let him in, still feeling distracted.

      Luka had brought lunch with him and was holding up a white sandwich bag, smiling, but stopped when he saw the expression on her face.

      “Something wrong?”

      She shook her head, not wanting to tell him. She was beginning to think she should have made a bigger fuss over Alek’s sample, if someone would break into her lab to steal it.

      But she wasn’t sure who to ask about it. Luka was Alek’s friend; did he know about it? Did he also have similar blood? She didn’t really know where the men had come from. She’d been too caught up in her work to really question things, but now that she thought about, it was odd that all three of these good-looking men had randomly popped up in Talia’s life.

      She had a sneaking suspicion that Luka was keeping secrets from her. Perhaps they had to do with the secretive way he used the computer, the way he stayed up at night.

      Yet, looking at Luka’s innocent, handsome face as he held out the sandwiches, she couldn’t bring herself to accuse him of anything.

      And she wasn’t sure if she should even bring up the sample at all. If it was stolen, perhaps all the trouble was over, and she could look into it after her research was done.

      She took the bag from him with a sigh, forcing herself to smile. “Thanks so much. I needed this.” She took out a sandwich and handed one over to him.

      “No problem,” Luka said, taking a chair next to hers. “How are things going with the research? Anything happen while I was gone?”

      “I’m all set,” she said with a smile. “And no, no sign of any intruders.”

      “Good,” he said. “I suppose we can relax a bit, then. Though, I would make sure your samples are secure at night.”

      “They should be…” She had to bite her lip to keep from telling him about the sample that was stolen. “And anyway, it doesn’t matter because I’ve catalogued the results.”

      “Awesome!” Luka smiled at her, taking a bite of his sandwich. “In that case, we should celebrate. I was thinking a movie?”

      She raised an eyebrow. “Like another date?”

      He nodded. “You have something else tonight?”

      “No.” She chewed her sandwich thoughtfully. “I just… Are things moving too fast?” She really should get a blood sample from him.

      No, they weren’t even seriously dating yet. Just keeping things fun. And the symposium…

      “I don’t think so,” Luka said. “But there’s no rush. I just think you should focus on your work, but when you’re not at work, you might as well be having fun with me.”

      She grinned at that. Spending time with him was awesome and would take her mind off of her stress. Not to mention sex with him was the most invigorating thing ever. When she was out with Luka, she realized how much life she’d been missing while holed up in this lab, waiting for tenure.

      “A movie would be nice,” she said softly, giving him a smile. “But if I’m going to go later, I really should work alone. Do you mind?”

      “No,” Luka said. “I’m pretty sure you’re safe here, given the other people around. Besides, I need to go and get pretty for our date.”

      She laughed and swatted at him as he jumped out of the chair and headed for the doorway. A part of her was sad to see him go, but the other part knew she needed to decide what to tell him about the sample.

      And besides, she’d be seeing him soon.

      It was enough to make her feel much calmer as she went back to her notes, ready to make another entry.
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      “Well, that was scary,” Iris said, holding on to Luka’s arm as they walked out of the theatre. She’d enjoyed watching the movie with him, but he’d picked a horror movie, and she was still a little shaken up.

      “I didn’t think so,” Luka said. “But I’m sorry if it wasn’t your kind of thing. I’ll pick better next time.” He seemed genuinely worried about it, so she gave him a reassuring smile.

      “The company was great, though,” she said, squeezing his arm. “I’m just no good with monster movies. The thought of something huge and powerful out there, that science can’t do anything about, just terrifies me.” She shuddered. “Glad those things don’t exist.”

      “Ha,” Luka said, rubbing the back of his head nervously. “Me, too.”

      He was quiet for a moment, and she wondered if she had offended him.

      “I really am glad we went together, though,” she said sincerely. “There’s nothing like watching a scary movie with a big, strong man to watch out for you.”

      He finally grinned at that. “My research did suggest as much.”

      “Oh, so you did it just to get some action, hm?” Iris pulled back and put her hands on her hips playfully. “Think you’re going to get lucky tonight, mister?”

      He cocked his head, pursing his lips. “Maybe?”

      She laughed, holding his arm again. “Probably. You’re too hot for me to resist.”

      “I know the feeling,” he said as they started forward into the parking lot again.

      It was dark outside, and they’d gotten dinner while watching the movie, so Iris felt sated and relaxed as they made their way toward her car at the back of the lot.

      There weren’t many people still at the theater, as the movie had been one of the later ones and a little long. Her nerves tingled as she saw her car in the distance and realized that if she and Luka were going to do something sexy after, she needed to talk to him about the sample soon.

      At least tell him what had happened and see his response.

      She was terrible at keeping secrets, and since he was somewhat involved, it felt wrong.

      Especially with someone she was sleeping with.

      “Um, Luka?” She pulled him to a stop. “I need to talk to you about something.”

      He turned to her, cocking his head, his icy eyes shimmering with concern. “What is it?”

      “I figured out what was stolen.”

      “You did?”

      She twisted her hands in front of her. Why did she feel nervous to talk about it when it shouldn’t be any big deal? She was never planning to use the sample anyway. “So… a while back, I took a sample of Alek’s blood.”

      “I know,” Luka said. “He told me. He likes you a lot.”

      “Did you tell them about us?”

      Luka shook his head. “No. Dmitri figured it out, though. All they know is we’ve been hanging out. I refused to give any details.”

      She let out a sigh of relief. “Good.”

      Luka peered at her curiously. “Would it be so bad if they knew more?”

      “No,” Iris said, waving a hand. “But I just can’t focus on it now, and I hate when people talk about me. But anyway, about that sample.”

      “Alek’s blood?”

      “Yes,” Iris said. “I think it was taken. I couldn’t be sure if I just misplaced it, but after looking everywhere in the lab, I’m sure. That may be what the break-in was about. If it was taken that night. But honestly, I haven’t looked at it since the day I gave Talia the results on it, so I don’t know…”

      Luka nodded. “I see. What were the results?”

      She studied his face, but it was impassive. “Extraordinary. But there could have been a mistake. Where did all of you come from again?”

      Luka cocked his head. “North.”

      “That’s vague.”

      “Do you really want to go into this? My whole history? I’m not sure what it has to do with the sample.”

      He was terse now, and Iris wasn’t sure why. Plus, he was right. She’d told him she didn’t want to go deep with him. Not until other things were worked out.

      She hadn’t told him much about her history as well. As far as either of them knew, all that mattered was the present.

      Luka looked up at the sky and then let out a sigh. “But if they did take the sample, that means your research is probably safe, right?”

      She nodded.

      “That’s good.” Luka smiled, and the sight almost took her breath away. He wrapped an arm around her shoulder. “So maybe don’t worry about the sample, at least until your research is done. After all, you weren’t planning to use it, right?”

      “No,” she said. “And I doubt anyone would believe it was real. Even I wonder if I made a mistake processing it or something.”

      “So either way, it can wait until your project is done, right?” Luka’s gaze was reassuring as he peered down at her.

      She looked up at him curiously, wondering if he was trying to waylay her, but then she was distracted by the sound of voices nearby.

      She looked up to see a group of people standing near a dumpster, talking amongst themselves.

      At least, she thought they were talking amongst themselves, until she felt Luka freeze up beside her.

      “Hey, babe,” one of the guys called, stepping forward. He had a lit cigarette in his hand, and he threw it to the side as he addressed her. “Where you going in such a hurry?”

      “Yeah,” one of the girls next to him said, leaning against the dumpster. “What’s the rush?”

      Luka bent down to talk to her. “If I tell you to run, go to the car. Don’t worry about me.”

      She nodded, knowing she wouldn’t be much help in a fight. If nothing else, she could get in the car and run them over. But perhaps they were just messing around, nothing more.

      Luka kept walking with his arm around her, ignoring the strangers, but as the group stepped into their path, she realized they were in their twenties, not mere teenagers.

      The man who’d spoken to them had shaggy hair and black clothing, and he had two male friends standing on either side of him as he smirked. The females in the group stood back, but the predatory, expectant grins on their faces told Iris everything.

      Goddammit.

      Iris reached into her purse and pulled out a twenty. “This is all I have on me. Take it and go away.”

      The man stepped forward, ready to take it, but then shook his head.

      Luka stepped between the man and Iris, preventing him from going around. “Get back now. This is your only warning.”

      Iris was a little surprised by Luka’s boldness. Sure, Luka was a tall, muscular guy, but he didn’t look like he’d been in a lot of street fights, and who knew if this other guy was armed?

      “Let’s just go,” Iris said, pulling on him.

      “Nah,” the guy in front of them said as his friends came a little closer, leering. “I think you’ve got more than twenty.” He put out a hand toward Luka. “So give us everything, or we might have to take turns on your bitch.”

      Iris had only a second to gasp as Luka’s entire body tightened imperceptibly before he struck.

      He pushed Iris back as his hand shot out and grabbed the stranger around the neck, lifting him so that his legs were dangling. “How dare you say such foul things around my mate. You’re going to pay for this.”

      The man gasped and scrabbled at Luka’s hand around his neck, struggling. He wasn’t changing colors, so Iris knew Luka wasn’t choking him, but still…

      “It’s not worth it. Let’s just go,” she said quietly.

      “It’ll be a cold day in hell before you threaten another woman again,” Luka said, practically spitting with rage into the other man’s face.

      Iris gasped as she saw two of his friends come over, but as they approached, Luka simply cursed and grabbed one of them with one hand and threw him into the other, bowling him over.

      The two of them started to struggle to get up, but Luka pinned them with a look. “I wouldn’t.”

      He was strong. So incredibly strong. Despite the danger of the situation (or lack of danger, given how Luka was handling things), she couldn’t help but be a little impressed—and turned on, frankly—at the way things were going.

      She’d known Luka was strong and cool-headed, but she’d never expected him to be able to fight like this.

      Luka looked at the men on the ground. “You going to stay down, or am I going to come over there?”

      They both shook their heads, scrambling back on their butts toward the girls, who were cowering by the dumpster.

      Luka then focused all his attention on the man he was still holding in the air. He grabbed him by the collar with both hands and pulled him in close so they were eye to eye. “Apologize,” Luka growled at him.

      “I’m sorry,” the man choked out.

      “Not good enough.”

      “I’m sorry. I won’t do it again.”

      “She was nice enough to offer you money, and you what?”

      “I… messed up.”

      “No, a mess-up is a mistake. The foul thing you said was carefully calculated to scare someone else. But it just made me angry. Apologize for real. Say you’ll never use rape as a threat.”

      “I’ll never use rape as a threat.” Tears began to stream down the robber’s cheeks as he struggled. “I’m sorry, okay?”

      “Like you mean it,” Luka said, tightening his grip.

      “I’m… so… sorry,” the man struggled to choke out, barely able to move as his face turned a deeper shade of red.

      “Fine then,” Luka said, releasing him so he dropped onto the hard ground in a lump, gasping for breath and on the verge of sobbing.

      His friends looked like they were about to rush forward, but Luka put a hand up. “Not until we’re in our car.”

      The group watched him warily as they walked to Iris’s vehicle. Luka carefully opened the door for her and, when she was in, shut it before turning back to the crowd.

      “My lady and I like to come here, so I suggest you find another spot to hang out. Then again, I’m around town a lot, so I suggest you stop your activities altogether. Because if I see you pulling this kind of shit again, I won’t be so nice. Now leave.”

      They stared in shock for a second, but when Luka reached into his pocket ominously, they all scattered, nearly tripping over their feet in their haste to run away.

      Iris’s heart beat quickly as she watched Luka pull something out of his pocket.

      Not a gun, but a bottle of hand sanitizer. She couldn’t help laughing as she watched him squeeze some into his palm, muttering to himself as he watched the group disappear into the dark.

      When he seemed satisfied with how clean he was, he got back into the car, looking irritated. “I’m sorry they ruined our night.”

      “They didn’t,” she said, scooting over to lean on the center console to hold on to his arm. She could see his pulse in his neck beating rapidly, as hers was. “Thanks to you.”

      She leaned up to kiss him, and he froze in shock for a moment, then melted into the kiss.

      When she pulled back, he frowned down at her.

      “I’m sorry if they ruined the mood. I was enjoying our night together. Truly, some people in this world are despicable.”

      “I know you wouldn’t have let anything happen,” she said. “And honestly, it kind of… helped the mood, if you know what I mean.”

      He furrowed his brows. “What?”

      “I mean, the hand sanitizer was hilarious, but the rest of it was just so… masculine.”

      He smiled then, leaning in a bit as she felt her heart rate increasing. “Ah, I see. My display of strength pleased you.”

      She swallowed nervously. “I suppose. In the end, we’re still all animals after all, right? Seeking the strongest mates?” She wrinkled her nose. “Wait, didn’t you call me that?”

      “I meant date,” he said, brushing her hair back, getting in her space even more. “But given the things we do, perhaps mating would also be appropriate.”

      She laughed at that. “I suppose so. All right, big guy, let’s continue this at my place.”

      He straightened reluctantly, allowing her to start the car. “I too was affected by the fight. I feel… possessive. More than usual. And I want to hold you, to do all the things we did, and stay with you long into the night.”

      “I suppose I’m okay with that,” she said, anticipation already building inside her as she started to head out of the parking lot. “I owe you after tonight.”

      “You will never owe me anything,” he said sternly. “I only want what you can give.”

      “Well, I want you as well,” Iris said. “Especially after what you did to those guys. I mean, how are you strong like that?”

      “I spent a lot of time fighting in my youth,” Luka said. “A lot of time protecting someone I cared about.”

      Iris felt a hint of jealousy about that and wanted to ask, but she also didn’t want to ruin the moment. Luka’s past didn’t matter. What mattered was that he was here with her now. He’d defended her. They’d been in danger but now were both safe.

      And she just wanted to enjoy life with him.

      When they got to her place, they were scarcely inside with the door locked behind him before they were pulling off each other’s clothes. As they made their way into the bedroom, nearly naked, Iris made sure to flick off the light.

      When Luka shut the door and they fell into bed together, Iris felt the rest of the world fade away. All she could focus on was his touch, his kisses, the feel of his body. The sense of something big happening between them, pleasure that she could barely stand. Everything they’d done the other night… but everything felt stronger.

      And this time, despite his protests, she got to have him gasping in her hands, her mouth, giving him back the pleasure he gave her. It was the most pleasurable thing she’d ever experienced, and they hadn’t even had sex yet, as neither was ready to go all the way.

      But when they were done and breathless and sweaty and sated, she let him stay in the bed beside her, curling around her with his warmth.

      For some reason, it just felt right.
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      The next morning, Luka was completely rejuvenated from being able to sleep next to his mate. Making love to her was everything, even though he couldn’t completely join with her until they were mates. But sleeping beside her, being able to protect her, was another thing entirely.

      It made him feel intimacy he’d never felt with anyone else. So he was still on a high like he’d never experienced.

      And while he hated to kill that high now that he was home, he knew he had to make a call to the sapphire dragon.

      Lucien had said he would give them space but to call with any odd developments, and Luka thought that someone stealing Alek’s sample was probably one of those developments.

      He wasn’t too worried about anyone doing something with the blood, since no human would understand it, but he was a little worried about it having an impact on Alek’s identity. It was still Luka’s job to protect his friends.

      Hopefully, whoever had taken it had mistaken it for something else. Why would someone in Iris’s lab be interested in it?

      Luka had panicked a bit when she’d told him about it, because he wasn’t ready to tell her more about who he was or his friends or where he came from. Not when it would stress her out while she was working so hard.

      No, when she was done with her research and riding the high of tenure, then they could take a few steps forward, learn more about each other.

      And if he blew her mind with his revelation about who he was, she could recover without it ruining her work.

      He dialed up Lucien, not looking forward to the call he was about to have.

      “Hello?” The calm, soothing voice of the sapphire dragon was still grating to Luka, ever since Luka had mistook him for attacking Dmitri. It was hard to get over first impressions. “Who is this?”

      “It’s Luka,” he replied. “I’ve called to report something. It’s probably not a big deal, but…”

      “Go ahead,” Sapphire said patiently. Damn, the guy was likable.

      “It’s about Alek. When we were first awoken, a human took a sample of his blood, and now we think it’s been stolen.”

      There was a long pause on the other end. “Are you sure?”

      “Yes,” Luka said. “But I mean, we think it was one of the humans, and—”

      “It doesn’t matter,” Sapphire said sharply. “You don’t know what’s been done.” Sapphire’s usually calm voice was harried. “The things that can be done with dragon blood—oh God, I’ve got to call Aegis.”

      “Aegis?”

      “Another dragon. If there is dragon blood unaccounted for, we will need more help.”

      “Wait, but it’s just a sample, and a human has it and…” Luka’s mind raced furiously as he realized that all of this could jeopardize Iris’s research and their relationship.

      “And you say a human took this sample? Did she study it?”

      “I don’t think so, but she did look at it some,” Luka said.

      “Then she will need her memory erased. We can’t have anyone knowing about us. You know that, Luka. Not unless they are our mates.”

      “She is my mate,” Luka said quickly. “But she isn’t ready yet.”

      “Well, you better get her assurance soon, because a lot of dragons are about to get involved in this.”

      “No,” Luka said. “Give me some time to get the sample back. I promise we can find it soon. Sapphire, she’s my mate. If I scare her off now…”

      Sapphire took a deep breath. “Perhaps I am overreacting. But you haven’t seen the creatures produced by dragon blood.” He let out a deep sigh. “You have some time. Maybe a week. I won’t tell anyone until then, as long as you can find the sample.”

      “That might not be enough time—”

      “There is more than you at risk here, Luka. I’m sorry.” Sapphire had genuine regret in his voice.

      Luka sighed. “Okay. I’ll talk to her. We’ll find the sample as soon as we can.”

      “Keep me updated,” Sapphire said. “I’m going to have to try very hard not to think about it, as other gem dragons can read minds.”

      “Oh fuck,” Luka said. “This is complicated.”

      “Very,” Sapphire said. “Look, I understand things have been confusing for you here, but this is how things work in our world. Dragons are rare and their blood is valuable, and our secrets are key if we are to survive. Please make sure not to leak anything in the future. And this human… She is not to know anything until you know she is yours.”

      Luka pinched the bridge of his nose, feeling a headache coming on. “I get you.”

      “Okay,” Sapphire said, his tone slightly gentler. “Good luck.”

      “I’ll need it,” Luka said as he hung up.

      A day ago, he’d felt he had everything under control. Everything handled. Now it was all spiraling, and Luka needed to find a new plan.

      But he would, because planning was what he was best at. Besides, how hard could it be to find one little human and pin them down to get the sample back?

      Luka pulled out his phone to dial Iris, knowing he had to get things in motion as quick as he could.
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* * *

      Iris locked her lab and walked out into the main courtyard, wondering what Luka wanted to talk to her about that was so urgent.

      He’d texted, seeming almost panicked, and asked her to meet somewhere other than the lab. She’d suggested the library, since there were private meeting rooms. She was in a good mood, both from the awesome sexy times yesterday and some feedback she’d gotten on her latest sample notes, so she was ready to handle a little stress.

      Especially for Luka, who’d been there for her lately, no matter what.

      When she reached the library, she saw he was already pacing in front of it. He was wearing a black jacket with a hoodie beneath it and dark jeans that perfectly cupped his butt.

      She smiled and raised a hand to greet him but stopped when she saw how pale his face was and the relief in his expression when he saw she was near.

      As he hurried over to her, she braced herself for whatever he was about to tell her, but he merely took her hand to pull her inside.

      “So where were those private meeting rooms you talked about?”

      “This way,” she said, moving toward the steps. “I already called and reserved one. The head librarian is my good friend.”

      Normally, he would have commented on that, but instead, he just followed her to the room she’d requested and hurried to open the door for her, looking around suspiciously before he shut it quickly behind them.

      “What’s this about?” She took a seat, trying to calm her heart rate. She didn’t even know what was worrying him, yet she was worried about it as well.

      “I… I don’t know how to say this,” he said quietly, sitting in a chair and fidgeting before leaning forward. “We need to find that sample.”

      Her jaw dropped. “Why? I thought you said it could wait.”

      “I didn’t realize how important it was,” Luka said. “Look… I can’t tell you everything, but it’s valuable. More than I knew. Alek needs it. We need to find it. I can’t tell you more than that.”

      Her curiosity had skyrocketed, but she could see how much distress he was in, so she didn’t push for more answers. It was her fault the sample had disappeared, and if he needed it, she would help him get it back.

      She would still have time for her research, since she was a little ahead. “It’s fine.” She walked over to him, put her hands on his shoulders, and kneaded gently. “It shouldn’t be too hard. It’s one of the people who has access to the science lab. We can find it. It’s going to be okay.”

      “I don’t want it to screw up your project,” he said, and she noticed his eyes were slightly bloodshot.

      She pulled his rolling chair back and sat in his lap, reaching one arm around his neck as the other stroked his hair. She couldn’t help trying to soothe him, especially when he was usually so calm. “You won’t. We’ll get it done. It’s fine.”

      “I know how much tenure means to you,” he said.

      “Life happens,” Iris said. “Besides, I’m smart enough to solve this mystery and still get my project done.” She stroked his hair back again, and he looked like he could practically purr. “It’ll be okay. I promise.”

      He let out a long, slow breath. “You’re right. We can figure this out together. It shouldn’t interfere in your work.” He turned to face her. “Where do we start?”

      “As I said, I think it’s someone in the department. They had access, and they had motive. I mean, they might not have known what it was, or they might have done it to distract me from my other work since they might have known interfering with my samples would be too obvious.”

      “Maybe,” Luka said.

      “They had to be somewhat familiar with the lab because they didn’t damage very much in their search. The question is if they knew what the sample was and how.”

      “Is your network secure?”

      “As far as I know.”

      “So how do we find out who it was?”

      “I mean, there are a limited number of people who have access to the labs,” she said quietly. “I think if we talk to them all, maybe we can find out more. Or at least distract them so we can check in their fridges.”

      Luka looked like he was finally starting to cheer up. “You’re right. We can go about this logically. Somehow.”

      “Yes,” Iris said. “Hey, it can be fun in a way. A little mystery.”

      A wrinkle appeared between his brows, and he frowned at her.

      “Okay, okay, I get that this isn’t fun for you. I’m trying to make the best of it.”

      “I’m sorry,” Luka said. “You didn’t deserve to be caught up in this. All you did was try to help out a friend.”

      “I don’t regret it,” Iris said. “As long as I make it to my symposium—and I’m going to—this will just be a temporary bump.”

      Luka looked a little doubtful about that but had the good sense to nod. “Yes. A temporary bump.”

      “So I guess we need to talk to some professors, then.” She straightened, and he helped her climb down from his lap. “I think I know just where to start. I warn you, though; this is going to get pretty boring.”

      Luka laughed then, and the sound was a relief to her after seeing him so tense. “I doubt it.”

      “No, I’m serious. These guys love to talk about their research. They aren’t the ones up for tenure, but they’ll know who will be. The hard part will be to not fall asleep when they start going on about their life work.”

      Luka smiled at her. “I have no doubt that talking to them will be a bit tedious, but I meant that it won’t be boring because nothing could be boring as long as I’m with you.”

      She felt a blush move all the way up into her cheekbones. “Aw, shucks,” she said, taking his arm as they walked out of the meeting room. “Did anyone ever tell you you’re too nice?”

      “No,” he said honestly.

      Iris couldn’t help laughing at his frankness as they made their way out of the library.
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      “Should I be in here?” Luka asked nervously, looking around at the faculty lounge where Iris had taken him to possibly interview subjects. He was getting an oddly high number of stares, even considering how many he was used to.

      “Strictly speaking, no, but if I say you’re my assistant and I need you in here, there’s not much they can do to gainsay me.” She looked around and glared at the people staring, forcing them to look away. “Besides, they’re already suspicious of fresh blood in here. It took a while for them to stop staring at me that way anyway.”

      “But why?” Luka asked, looking at the older, white-haired men around him.

      “Look at me,” Iris said. “I’m their complete opposite. Lots of these guys are smart, awesome people, but they are used to things being a certain way, and I defy that. Still, some of them are my friends. I should be able to get information in some way.”

      She read down the list of names she had made, marking them with small notes with a black pen. They were in a far corner of the lounge, and now that normal speaking had resumed, Luka doubted anyone could hear them.

      “Professor Collins is on sabbatical, so I can’t talk to him. So are Williamsburg and Harris.” She tapped her lower lip with her pen. “And Dr. Taylor has tenure, so he’s out. He has a younger professor he’s mentoring, though, Dr. Clemens, so maybe I should talk to him. I should also check his lab and maybe Henrick’s old lab, too. No one has seen him in ages, but I bet his samples are all there. That could be a good place to hide things. I think Stapleton is using his lab now. Speaking of which, he’s a younger professor looking for tenure, so he’s a suspect, too.”

      Luka just stared at Iris, admiring how quickly and clearly her mind worked. He’d never thought about finding a mate for himself one day, because he’d been so caught up in Alek’s rise to prominence and subsequent fall. But even if he had imagined a mate, he’d never known it could be someone as perfectly suited for him as Iris.

      If he’d known someone so fascinating was out there and meant for him, he wasn’t sure he could have focused on anything else in his life.

      “You okay over there?” she asked, glancing over at him. “You’re looking a little bit out of it.”

      “Oh, no, I’m fine. Just thinking about lunch,” he said, hoping he sounded casual.

      “Well, fair enough, given how much you eat, big guy. But we need to interview at least a few people first.” She pushed a curl back into the headband she was wearing. Along with her glasses, it gave her a cute, nerdy look Luka quite liked.

      She did stand out in this room, given her age and her tiny figure, but she also radiated life and passion and intelligence, and he was sure that got her a few stares as well.

      “True,” Luka said. “So have you decided where we should start?”

      “Here,” she said, pointing at one of the names on the list. “I was thinking—”

      “Dr. Jensen.” A shadow fell over their table, and Luka looked up to see a man in his midforties, with graying hair, a receding hairline, and a generous waistline, glaring down at them. “Perhaps if you spent less time hiring boy toys and more time in the lab, we’d be less worried about you making a mess of things next week.”

      Iris glared up at him, and Luka admired her ability to keep her cool. “Dr. Nelson.”

      Dr. Nelson didn’t seem bothered by her cold demeanor and quickly got back to being a douchebag, as seemed to be his usual mode of operating. “I had heard rumors about Talia bringing certain men into the facility, but it’s disappointing to see you bringing someone, too. I should have known things would be odd with too many female professors around.”

      Luka had to keep himself from cracking the table in his effort not to grab the man and show him what he thought of him.

      But he didn’t need to make trouble for Iris right now, and she was perfectly capable of handling herself.

      “I think you should worry more about how long it will be before another tenured position opens up, since I’m going to lock mine down in about a week from now.”

      Dr. Nelson’s eyes narrowed. “I don’t think that’s going to happen, so I’m not worried about it.”

      Luka stood up then, getting in Dr. Nelson’s face the way Dr. Nelson was getting in Iris’s. “Was it you, then? Do you have it?”

      The man glared at him, proud but uncomprehending, and Luka felt Iris’s hand on his arm, pulling him back.

      “Do I have what?” Nelson asked coldly. “And step back before I call campus security.”

      Luka took a step back, not wanting to harm Iris’s chances of getting to the bottom of everything. But this man rubbed him the wrong way.

      “Dr. Nelson, I’m sorry to have bothered you, honestly.” She stepped in front of Luka, much to his chagrin. “As for boy toys, this is my assistant, Luka. He helps me in my lab. As you can imagine, I’ve been busy lately. Surely, someone who works as hard as you do can appreciate that.”

      Dr. Nelson looked a little taken aback by her flattery but affected by it nonetheless. “Fine then. Don’t let it happen again.” And then he made his way, back rigid, out of the faculty lounge, presumably to teach a class or something.

      Luka sat back down at the table in a huff. “I still think it could be him,” he muttered, more to himself than anything.

      “Nelson is a douchebag, but I doubt he’d risk his career for petty theft. Then again, the grad student who works under him, maybe? But we don’t need to tip him off.”

      “Sorry about that,” a new voice chimed in. Luka looked over to see an older professor a couple tables over, waving at them. “You know Dr. Nelson has a few pieces of wood up his posterior.”

      Iris giggled. “Thanks, Dr. Hanstrom. You always know how to cheer me up.”

      The man seemed nice enough. He was easily one of the older people in the lounge, but his white hair was finely cut and he was handsome for his age. A cane rested at his side, easily within reach.

      Luka just didn’t like how often he apparently made Iris smile, though. He leaned into Iris, who was still chuckling at Hanstrom’s joke. “Could it be him? Maybe he’s being nice so we don’t suspect him.”

      “Dr. Hanstrom?” Iris looked over at the man, who’d gone back to eating his sandwich with a calm look of bliss on his face. “No way. I mean, look at his cane. There’s no way he could move as fast as the guy in the lab did. It was almost impossible. Plus, he’s a nice person. I like Dr. Hanstrom.”

      Luka frowned at that, knowing he was being silly, but not liking his mate complimenting anyone else.

      “Not as much as I like you, obviously,” Iris said, putting her hand over his and squeezing it quickly, then releasing him before anyone could notice.

      “What did they mean by boy toy?” Luka asked.

      Iris blushed slightly, rubbing the back of her neck. “Well, because you’re handsome, and…”

      “So I am your boy toy?”

      “No, you’re my good friend,” Iris said. “And you know… a bit more than that.”

      “How much more?” Luka asked curiously.

      Iris gave him a look of exasperation. “Can we talk about this later? I think I know where to start with our talks. And after we finish interviewing people, I can also have you visit a few classes while I get a peek at some labs. Hopefully, by the end of the day, we’ll have either found it or found some kind of clue to help us get closer to that end.”

      Luka nodded, feeling relief that it sounded so straightforward. Things were going so well with Iris, and he didn’t want the outside shifter world to interfere.

      As long as they could just hurry and locate the sample, everything would be fine, and he could go back to enjoying time with his mate.

      [image: ]
* * *

      That evening, when she was done talking to all of the professors on her list, Iris felt like her ears were going to fall off.

      Between hearing way too much about peptide chains from Dr. Clemens and far more than she needed to know about mitochondrial DNA from Dr. Stapleton, she was about ready to scream.

      Plus, in her interviews, all she had seen was fellow scientists who were passionate about their work. She hadn’t sensed any tension or resentment or any reason any one of them would want to sabotage her or steal.

      Several professors had actually congratulated her on her upcoming symposium and wished her luck or asked her how things were going.

      It made her feel bad for considering any of them suspects at all.

      At the same time, who else could it be? She dreaded having to tell Luka the news about how unsuccessful she’d been, especially after he’d probably spent a boring afternoon attending classes to see if he could notice anything unusual when the professors taught.

      It wasn’t the best thing for him to do, but she hadn’t had any other ideas for him.

      She had gotten to see the fridges Clemens and Stapleton were using, and there was no sign of her sample there. She’d also checked the communal fridge, to no effect. But then again, whoever stole something probably wouldn’t just leave it out in the open. If anything, they probably would have destroyed it or taken it home.

      If she could discover someone had destroyed it, and had some proof of it, would that be enough for Luka to calm down?

      She kind of just wanted to go back to how things were between them when she was just working on her project and he was there for her when she got off in the evenings.

      The extra stress she was feeling from the missing sample situation really wasn’t good.

      She was just packing up her things in her office when she got a text from Luka, asking the status of her investigative efforts.

      Nothing here, she typed back.

      Me neither, Luka replied. Though, I learned some interesting new things about human bodies.

      Good for you, she typed back. We should always be learning.

      I know one human body I want to learn more about, he replied. Intimately.

      She snorted, feeling her face flush. It should sound stupid, but even the weirdest things he said sounded sexy. She liked that they didn’t need to play games with each other or lie.

      Sounds good to me, she texted back. Then she added, I’m sorry we haven’t figured anything out yet.

      It’s okay. We’ll get back to it tomorrow.

      I know you’re worried about it.

      I am, but we can’t do more than we’re doing. Besides, if we don’t take some time to relax, we won’t be able to think clearly when we’re back on the job. I already feel bad this is taking you away from your work.

      She sighed. It’s okay. It’s my fault for not securing the sample properly. As for relaxation, what did you have in mind?

      A massage? A bath? Is there anything you usually do to take a load off?

      She thought about it for a moment, and her mind immediately went to the hot tub on her back deck. It was the one luxury she allowed herself, and she hadn’t invited Luka into it yet because it was her place where she usually went to be alone.

      But when she thought about it now, it was different. All she could imagine was steaming water, Luka’s hands gliding over her, two floating bodies.

      She swallowed, instantly wet from imagining the possibilities.

      I think I have an idea. You have a swimsuit?

      I can get one. Why?

      I’ll pick you up at seven, and we’ll head over to my place. You can continue your examination of a certain human’s body there.

      As long as it’s you, he typed back.

      Of course, silly. It better be.

      Why, jealous?

      She stared at the screen, wondering at how fast he’d typed that back. Of course I’d be jealous.

      I thought we were just friends… and a bit more.

      Well, that bit more is something I don’t do with just anyone. And the time we spend together, even more so. You are special to me, Luka. I know a lot is going on and we don’t talk about it, but it means a lot to have you around. I don’t know where things are going, but I know I want them to keep going there. Does that help?

      There was a pause. Then little dots indicating Luka was typing appeared on the screen. Maybe you’re just saying nice things to get in my swimsuit.

      Do I have to say nice things to get in your swimsuit?

      No. All right, I’ll see you at seven.

      She smiled. See you then.
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      Luka had experienced a lot of amazing things in the modern world, but the portable hot spring Iris had on her deck was probably his favorite so far.

      It was so cool to sit in the heated water, protected from winter air, enjoying the stillness of the night.

      Seeing Iris in a little black swimsuit that showed off every curve of her perfect body didn’t hurt either. In fact, it was a primary factor in his decision that the hot tub was the best thing of all time.

      The jets Iris could turn on to relax their muscles was a benefit as well. It took some of the stress away from the fact that they hadn’t made any progress, despite the whole issue seeming like it was simple at first.

      If none of the professors took the sample, then who did? Or was it someone they just weren’t suspecting? Maybe someone who had tenure already?

      Luka didn’t want to think about it anymore, and he definitely didn’t want to stress Iris. She already had enough on her plate with what she was working on, and he didn’t want her worrying further when there was nothing they could do.

      He wished he had never told Lucien about Alek’s sample. He doubted it was the big deal the sapphire dragon made it out to be, given that it could wait a week. But would that be enough?

      “How’s the hot tub? You aren’t worrying over there, are you?” She was currently leaned back, enjoying the jets behind her hair. Her curls were wet, and tiny snowflakes had fallen, sparkling in her hair before melting in the steam.

      It was a more beautiful picture than he’d ever expected to see in his life.

      “I’m not,” he said, quickly trying to turn off the worrying side of him. God, he hadn’t worried like this since things were going wrong in Alek’s village the first time he ruled. Luka ran a hand through his hair, feeling snow and heat mingling. “It’s pretty out here. As for how I like the hot tub, I need one of these. Maybe when I move out, I’ll find a place that has one.”

      “Or get one of your own,” Iris said. “I don’t think Chelle mentioned what you do for a living now. I know you have tons of time to spend with me, but I don’t know much else.”

      “I thought you didn’t want to go deep,” Luka said, leaning back and letting the jets massage him.

      “I don’t want to go too deep since I can’t really focus on anything right now with so much going on. But I do want to know some things.”

      “I have money saved up,” he said simply. “I used to work for someone pretty high profile. There were some benefits involved.”

      “I see. So you have enough to keep you going until you find something else you want to do.”

      He nodded.

      “Must be nice,” she said, looking up at the stars for a moment, her petite profile lit up by the moon. “Growing up, my parents were always working or laid off or struggling. There was never that kind of time to just think and recuperate. I wanted to make sure I would have the security as an adult that they could never give me as a child.” She looked over at him, vulnerability sparkling in her brown eyes. “That’s the tenure obsession, I mean.”

      “It makes sense,” Luka said.

      His heart ached for her, as he sensed she was still glossing over what her childhood was like in some ways. It had to be hard, and she probably went without. Given the gold he’d brought back when he’d awakened and the unlimited dragon wealth Sapphire had offered, he intended to make sure she never went without again, tenure or not.

      “But sometimes I think I got too caught up,” she said, looking up at the stars again. “Sometimes I think I was chasing security so hard that I got distracted. Now I don’t know what I want the security for. I wanted to have money so my kids would always be cared for. Now I don’t have any kids.”

      “It’s not too late for that,” Luka said, trying desperately not to think of her bearing his children. The thought would distract him for days if he let it into his head. Iris would be so cute with child… He’d be able to protect her and the child, and—

      “I know,” Iris said. “But part of me wonders when I’ll slow down. When I’ll have time to. When I’ll find the right person.” She glanced at him quickly before diverting her gaze. “And if I do, will I be able to stop working long enough to make it count?

      “I’m sure if it’s the right person, it will work out,” Luka said. “I don’t think you’ve gone astray at all. Your dreams are reasonable, and you’re still young. Life can still be whatever you want it to be. And if you do make a mistake, most things can be set right in the end.”

      She let out a sigh, smiling over at him. “You know what? You’re right. Sounds like you’re speaking from experience, though.”

      “Maybe,” Luka said. “A lot went wrong with my past life. It all ended badly, so now that I’m forging a new path for myself, I’m trying to keep a more hopeful approach without being straight-up delusional. Sometimes it’s hard to keep a balance.”

      “I get that,” Iris said. “It’s either too much worry or not enough.” She slid over to him and ran a finger down his chest. Her hands glided pleasingly over the water-slick skin, and Luka fought back a shudder at her touch. “Luckily, there are some things in life that make everything worthwhile. Take us away from pain and trouble. Help us distract ourselves for a little while.”

      He nodded, his throat tight at all the things he wanted to do with her.

      She slid onto his lap, straddling his legs in the water so she could face him. He could make out sparkling water droplets on her finely curved lashes.

      “What do you want from life now, Luka?”

      “The same things you do, I think. To find someone and have a safe place for myself and my family in the world.”

      “That makes sense,” she said. “I guess focusing too much on your career already got to you.”

      He nodded.

      “So you and Alek, how do you know each other? Why does his sample matter so much?”

      “This is what I meant about asking if you wanted to go deep,” Luka said. “I still have a lot of secrets, and—”

      “Is your blood like his? Are you something… different?”

      Luka felt his heart pounding in his chest. “What do you mean different?”

      “I don’t know. The way you handled those guys in the parking lot, the markers in Alek’s blood… could be related.”

      “Alek and I are related,” Luka said. “Not closely, though. Distant cousins. So yes, some of the same blood.”

      “Were you part of a medical experiment or something? Did you take steroids? I’ve never seen a blood sample like that. Hell, for all I know, something he took just made it look like that.”

      “We aren’t… normal,” Luka said. “But we never took anything or participated in an experiment. We’ve just always been… extra strong. Just our genetics.”

      “Fascinating,” Iris said. “Because it’s almost like he is… unnatural.”

      Luka frowned at that. “We are perfectly natural.” Natural dragons. Still, he didn’t like the direction of the conversation. He couldn’t tell his mate he was a dragon and didn’t want to lie to her either.

      Instead, he pulled her tighter into his arms, pressing her body to his.

      “When you’re done with your research, you can ask me all the questions you want.”

      “But what if I’m dating someone crazy?” She threw her hands in the air. “What if you’re keeping some kind of secret that could come back to bite me in the butt?”

      “I’m not,” Luka said. “I’m just not… the usual. But look at me. Do you really think I’m dangerous at all? I don’t know why the blood sample came out like that, but right now, I really am just a normal man looking at the only woman he wants to look at right now. Can’t you feel that, too?”

      “I do,” Iris said, placing her hands on his chest again before running them up and over his shoulders. “God, you’re buff. I’m not complaining. But I would love to take another blood sample, even given the trouble this one has caused.”

      “Remember,” Luka said. “You said things were going to calm down after your symposium.”

      “I would hope so,” Iris said. “But curiosity isn’t that easy to cure.”

      “Well, there are certain things I can only share with someone who wants to go deep with me,” Luka said quietly. “And as much as I’d like that to be you, I’m willing to wait until it can happen on your terms.”

      “I think it will happen,” Iris said. “I do want to know more about you.” She ran her hands down his arms. “I’ve never felt so close to someone before. All my life, I’ve been running from feeling something like this. Now I just want to feel more. As long as I don’t get in my head about it.”

      “Then don’t get in your head,” Luka said, kissing her forehead and enjoying the feel of her slick skin against his lips. He stayed there for a minute, savoring the warm embrace. “Just enjoy things with me, moment by moment. There’s time later to go deep.”

      “Fine by me,” she said as he pulled back to look down at her. She arched back, baring her neck to him, her wet, nearly naked body urging him on.

      He kissed her neck, sucking gently, marveling at how a moment like this could take away all of the stress, wipe away his fears and the past and his worry that she could never accept him.

      Every time he kissed her, every time she moaned, it just validated everything he felt inside, everything his dragon insisted was true.

      If it was destiny, then surely it would work out for him, right?

      He kissed his way down to her cleavage, and his hands worked diligently to undo the small tie of her top. Her deck faced out toward a forest, so he was sure no one could see them at all.

      As he freed her from her top, he admired the glow of her wet breasts in the moonlight, glistening mounds with dusky, hard tips that belonged in his mouth.

      As his hands gripped her waist, lifting her so he could suckle gently on her nipples, she arched back even more, pushing them into his mouth.

      He nibbled, making her gasp in shock, and then sucked a little harder, making her writhe. She sat up straight and looked back at him as he ran a hand down between her legs, the other supporting her back.

      “I… I’m going to want so much more this time,” she said, resting her hands on his shoulders for balance even as his hand found its way between her folds so he could stroke her center.

      “Oh God, that’s good.”

      He continued to stroke languidly as she tried to find her words.

      “Oh no, it’s too easy. Wait…” She finally grabbed his hand and pulled it up, holding it between them.

      He looked at her impatiently. “Is something wrong?”

      “No,” she said. “And I love when you do that. God, I’m already wet. But all of this, it just feels like foreplay. I don’t know about you, but I’ve been fantasizing. I love what we do, but I want this…” She reached down to stroke his member. “Inside me. Can we do that, or is there a reason you’re holding back?”

      He bit his lip, considering it for a moment. Of course, part of him wanted it more than anything. Wanted to sink himself inside her and bury himself in her warmth.

      Wanted to see her eyes light up in pleasure, her body brought to completion by his strokes.

      More than anything, he wanted them to be together in a way that was more intimate than anything else, as close as two beings could be. His dragon practically demanded it.

      But after Dmitri had accidentally mated his mate, Luka couldn’t claim ignorance on the matter. If he did want to go further with Iris, he would have to take a lot of care.

      And use protection.

      So far, they’d both been happy with what they had. Sucking and fondling one another to completion, over and over, until both of them were sated and out of breath.

      But Iris was right. Perhaps it was time for more. And perhaps it could be safe, if he was careful.

      He smoothed his hands over her waist, enjoying the slight softness there, the curve of her rounded hips. Then he slid his hands up over her small, perfect breasts, the dusky tips. He tweaked the nipples softly, and she moaned in response, arching back again.

      But she righted herself quickly, glaring into his eyes. “That’s hot, but I won’t let you distract me. I want an answer, yes or no.”

      Luka took a deep breath, then exhaled it. “It’s a yes, but we need to use protection. Do you have condoms?”

      She looked surprised for a moment, then nodded quickly. “I keep them around. Of course I would want to use them.”

      He tried not to think of her reasons to keep them around.

      “I bought them when I started seeing you, silly,” she said, reading his expression.

      “Was I that transparent?”

      “It’s natural for men to be possessive,” she said. “We don’t have to go deep for you to feel that.”

      “Of course I feel possessive. Don’t you?”

      She nodded. “Sometimes, yes. But I try to remember you don’t owe me anything, and we haven’t known each other for very long.”

      “It feels like much longer,” Luka said.

      “That’s the late-night conversations,” Iris said. “You know, I really enjoyed those.”

      “I’m really glad you told me the night the lab was broken into,” Luka said. “If I hadn’t come then, who knows if we would have gotten this close?”

      “I think we would have eventually. We just… really get along.”

      “Like we were made for each other,” Luka said, knowing he was pushing his luck with the romantic stuff but unable to help himself.

      “Yeah, maybe,” Iris said. Then she leaned forward to whisper in his ear, her full lips grazing his lobe. “Time to see if we fit each other in another way?”

      He nodded eagerly, feeling the dragon inside him roar to life. He stood, grabbing her top and handing it to her before picking her up and carrying her out of the hot tub, being careful as he made his way down the steps.

      She let out a squeak of surprise and then was quiet, looking as excited as he felt to get what they both wanted.

      Luka walked into the room and looked at the bed. “I don’t want to soak it.”

      She laughed. “If we don’t soak it, we aren’t doing it right.”

      He screwed up his nose. “What?”

      “Joking,” she said, pushing herself out of his arms until he set her down on the carpet. She grabbed him and pulled him with her onto the bed, laughing at his surprised expression as he fell over her. “Look, I have a mattress protector. I don’t care about drying off. Not when I know how wet you’re about to get me.”

      That did it. Her words made his thoughts nearly black out from sheer pleasure, and he let out a little growl as he pinned her to the bed and went to work on her breasts, kissing one and then the other, then going lower.

      He’d give her what she wanted, but he couldn’t help drawing it out a bit first.

      He was just that kind of dragon.
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      Luka loved the way Iris pulled at his hair when he was eating her out. He loved pinning her to the mattress with a hand on her soft stomach, loved the taste of her as his tongue explored between her curls. Loved the way she jumped when his tongue flicked over her.

      She was so responsive, so beautiful, making little jerks with her body and little moans and squeaks of pleasure whenever he surprised her again.

      “Oh my God,” she said, jerking up slightly as he hit a particularly sensitive spot. “I don’t know how much longer I can hold on. You’re getting too good at this.”

      “I can never get too good at this,” he said, knowing his lips teased her whenever he spoke.

      She let out a groan, releasing his hair and sinking against the bed again, helpless against the next wave of pleasure that was about to take over.

      When he sucked over her clit, pressing down hard with his tongue, she went over the edge for the countless time, screaming his name as she did.

      He watched her intently, knowing that he could do this forever, all night and all day if she didn’t get too exhausted at some point.

      His need to please her was insatiable, as if he were trying to make up for many years without her, which he was.

      Would he ever be able to explain it? As he lowered his mouth to tease her again, he didn’t know.

      “Oh God, not another one. I can’t wait anymore. Why won’t you just take me?” she murmured, and he loved that his mate was so vocal about her wants.

      “One second,” he said, licking slowly down her slit, tasting her wetness, the softness that clenched in response.

      “I swear, if you draw this out any longer…” She glared up at him, but he could see playfulness in her eyes. Her hair was mussed beautifully, her body soaked in sweat from struggling, and as he slowly withdrew his mouth from her, spreading her thighs, he saw her gasp in response.

      “I just wanted to surprise you,” he said, pulling off his swimsuit and positioning himself between her thighs. “I wanted you to anticipate this moment, getting wetter and more sensitive. I wanted to make this first time between us the best it could possibly be.”

      “You’re impossible,” she said, though her voice was full of lust rather than irritation. “Now get inside me right now.”

      “Yes, boss,” he said, grabbing the condom she’d set aside for him and tearing it open with his teeth. He’d familiarized himself with what they were after Dmitri’s unfortunate incident, though everything had worked out in the end. As he slid it over his length, he regretted that he wouldn’t be able to be skin to skin while inside her. But he supposed they would have adequate time in the future for that.

      Besides, no matter what, they would be together, joined as if they were one, and that was the part that mattered to him in the end.

      When the condom was on, so tight it was almost choking him, he took a deep breath and positioned himself at her entrance.

      As he slowly teased her, pressing a little into her wet, soft flesh, he felt her legs wrapping around his back.

      Slowly but surely, she was pulling him into her, and it was the hottest thing he had ever felt. As he felt himself sink into her softness, warmth surrounded him, hugging him tightly on all sides.

      He dropped a hand on each side of her head and slowly came all the way into her, the two of them moving as if they had always been made to be this way. When they were fully joined, he let out a sigh.

      “Oh God, that’s amazing.”

      “Perfect fit, like I thought,” Iris said, writhing slightly against the sensation. “Though, it’s so tight I’m not sure what to do.”

      “Just feel me,” Luka said. “And let me know how you’re feeling.” He slowly withdrew and came back in. Even with the condom, he could feel so much of her. He loved the view of her, too, her body splayed beneath him, her breasts bouncing slightly, her flushed face twisted with pleasure. “Iris, you’re more beautiful than I could ever deserve.”

      “You’re gorgeous. Don’t be silly,” Iris said, her legs slowly pulling him in again.

      He usually liked being in control, but he liked the way she was moving with him. It made him feel wanted, connected. It made everything hotter. He’d always been sort of an awkward person, and he’d doubted there was anyone who could deal with his odd ways.

      But Iris not only accepted him; she embraced him without ever criticizing him or asking him to change.

      He wanted to give her everything. He slowly withdrew and then stroked inside again, moving with her, feeling the rising tension.

      She began to moan with each entry, biting her lip and writhing side to side, her hands clutched in the sheets as he started to move faster.

      “Yes,” she said. “That’s everything. Oh God, if I knew it would feel this good, I would have asked for it sooner.”

      “It’s good now,” he said. “We know each other even better. This is special, at least for me. I’m glad we waited.”

      “Me, too,” she choked out, her body slowly getting tenser and tenser, echoing his. “It’s special for me, too. I couldn’t do this with just anyone.”

      She looked up at him, into his eyes, as he entered her smoothly and withdrew again. Entered and withdrew. “It’s too intimate.”

      “Yes,” he said, increasing the rhythm. It appeared at their new speed, she couldn’t talk anymore, and her eyes rolled back as she closed them, digging her hands into the sheets once again.

      “Don’t stop. Oh God,” she said, her breasts bouncing as they kept going, faster this time. Her whole body was shaking, and he could feel his muscles trembling as well. Something amazing was building up inside him. Something incredible that made him feel like he could burst.

      As they came together with one more hard thrust, she shattered, going wild with him still inside her, thrashing against the sheets. Her rhythmic clenching and screams of pleasure tipped him over, and he felt his whole body harden for a second before his world burst into white-hot sensation.

      His release was so strong as he pumped into her, echoing her groans of pleasure, calling out her name. She was everything. Only she could make him feel like this. She was the only one he would love, forever.

      “God, Iris, you’re perfect,” he said when the waves had finally subsided and he could relax forward into her arms.

      She stroked his back, her body still trembling slightly, her breath still coming in gasps. “I’m glad, because you are, too.” She took a deep breath, but it was shaky. “I didn’t even know it could be like that. It didn’t just feel good. It was so… connected.”

      “Yes,” he said, kissing her forehead, then her cheeks, then finally her lips. They stayed that way, lips together, trying to calm themselves, enjoying the warmth between them for another stolen moment.

      Then Luka rolled off of her, wanting to give her relief from his weight.

      She took a deep breath and looked over at him, eyes glossy, cheeks flushed, utterly sated. “Let’s do that again sometime.” She sighed. “Soon.”

      He smiled as he got up to clean himself up and pull off his condom. “Fine with me.” When he was done and toweling off, he came back to stand at the side of the bed, looking down at her. “So am I on the couch or the bed tonight?”

      She reached out both arms with a gesture of pure welcome. “I think you know the answer to that.”
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      The next morning, Iris still couldn’t believe she and Luka had gone all the way. Though she was at the lab alone with him, it was almost like she could still feel his warmth after he’d held her against him all night in bed.

      She could imagine now what it would be like to come home to someone, and for the first time, it was getting a bit hard to focus on work.

      Which wasn’t good with the upcoming symposium. She needed to submit some more notes, but she also needed to track down Alek’s sample… and things were beginning to pile up.

      Nonetheless, she would rise to the occasion.

      She’d opened her email to send over more of her notes when she saw a new email from an address she didn’t recognize. As a chill crept up her neck, tickling her, she clicked the email open to read the words inside.

      

      Dr. Jensen,

      Stop snooping. You’re dealing with things bigger than you understand, and you’re going to get in trouble. If you know what’s good for you, stay out of the things you are digging in. This is your only warning.

      Sincerely,

      Concerned

      

      Iris stared aghast at the message, wondering who would want to threaten or warn her. She wasn’t sure exactly which the email intended, but she knew it couldn’t be good.

      Was it one of her colleagues that sent it? She wondered if she forwarded it to the IT department if they could get any information.

      She wasn’t sure, though…

      What if they shut down her lab due to threats? What if she didn’t make her deadline? What if this thing with someone stealing the sample was all just to mess with her and take her away from her work?

      It was easy to talk about relaxing and think about a time when something would be more important than work, but that was easier said than done when security was right at her fingertips, just within her grasp.

      Besides, the threats were probably just empty. But they did press on a part of her that was so curious about Luka’s history that it could barely hold back.

      She was trying to respect his need for privacy, but it was hard when she was a scientist and had an ever-present need to have things explained or find a way to explain them.

      She drummed her fingers on her desk, scanning over the email once again.

      She respected Luka’s desire not to talk about his past, but she also knew that she needed more info in case she was actually getting into something over her head.

      But at the same time, she didn’t want to talk about it with Luka. It would only stress him out. He might even decide she shouldn’t look for the sample, and she knew it meant a lot to him that she did.

      She wasn’t even sure where things were going with him. At times, she felt so close to him, so sure of everything. She’d never believed in the idea of soulmates, but sometimes, when she was with Luka, the idea seemed not only possible, but definite. Like he was made to belong with her.

      Iris bit her lip, wondering if Talia had ever shared the results of the sample with anyone. Surely no one else had known about it, considering how close Talia had wanted to keep it to her chest.

      Did Talia know more about Alek and Luka than she was sharing? What about Chelle?

      Now that her brain was forced to focus on something other than her symposium, Iris felt a bit out of the loop. Now that she was getting closer to Luka, she couldn’t afford to keep closing her eyes. Not if she was going to get emails stating that she was in danger.

      Not that the email actually scared her. If anything, it made her more intrigued about what was going on. She wasn’t going to let anyone intimidate her. She never had in her life.

      She pulled out her phone to text Talia.

      Hey, you want to meet for lunch?

      The response was nearly instant. Of course! It’s been so long.

      It had only been weeks, in reality, but given how often they used to get together, it probably seemed like forever.

      Still, now that Iris was spending all her spare time with Luka, she understood how her friend could get caught up with her man.

      Not that Luka was her man… yet. Was he?

      Meet at the cafeteria? Talia texted.

      No, let’s meet at Giorgio’s. Better food, Iris replied.

      Also quieter, more secret, and with no one there who knew them.

      Sounds good to me! I haven’t been there in forever.

      Iris smiled. Her friend used to be so logical, so stiff, and now was expressive and prone to exaggerate. It was like her black-and-white world was now full of color. Iris sort of understood.

      See you there.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Luka stared down at the list in his hands, reading it over and over in his head. Name after name of different professors in Iris’s department mocked him, some crossed out in black pen, others highlighted with a question mark next to them.

      He walked past an office with a placard reading Brian Halsey, PhD. But when he peered inside, nobody was there. He’d have to come back later and get a peek.

      In the halls of the biology building, a few students milled around, headed to places unknown to Luka on campus in their quest for higher education.

      All Luka wanted to do was pursue his mate. Convince her that he would be a good partner in multiple ways. Luka knew that both Alek and Dmitri had passed through their fair share of adversity to reach being mated, but it was difficult knowing that Luka had to work to earn his mate while still protecting his friends and everyone around him.

      But perhaps old habits died hard.

      His phone dinged, and he pulled it out of his pocket to look at it.

      It was Lucien. The agreeable, pushy bastard.

      Any luck? I imagine there’s no updates since I haven’t heard from you.

      Luka had half a mind to block his number and forget this whole business. That or reply with something acrid. Heaven knew his annoyance was at peak levels now.

      But he reconsidered, not wanting to push his luck with the other dragons in this world.

      Before he could stick his phone back in his pocket, though, it dinged again. This time, a longer text from Lucien lit up his screen.

      If you don’t have something soon, for the sake of everyone else that this puts in danger, I’ll have to tell someone else. This is a number for a contact that might be able to help in your search. That being said, my sources say he’s trustworthy, but he’s a bit of a wild card. So try to not share too much info about you or your friends with him. Also, don’t bring your mate around. He has a reputation.

      A second buzz showed a number at the bottom, and Luka considered his options.

      What kind of person would Lucien possibly be referring him to? By all accounts, they sounded fairly un-trustworthy by his estimation.

      Best to play things safe for now, probably. Even if cleaning up this mess was getting harder by the day, he’d manage it somehow.

      Luka kept wandering for a few minutes, locating offices, taking note of any abnormalities he could spot, clues that might lead him to where he needed to go and to whom he needed to talk.

      It wasn’t until he walked past an unknown door and he heard muttering from behind it that he stopped in his tracks. The hairs on the back of his neck seemed to stand at attention, signaling something possibly important, and he leaned up to the door, trying his best to look as inconspicuous as possible to passing students while still giving him an ear into what was being said.

      “Yes. Yes, of course.” It was a man’s voice, middle aged or possibly older. But he was talking so low, barely above a whisper, which made it difficult to place.

      “I still have it.” There was a pause. “Of course it’s safe. Do you have the money?”

      Unable to wait longer, Luka tested the door handle. But it was locked, a heavy deadbolt keeping him from discovering who it was inside. For a split second, he considered ripping the door off its hinges. But the presence of a small group of twenty-something students, chatting happily and taking their time as they walked toward Luka, would most certainly create a stir if he used his strength in such matter.

      Already, his presence on campus with Iris raised enough questions about who he was and why he was there with her. The last thing he needed to do was get in trouble with security and have people on his tail while he was in the middle of his own investigation.

      Inside, whoever was talking seemed to be moving around, and there was some further talking, but he couldn’t make out what was being said.

      Luka’s mind raced with possibilities. And the group of students, clearly taking their time, took forever and a half to finally round the corner, leaving him all alone in the hallway.

      Not hesitating a second longer, he pushed his way through the door, and wood and metal groaned from the effort. Even if it cost the university some money to repair the door, it seemed a small price to pay given that there was likely a thief in their midst.

      When he came inside, a dank-looking room full of shelves greeted him. Rows of old equipment, tools, and aged-looking machines lined the walls and racks. Presumably, this was a storage room, perhaps for old things no longer in use by the department but that were kept in case they had some later use or were eventually disposed of.

      Luka made his way through the place quickly, hopeful the source of the suspicious conversation would still be around. But the room was small, visible from end to end. It wasn’t until he spotted a metal door that his heart sank.

      At full speed, he raced for it, shoving open the one-way exit. Bright, noonday light poured over him as he found himself outside at the back of the building.

      He looked all around, but he saw nothing, save for a few dumpsters and what appeared to be a small loading dock devoid of activity.

      “Damn,” he swore, cursing himself for not forcing his way in sooner. Whoever had been inside could literally be anywhere now. And by the sounds of it, whatever clandestine thing the man had been talking about could have very likely been what Luka was after himself.

      He took a long breath, trying to calm himself. Then he pulled out his phone and sent a text to the number in Lucien’s last message.

      A moment later, he got a time and place to meet that same night.

      Whoever this person was that Lucien had referred him to, they couldn’t possibly be worse than the stress of not finding whoever it was at the bottom of this.

      But he’d just have to find out later tonight.
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      Giorgio’s was a quiet little Italian restaurant a few blocks from the university, and Iris felt a sense of relief the second she walked in. Her relief was only heightened by seeing Talia beaming at her next to the hostess stand.

      Talia came forward to hug Iris, and the two were quickly led to a booth and handed menus.

      As they waited for the waitress to bring them water, Iris tried to think of the least awkward way to get information from her friend.

      She busied herself scanning the menu, genuinely excited to try some of the new food.

      When they had ordered, Talia wanting the lasagna, Iris the fettuccine, the waitress collected their menus and left them alone with their water and a nearly empty restaurant.

      “So how is your research going?” Iris asked Talia, hoping it didn’t sound awkward.

      “It’s good,” Talia said, leaning back in the booth, a relaxed, content look on her face that Iris had to envy. “I mean, I’m still on track with my dissertation. It’ll be a long time before I’m looking at something like tenure, but I’m excited that you’re about there.” Talia shrugged. “It’s enough to be close to greatness.”

      “You’ll get there,” Iris said. “How are things at home with Alek?”

      “Amazing,” Talia said, leaning forward. Her long, dark curls were caught back in a ponytail, a few hanging loose around her face. Her tanned skin was glowing, and Iris didn’t know if she’d ever seen her friend in better health.

      “It’s good to see you doing so well,” Iris said. Just seeing someone she loved thriving gave her a feeling of well-being, calmed her down a bit. But she hadn’t forgotten the original reason she asked Talia out to lunch.

      “So how are things with you and Luka?” Talia asked playfully, leaning forward as though she were waiting for a particularly juicy response. “I’m telling you it’s hard for me not to bug you constantly about it, since you’re dating Alek’s friend.”

      “It’s going well,” Iris said, playing with her straw and bending it back and forth a little. “I just wish he was more… open with me. Sometimes I feel like he’s holding a lot back.” She looked up to check Talia’s expression and saw a hint of telltale guilt. “Did Alek hold things back from you?”

      Talia cocked her head. “I don’t think so. But I don’t know if your journey will be exactly like ours.”

      “That blood sample,” Iris said. “Did you tell anyone about it?”

      “No,” Talia said, shaking her head. “Not one person.” But there was a bit of hesitation in her eyes.

      “It was stolen,” Iris said. “I never told anyone about it either, so I don’t know how or why. But I’ve talked to everyone in the department and can’t figure out anything about it.”

      Talia sighed. “I have no idea who would steal it. I wasn’t even sure if you’d kept it or not.”

      “I just put it in the back of some freezer, since you didn’t want me to look too close. I only thought about it when I was dating Luka, and that’s when I realized it had been stolen.”

      “From your lab?”

      “Yes, someone broke in. Luka was online at the time and came to help me, but that night, we only checked for things related to my research. I didn’t think about the sample until later.”

      “How romantic,” Talia said, leaning forward on her hands.

      Iris laughed, somewhat impatiently. “It’s crazy to see how you’ve changed lately. I wonder if I’m going to become the same.”

      “Twitterpated,” Talia said. “Sometimes I think it’s us logical ones that fall the hardest.” She shrugged. “I never even saw it coming.”

      Iris grinned at that. “I did. You’re too wonderful a person to keep from being snapped up for long.”

      “Thank you,” Talia said, smiling somewhat shyly. “I appreciate that. I’m just glad you and Chelle have found your guys, too.”

      “I’m not positive I’ve found him,” Iris said. “We are keeping things slow until I finish my research.”

      “But then you’re going to jump his bones?”

      Iris smirked. “Or maybe I have already.”

      “You move fast, girl,” Talia said, shaking her head. “Can’t say I did it any differently. Alek didn’t really give me a choice about it. He’s the type to just chase headlong after what he wants.”

      “Luckily for me, Luka is a little more patient,” Iris said. “Which is good, because I don’t do well with the straightforward chaser route.”

      Talia nodded. “You need to be able to take your time.”

      “Right,” Iris said. “But lately, it doesn’t feel like I can do that. I’m stretched too thin. Between trying to find this sample, figuring things out with Luka, and getting my research done, I don’t know what I’m doing.” She rested her face in her hands, trying to wipe away the tension. “I just need to calm down. But sometimes I feel like I’m missing something.” She looked up at Talia. “Like how did three super-hot men just pop into your life? Do they all have crazy blood like Alek does or crazy strength like Luka? What is it I’m missing, and why can’t I stop focusing on it when it’s the last thing I should be worrying about?”

      “Well, I don’t think it’s the last thing you should be worried about, considering you’re dating Luka. So be a little gentler on yourself.”

      “I’m trying,” Iris said. “But it’s like I know what I should be doing, and my focus keeps wandering away.” She lifted her head and dropped her hands with a sigh, resting them on the table. “Why is he so damn hot?”

      Talia shrugged. “They were just made that way, I guess.”

      Iris sat bolt upright. “Wait, made? So were they some kind of Frankenstein experiment?”

      “No,” Talia said with a laugh. “Of course not. I mean it’s just how they were born. Their genes.”

      Iris pursed her lips thoughtfully. “You’re right. I should study their genes.”

      Talia slid her hand across the table to cover Iris’s. “No, you should focus on your research and trust that Luka will tell you more about himself when you’re both ready. Not worry about anyone’s genes.”

      Iris sighed, squeezing her friend’s hand back before releasing it. “I know you’re right. It’s just hard. I don’t do very well with uncertainty.”

      “Because of your childhood, I know.”

      Iris nodded, feeling the sting of tears at her eyes. No matter how she tried, the stress was getting to her. She grabbed a napkin and quickly swiped at her eyes before the sting could turn into full-on waterworks. “It’s fine. I just… I’m so close I could taste it. And everything keeps getting in the way.” She smiled. “Except Luka. I wouldn’t trade what’s been happening with him for anything. I just wish nothing had happened with that damn sample. He seems so concerned about it.”

      Talia shrugged. “I haven’t heard anything about it. You want me to check in with Alek?”

      Iris shook her head. “No, if Luka wanted Alek to know, he would have told him. He probably didn’t want him to worry as well.”

      Talia frowned. “Well, maybe I can help in another way instead. I made some friends in IT and campus security back when Alek broke one of my doors on accident. Want me to go see if they can dig anything up?”

      “Could you?” Iris asked. “That would be amazing.”

      “Sure,” Talia said. “What night was the break-in?”

      Iris told her the date of the break-in and also promised to forward the email she’d received last night. By the time their food came, Iris had breathed a sigh of relief.

      Why hadn’t she thought to go to her friend sooner? She was so glad someone could possibly help. She smiled up at Talia as they began to eat.

      A part of her wanted to ask why and how Alek had busted a door down, but right now she knew it was better to be grateful to her friend and enjoy a moment of normalcy before everything got hectic again.

      So she listened to Talia’s plans for her new apartment and just relished the genuine happiness in her friend’s smile.
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      Luka tried to stay calm as he walked a few more blocks in the direction the map on his phone had told him. He’d had a cab let him out some ways away, just in case the place he was headed was somewhere a human shouldn’t see.

      He hadn’t been given a lot of details.

      Luckily, when he texted saying he needed to do something, Iris had said she would be doing some extra work at home that night.

      Still, he missed seeing his mate.

      But the sooner he got the whole situation sorted out, the sooner they could keep working on their relationship.

      He tapped his foot as he looked around a corner, wondering which way he should go. The map indicated he’d already passed his location, but the only thing for blocks had been a club that was lit up across the street a block back.

      He hadn’t even considered the possibility that the club could be the location for the meet-up because there were humans lined up out front.

      Still, since there was no option, Luka jogged back across the street and over to the club.

      He could hear the loud music pulsing from inside, and a tall, friendly guy was guarding the entrance. He had dark-brown hair, clipped short, and the burly kind of build that could have meant he was a shifter, but Luka couldn’t be sure.

      Just as he was deciding if he should brave the crowds or not, his phone buzzed with a text, lighting up in the darkness.

      Hey, don’t mind the line. Just head around back.

      Feeling a little uneasy, Luka dodged the line and a few catcalling girls and headed for the alley at the back of the club.

      At first, he couldn’t see much in the darkness, but as he moved into the alley, he saw a few overhead streetlights making the pavement glisten and lighting up everything around.

      A man was revealed from the shadows, and while he was everything Luka would usually expect from some sketchy underworld connection, he also wasn’t at the same time.

      Unless Luka’s eyes were deceiving him, the man had very exotic coloring, with tanned skin and hair that was a black-cherry purple and cut in a shag that reached his collar. And then there were his eyes, which unless he was wearing contacts, were the orange-yellow color of a sun setting on a lake.

      The man was leaning back against the wall with folded arms, appraising Luka. He wore a worn leather jacket with a few leather bracelets on each hand and tight, distressed jeans that looked a bit out of place on such a muscular person.

      Then again, someone with those features, which bordered on beautiful, could probably wear whatever he wanted to.

      “Are you Luka?” the man called out softly. “You can come over if you want.”

      Luka nodded, walking over to where the man was standing. Just as he did, he saw another man walk out of the club to stand by the first man’s side.

      The man pushed off the wall and walked over to extend a hand to Luka, which Luka accepted with a firm shake.

      “My, you are a big boy, aren’t you?” the man said, walking in a slow circle around him. “What are they feeding the dragons these days?”

      “Excuse me?” Luka stared down at him, dismayed.

      The man cocked a hip. “I’m Lock, one of the owners of this establishment.” He nodded to the man next to him, who appeared to be one of the bouncers. “This is my employee, Max. He’s here to make sure you’re above board.”

      Luka wrinkled his noise. “I thought the whole point of this endeavor is that I want to be below board.”

      Lock’s lips lifted in a slow, crooked smile that revealed pointed canines. “A little of both.”

      Luka found himself thoroughly confused now. “So you run a club, then? What does that have to do with finding something I’m looking for?”

      Lock leaned against the wall again, looking almost bored with the conversation. “I’m connected to the entire shifter underworld. If something’s happening or something is being moved, I’m going to hear about it most likely. Not that I care most of the time.” He sighed and looked over his shoulder at the empty alley. “Things can get a bit mundane at times.” He flashed a smile at Luka, his canines glinting in the darkness. “I hope you have something exciting to share.”

      Luka caught it on the wind then, the scent emanating from Lock over what seemed to be spicy, high-end cologne.

      He was unmistakably a wolf shifter, probably a high-ranking, pure-blooded alpha of some sort.

      Which made it odd that he didn’t have a pack.

      Luka still couldn’t scent the other guy, who had long blond-and-brown hair to his shoulders and a massive build just made for throwing people around.

      Some kind of shifter, but what?

      Luka looked back at the line. “Is everyone here a shifter?”

      Lock shook his head. “The club part is more Benny’s idea. Club Crimson. Most of the women are human, but quite a few shifters come to party. Benny likes making connections.” Lock’s smile was dark and secretive. “I like linking worlds.”

      “Worlds?”

      Lock shrugged. “Perhaps you aren’t ready for that part yet. When Lucien gave me your number, he didn’t say why. But if that goody-two-shoes was willing to lower himself to contact me, then I’m sure you’re desperate as fuck. So spit it out. What do you need?”

      Luka was still a little confused by the situation. He hadn’t met any other shifters in the modern world, besides Lucien, and he wasn’t sure how much he should say to this sketchy-looking wolf in a back alley.

      “You don’t trust me,” Lock said, looking amused. “Not a bad choice. But at the same time, if you’re meeting me, what other option do you have?”

      “None,” Luka said honestly. “I’m looking for something that was stolen. A blood sample from my friend.”

      Lock let out a low whistle. “Is your friend also a dragon?”

      Luka nodded.

      “Oof,” Lock said, shaking his head regretfully. “Dragon blood. That’s a complicated issue.” He studied Luka, giving him a long once-over. “What is it with you dragons these days, popping up all over? Used to be we only heard about them. Lately, I’ve been working with multiple teams. Still, it’s not my specialty, but even I know you’re in deep shit if you lost dragon blood. It’s in super high demand. Hell, I wouldn’t mind having some.” He eyed Luka curiously. “Some of my black-market contacts would pay beyond your wildest dreams for a bit.”

      Max made a small sound of protest from beside Lock. “I came here to protect you, not listen to your sleazy back-alley deeds.”

      Lock let out an exaggerated sigh, turning to Max with his hands out. “Look, I realize your high propensity to be morally offended, but we are literally in a dirty back alley right now, and—”

      “Sorry,” Luka said, hoping to cut off a potential disagreement before it went too far. “But after all the trouble this has caused, I’m not willing to part with any blood.”

      “Good call,” Lock said. “I had to ask.”

      “I’m going to tell Benny about this,” Max muttered, shaking his head.

      “You do and I’ll cut your ponytail off when you’re sleeping,” Lock retorted. He turned to Luka. “Anyway, I haven’t heard of anything like that being tracked through here. And I definitely would. My species is probably the most interested in it, given the experiments.”

      “What experiments?”

      “I shouldn’t even tell you,” Lock said glibly. “You don’t even want to know. Hm, but how to recover your treasure?”

      “It’s not my treasure,” Luka said. At this point, he just hated the sample and the fact that it was threatening things with his mate. “I just want to get it back so it can be destroyed.”

      Lock’s expression was pained at that. “Such a waste. So valuable.”

      “Look,” Max said. “This guy isn’t going to give you the info you’re needing, so I suggest you get out before his sleaze rubs off.”

      Lock blinked at his friend before turning back to Luka. “Look, the good news here is that your shit hasn’t been sold, or I would know about it. So I’ll keep my ears perked. Whoever took it is probably laying low, waiting to see if anyone knows. When they get ready to sell, I’ll get in contact.” He shrugged. “Though, you might have to beat out other buyers to retrieve it.”

      “I have no doubt Lucien would fund such an expenditure.”

      “Me, too,” Lock replied. “Selfish dragons, wanting to keep all their powers to themselves.”

      Luka wasn’t so sure that was selfish, but either way, he was grateful for Lock’s help. Even if he had a feeling it would be too late for him. He couldn’t just sit and wait for the sample to go to market. He needed to find it now.

      Frustrated with the lack of progress he’d made, he pulled out his phone to call the cab so he could go home and sleep his stress off.

      “Good luck, dragon boy,” Lock said, turning to go back inside the club again. “Let me know if you change your mind about selling your blood.”

      “Lucien’s going to kill you if he finds out you asked for it,” Max was muttering as the two of them disappeared inside.

      Luka let out a sigh of frustration as he walked back out to the front of the club, waiting for his cab to pick him up.

      Part of him wanted to go back to Iris. To take her in his arms, please her, hear her moan his name, and feel like everything was all right.

      But he was too stressed now, and he didn’t want his mood to rub off on her, so he decided the best thing tonight would be to sleep on his own.

      There wasn’t really anything else the two of them could do together, and short of him going on campus tomorrow to see if he could overhear anything else, he doubted things were going to get better.

      He’d need a miracle for things to work out with his mate before Lucien’s friends showed up to take matters into their own hands.
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* * *

      The next day, Iris found herself a little more on edge than usual. Maybe it was because she’d found out she needed to make some revisions to her paper, or maybe it was because Luka had declined coming over last night and she’d missed sleeping next to him.

      And having sex with him. And just talking with him about her day.

      A part of her was relieved because she had no idea what to tell him about the missing sample. She’d checked with everyone she could, and it seemed to be nowhere. Had she thrown it away and not remembered? It didn’t seem like something she would do, no matter how stressed she was.

      And with the symposium just a little more than a week away, she was stressed.

      Would Luka be pissed at her if she said she no longer wanted to look for the sample? She knew it meant a lot to him, but if she didn’t focus on her research again soon, she’d see everything she’d worked on for years slip away.

      If she was honest with herself, there would be another chance someday for tenure, but she was exhausted and wanted it to be over right now.

      But what good was tenure and a more secure life if she had no one to share it with? She was increasingly sure Luka was that person, and given just how upset he’d been about the sample, she didn’t know how upset he’d be if he learned she was giving up.

      She put away her lunch and ran her hand through her hair, thinking about what was next on her to-do list. As she walked over to her fridge to pick out one of her samples, she accidentally tripped over a trashcan she hadn’t seen in the way.

      As she fell forward, she bruised her elbow on the edge of the fridge but recovered before she could hit the ground.

      Still, the almost spill was enough to snap what remained of her patience. She was a person who liked control, the ability to have lots of space to work as needed, and lately, that was getting all screwed up.

      It had started when Luka came into her life, making it hard to focus.

      No, that wasn’t fair. It had started when that sample was stolen, but then again, that had brought the two of them closer together.

      Standing there, rubbing her bruised elbow, she was torn about everything. Torn about her relationship with Luka, torn about his stress over the sample, torn about what he really wanted from her and what she wanted from him.

      Torn about how much she loved sex with him. Torn about the fact that she didn’t know if she could ever live without him.

      Torn about the fact that just by existing, he was sort of fucking up her life and her research.

      Because for once, she cared. She cared almost more about a person than her life’s work, and that was a scary thing.

      She closed her eyes, thinking back to her childhood. To the fights between her parents when money was scarce and how loving they could be when things were good.

      Things were fine now between her and Luka, but what would they be like if something went south? Love was hard when there wasn’t any money, and even though Luka seemed stable, Iris needed the security to come from within herself.

      She didn’t feel safe otherwise, even with a wonderful, powerful man.

      She pulled out her phone, wondering what she should text him. They needed to talk. She needed to be able to focus, and she needed him to understand. But how could she explain all of that without hurting him?

      Perhaps she just needed to pause things between them, just so she could breathe for a moment, just so he wasn’t always on her mind.

      She’d never needed revisions this late in a paper, and she knew it reflected her distracted state. Yet pushing Luka away didn’t feel right in some part of her.

      But neither did letting everything go.

      She opened a text message window and sent a short text.

      I have a lot on my mind. Can we talk about it?

      When she didn’t get an immediate response, she guessed he was probably busy. She sat down at the computer to do some more edits but stopped when she heard her phone buzz. When she pulled it out, she saw a text from Luka, which made her sigh in relief.

      Of course. I’m headed over.

      She bit her lip because it was so nice to have someone that always could just be there for her. But at the same time, it made her feel more terrible about what she had to do.

      Hopefully, they could get back to normal after her symposium. Everything would be simpler and easier then.

      She put aside her phone and tried to focus on her paper while she waited for Luka to show up.
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      Luka wished he could be in a better mood when he went to talk to his mate, but unfortunately, he’d just gotten the worst possible phone call from Lucien.

      One of the other dragons had picked up on what Lucien was hiding, and they were insisting on getting involved within the next day if they didn’t find anything.

      Right now, Luka just hated everything. Everything except for Iris.

      He didn’t want them to erase her memory. He didn’t want them anywhere near his mate, though he knew they would never hurt her, given they were on the same side.

      But he was just starting to win Iris over. Sex had been so natural between them, and Iris had started to open up.

      She’d even been willing to put aside work for him, and that meant everything as well.

      But now she wanted to talk to him, and his stress over it made it hard to breathe.

      He didn’t know how to explain what might happen soon if they didn’t find the sample.

      But then a thought occurred to him. He’d been told not to tell Iris anything about him being a dragon and her being his mate, but if she was going to get her memory erased anyway, why not at least try to clue her in on what was going on?

      He couldn’t imagine how Iris would look at him after the crazy things he would have to say, but it would be better than a blank look in her eyes if she hadn’t agreed to be his mate and they erased her memory.

      He couldn’t say if they would do that for certain, but he definitely couldn’t take that risk.

      Besides, if she was his mate, then shouldn’t things go okay between them? Shouldn’t she be fine having that knowledge? He hoped and prayed that was the case.

      When he reached her building, he could feel his nerves growing tenser the farther he walked. By the time he reached her lab, he was practically sweating. Not exactly the picture he wanted to present to his mate when she already seemed stressed in her text.

      It was so odd that the outside world could make things so difficult for them when things were so easy between them otherwise.

      He’d barely lifted his hand to knock when Iris opened the lab door for him, looking relieved he was there.

      Her curls were pulled back from her forehead and pinned with some small metal clip on each side. Her beautiful face seemed weary and more strained than he’d ever seen.

      He almost didn’t want to tell her anything if it would add any stress to her face.

      “I’m glad you came,” she said, pulling him into a hug as she pushed the door shut behind him. She buried her face in his chest, and he allowed himself to rest his head on her just for a moment, savoring her warmth and the comfort that came from just being by her side.

      “I missed you,” he said.

      “I know,” she replied, digging her hands into his shirt. “It’s only been a day, and it feels like forever.”

      “Twitterpated,” he said. But he knew it was so much more.

      She laughed, pulling back. “Perhaps.” She walked over to her desk chair and motioned for him to sit down on a nearby chair as well. “Sorry for calling you in so abruptly. I know you’re probably busy, still looking for the sample.”

      He shrugged. “Something like that.” God, he still didn’t know what to say.

      She rubbed her hands on her knees, looking nervous. She was wearing a lab coat, as usual, and looked extra professional. Luka just wanted to peel that lab coat off and—

      “I think we should take a break,” she said abruptly, and her face looked a little paler as she did.

      Luka sat bolt upright, wondering if he’d heard her right. “Did I do something?”

      “No,” she said, shaking her head, her eyes suspiciously bright. Luka hoped it wasn’t because of oncoming tears.

      None of this was going how he’d expected.

      “It’s nothing like that. In fact, after my symposium, I’d like us to start back up. The other thing is I can’t help you look for the sample. I’ll give your number to Talia, since she promised me she would look into some leads. But my project is flailing, and…” She trailed off, begging him with her eyes to understand her.

      And he wanted to, but…

      “So you might have leads soon, but you aren’t going to help me?”

      She let out a sigh. “Why is the damn sample so important anyway? You won’t tell me, but you look so stressed. Is it so important that it’s worth me throwing away my life’s work?”

      “You promised to help me.” Luka frowned.

      “I know,” Iris said, throwing her hands up. He noticed she had deep lines under her eyes. “I didn’t know it would be so hard to find and would interfere with my work. Listen, Luka, I would do practically anything for you, but—”

      “But not give up your work,” he said dully, beginning to understand. He didn’t know why he felt so sad inside. He’d known that Iris had her priorities. And she had no idea the things at stake.

      Still, it stung that she wanted a break from him and that she wouldn’t help him out.

      He would have done anything for her. He supposed if he meant that, he should let her get her memory of him erased and get back to her work, since it meant everything.

      He stood up slowly, pacing around the lab, trying to stop the dragon in him from panicking.

      She looked at him nervously. “Please tell me what you’re thinking.”

      “I’m thinking I’m trapped, as always,” Luka said. “The sample shouldn’t even have anything to do with me. I didn’t take it. But if I don’t find it, awful things might happen, and it would be my fault. But I’m new to this world. I have no fucking idea how to do it.”

      She stood, walking over to him, seeming slightly alarmed. She rubbed his arms and tried to pull him closer, but he took a step back, feeling burned.

      How could he be closer to her, knowing she wanted to be farther from him? How could he mean less than a project?

      True, he’d only been in Iris’s life for a short time, and she’d been working on tenure for years, but given what she meant to him, it was hard to accept being anything but first in her life.

      Whether it was fair or not.

      And now, despite it being a bad time for it, he still had to tell her what he was.

      If she wasn’t even helping him find the sample, it would look bad when the other dragons showed up.

      “Listen, Iris, I can tell you why the sample is important if you promise not to overreact.”

      “Why would I overreact?” Iris said. “I’m a scientist.”

      “I have a friend. His name is Lucien,” Luka said. “When I told him the sample was stolen, he said there would be consequences if I didn’t bring it back. He wasn’t specific, but—”

      “Trust me. There won’t be,” Iris said quickly. “Look, even if someone finds that sample, what’s the worst that could happen? They do some tests on it, have no clue where it came from since there was no label, and have no way of validating the results. It’s such a tiny amount of blood. I doubt it could be that much trouble.”

      “You don’t get it. It’s—”

      Iris put up a hand. “No, you don’t get it. You aren’t the first person to try and distract me, though you’re the one who has succeeded most.” Her eyes were sincere as she looked up at him, begging him to understand. “I really like you, Luka. Maybe even love you, if I’m honest about it. But I can’t do this now. If I lose my work because of this, I will always resent it. So I know you are close to Alek, and it probably feels personal that something of his was stolen, but please just let this go for now. Trust me. There won’t be any consequences.”

      “I was worried about this,” Luka said, slumping down in a chair and rubbing his face with both hands. “You’re so smart, Iris. How am I supposed to tell you about everything? You’ll be too smart to believe it.”

      Her back went rod straight. “What are you talking about?”

      He looked up at her, feeling like his soul was about to leave his body when he said what he had to say. “I’m a dragon. People can do bad things with our blood.”

      She blinked at him and looked as though she were about to lose her balance for a moment. She put a hand on a table, steadying herself. “Excuse me, what?”

      “Didn’t you wonder about Alek’s results just a little? Or how he came to know Talia? Or why we are all living together? Think about it, Iris. None of it makes sense, unless the way it makes sense is beyond your understanding.”

      Iris collapsed into a chair, just listening to every word he said.

      “I think a part of you didn’t want to think about it because you knew it would throw you off track. I didn’t want to bring it up or talk about it because I didn’t want to ruin your work. It kills me that it’s ruining anything now, but the stakes are higher than you can imagine.”

      “No,” Iris said. “The stakes aren’t higher than I can imagine. What you just said is insane. What do you mean dragon?”

      Luka sighed. He’d known this wouldn’t go well. “We were sent to Talia in an ice sample. She found us when she went to take some chips off.”

      Iris blinked, wide-eyed. “Dr. Henrick. Did he find out about you? Is that why he disappeared?”

      Luka nodded. “He attacked Talia and Alek. She wasn’t supposed to get involved or find us at all.”

      “She got involved with a science project,” Iris said, looking stunned.

      “We aren’t projects,” Luka said. “We’re people.”

      “Dragons,” Iris said drily. “I heard you the first time.”

      Luka sensed coldness from Iris and responded by allowing a cold wall to go up within himself. “It’s true, whether or not you believe it. And you know what else is true? We dragons have one fated mate, always made for us. It’s you, Iris, and I think, deep down, you know it. It’s why we have fit together so perfectly, almost from the start.”

      “If we really are made for each other, you would be able to wait until I finished my research,” Iris said irritably. “Instead of making up this crazy story so I focus on what you care about instead. Look, Luka, I won’t do it. If you want the sample, go find it, but leave me out of it until I’m done taking care of things in my own life.” She turned away from him. “I’ve given up so much already. If you love me, you’ll understand why I can’t give up now.”

      Luka walked over to embrace her from behind, pulling her in so her back was against his chest. He hated that all of this was happening. He wished he’d just been born a human in her world.

      Maybe they would have been scientists together. They would have had time for a long courtship, with no rush.

      That would have been perfect.

      “Talia, we came from Siberia. We were ancient ice dragons. We can shift forms. We have powers. I never wanted to tell you all of this because I didn’t want to turn your world upside down while you were working. But people might be coming for us. Dragons might be coming for us, and—”

      She turned around to face him, and he was stunned to see tears in her eyes. “It’s not going to turn my world upside down because I’m finding it hard to believe you. And I never thought I would say that to such a dear friend. To someone who is so much more. But, Luka, that’s crazy.”

      “Think of the sample. We survived on ice for hundreds of years. I’ve spent weeks adjusting to your world. You’ve said I’m not like anyone you’ve met before. Can’t you just believe in that?”

      She looked up at him. “Can you prove it to me?”

      He shook his head. “The others could come at any time. If you have seen any evidence beyond the sample, it’ll just be harder to convince them not to erase your memory.”

      She took a step back from him. “Erase my what?”

      “Your memory,” Luka said warily. “To make sure you don’t tell anyone else. You aren’t supposed to know anyone like us exists. Not unless you’ve agreed to be someone’s mate.”

      “And you think I’m your mate?”

      “Yes,” Luka said. “Pretty much from the moment I met you. Definitely from the moment I came to your lab the night someone broke in.”

      She took a deep breath, pinching the bridge of her nose and looking exhausted. “Look, Luka, even if I believed you, I just can’t do this right now. I’m barely sleeping. I’m under so much stress.” She sighed raggedly. “Whatever this is between us, whatever your mystery is, I can’t deal with it. I’m telling you my brain is going to explode.”

      “I know, and I’m sorry. It’s just—”

      “No,” she said, swiping a tear away and stepping back so he couldn’t come close. “I can’t hear any more explanation. I can’t even look at your face. You’re beautiful, Luka, but I can’t do this right now. Maybe you’re right. Maybe I knew something was off, but I didn’t want to think about it. I still don’t. If you’re crazy, if you’re telling me such weird things, I can’t do this right now.”

      “I’m not crazy,” Luka said. “Crazy in love with you, maybe, but…” He trailed off as she looked up at him with shocked eyes.

      “You love me?”

      “Of course I do,” he said. “The only reason I want to find this sample is to keep you safe.”

      “Then don’t worry about it,” she said, pushing on him to usher him toward the doorway to her lab. “Nothing is going to happen to me. I don’t know what is causing the things you’re imagining. All I can tell you is nothing is going to happen to that sample. We are going to be just fine. Just please come back in a week. We’re both too stressed.”

      Luka looked down at his mate, feeling supremely frustrated. At the situation, at stupid Alek for giving his blood, at whomever had stolen it…

      “Fine,” he said, feeling her rejection of his worldview keenly. “But don’t blame me when things go wrong. If you still remember me after you finish your damn project, look me up.”

      “Wait, Luka,” she said, reaching out for him.

      But before she could grasp him, he was out the door and halfway down the hall.

      The dragon inside him was raging, and Luka didn’t know how to make it stop.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 15

        

      

    

    
      The sound of his own footsteps in the empty, unanswering hallways only made Luka angrier, and he stopped, dragging his hands through his hair in frustration.

      If only Alek hadn’t made the idiotically brash decision to give his blood to a human in the first place. If only the sapphire dragon hadn’t made such an incredibly urgent deal out of something that was out of his control.

      If only everyone in this stupid, modern world didn’t conspire again him and Iris, maybe things would be playing out differently than they were right now.

      He coiled his hands into fists, hoping somehow to magically relieve the pressure in his head that felt like a million ice shards slowly piercing his brain from the inside out. Then he began walking again.

      The school was thankfully all but empty at this point. The students and teachers were on their way to more relaxing, more joyous activities as their weekend began.

      Luka rounded a corner, bumping into a lanky male with a backpack on. His face showed more concern than annoyance as he looked up at him.

      “Hey, you okay, dude?” he asked.

      Luka didn’t even bother to respond, instead stomping his way through the now-empty corridor, leaving the human behind him in his desperate quest to find answers that weren’t forthcoming.

      Should he tell Dmitri and Alek the extent of what was going on? What was the point? They couldn’t possibly offer up any information that he himself hadn’t already gone over a million times in his head. What solutions could they possibly devise? Back when they’d lived in Alek’s snow-laden kingdom, it had been Luka that had tried to keep things together. Tried to appease the locals. Tried to make and execute plans that could somehow save it all from collapse, while Alek rode his delusional high horse and Dmitri just stood by passively.

      He shook his head. Alek and Dmitri weren’t like that any longer. Luka had just been trying too hard, putting too much on himself. And now, with his mate pulling back from him and the threat of unknown reprisals from Sapphire and the others, he just didn’t know what to do.

      Logic and reason had always been his friends, been his escape from a world all too centered on emotion and impulsivity. But now those had failed him, and he didn’t know where, or to whom, to turn.

      God, how had he ended up in this mess?

      His phone dinged, and he considered breaking it in two (not for the first time in the past few days).

      Still hoping for some kind of answer, he took a look at the text that had come in.

      

      Hey, it’s Talia. Iris gave me your number. Isn’t it still a little weird you guys have phones? Anyway, got a little inside scoop from IT for you. Apparently, the internal ID on the card that scanned into Iris’s lab the other night was last assigned to Dr. Hanstrom. Nice guy, if I recall. IT should never have told me since the cards are supposed to be universal, so don’t tell anyone I told. Haha. Hope things are okay.

      

      Dr. Hanstrom? But wasn’t he one of Iris’s most trusted colleagues? He also used a cane, so that didn’t make sense.

      Still, Luka was grateful for any information.

      He texted a quick reply to Talia, thanking her. He’d have to personally show her his gratitude later. But for now, he had to look into her tip.

      By this point, Luka had the entire building memorized, and he made for the stairs, taking them three at a time. The half-lit stairwell, concrete and cold, loomed around him as he reached the fourth floor in no time at all. While he did, his phone dinged again, and he looked, wondering if it was Talia with more info.

      Instead, Lock’s number flashed across the screen.

      

      Heads up, heard about some new faces in town. Came in this morning. I suspect something is going down. Might want to keep an eye out.

      

      So the thief wasn’t operating alone? There were others involved in this plot. Perhaps shifters, as Luka had been warned.

      Slowly, everything was coming together. But he still needed answers. All of them.

      And the information, though helpful, was corollary to the fact that there might be a traitor in their midst. He shoved open the door to the hallway and made for the man’s office at the end of the hall, glad that the rooms he passed by all seemed locked, the lights turned off, the building now all but devoid of life.

      Thankfully, the fact that Iris was back at her lab, safe with the door locked, was a small comfort to Luka. The last thing he needed right now was to have more things to worry about.

      He’d find Dr. Hanstrom and wring the truth out of the sniveling bastard, no matter what it took.
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* * *

      It wasn’t long after Luka left that Iris began to feel a bit bad about everything that had happened, but after a few hours, it had gotten much worse.

      Even with stress constantly buzzing around her head, making her feel like a migraine was coming on, she could feel guilt creeping up on her.

      What Luka was saying simply wasn’t possible. Was it a joke to him? Was he just trying to shock her?

      She’d made love to Luka, even seen a serious future with him when her project was done. Truth be told, she was starting to resent her project for taking up so much time in her life, and that was odd because she’d always been grateful for her work before.

      She sighed as she sat back in her chair, wondering if she should text Luka.

      And say what?

      Hey, I know you aren’t a dragon and that you’ve probably taken your screen name and Chelle’s movies too seriously, but I do really like you. And hey, this sample seems to have really stressed you out to the point you are making things up, but that doesn’t mean I don’t want you around.

      She scratched her head. No, that sounded condescending.

      At the same time, what he was suggesting was impossible. Sure, she’d seen Alek’s lab sample and been amazed by it at first. But after a few days passed, logic had taken over, convincing her the findings must be screwed up and that it wasn’t worth thinking about at all.

      She supposed that was how she moved through life now, simply ignoring anything that didn’t make sense. Anything that was too difficult or too complicated.

      Perhaps having a chaotic, difficult childhood where nothing was ever predictable had made it hard for her to live in the gray areas of life where things didn’t fit neatly into her plans.

      She sighed and rubbed her hands over her face, wondering what to tell Luka.

      She’d asked for a break in a moment of panic, but truthfully, she couldn’t imagine not seeing him at the end of the day. Not being able to hold him and hug him and kiss him and talk about things like work.

      She also felt deeply guilty. She hadn’t been able to find his sample, and she supposed that had played a part in her frustration. She’d always been good at anything she did, always able to find an answer or help someone out.

      Now something had been stolen on her watch, and she had no idea what to do about it.

      And all of this was happening at the absolute worst time.

      Not that it excused her from being mean to Luka. Or calling him crazy, even if he was.

      She tried to imagine what it would be like if he were telling the truth, but her unimaginative, fact-addicted brain couldn’t do it. Give her an equation and she could work through it. Give her a theory and she could prove it.

      But tell her to simply believe in something with no evidence? It merely wasn’t in her biology.

      Still, she tried, recalling Luka’s words and conjuring up images of giant dragons from TV. The thought of him turning into one made her laugh, accidentally, until the seriousness of the situation fell over her again.

      He’d told her it was fine and to look him up later. He’d been hurt, mad even, when nothing ever seemed to make him lose his cool.

      She sighed, propping her feet on her desk and leaning back, wondering if there was any way she could make up with him. Any way to discuss the dragon thing in a way that didn’t hurt him or compromise her belief in the truth.

      She really should help him look for his sample. Even though they had no leads, even though it was a wild goose chase, even though she should be focusing on her research, she couldn’t keep herself from helping a friend when they needed it.

      And besides, she couldn’t focus anyway. She couldn’t work when Luka might be out there, distraught. She’d known him long enough to know that he was the type to look out for people but not allow anyone to help him when he needed it.

      She wouldn’t let him down, at least not anymore. Hopefully, he’d forgive her for her momentary lapse of control over her stress.

      Now she just had to find him. Luckily, it was already late in the evening, and campus should be a ghost town about now. If he was nearby, she’d be able to locate him quickly.

      She walked over to the lab door and pulled it open… just in time to see men standing in front of the door, blocking it.

      Her eyes widened as she looked down to see one of them had a key card in his hand and was holding it up to the doorway.

      “Hm,” the big guy said, stepping forward into the lab while the others followed, blocking her escape. “Thought we would have to sneak in here. Saved us the trouble.” He had blond hair and a huge build that reminded her of Luka, but he was less refined. He gave her a crooked smile as he continued to walk forward. Then he stopped with a hand on his hip. “You’re coming with us now.”

      She took a step back, looking around for an exit. Things just got weirder every day, when her life had been so quiet before. “What do you want with me?”

      The men began to fan out around her, closing in ominously. They weren’t as tall as Luka and his friends, but it was enough to make her feel small.

      “Not too much,” the lead man said, reaching out for her. “Just a little dragon insurance is all.”

      His hand covered her mouth, and he jerked her in against him before she could scream.
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      To Luka’s absolute chagrin, he was unable to find much of anything in Dr. Hanstrom’s office or his lab.

      Both were modest facilities, not particularly large nor small. This time, he hadn’t even regretted breaking in, knowing that the inconvenience of a couple torn doors would be a small thing compared to everything currently at stake.

      But aside from a few old leftovers, Hanstrom’s small fridge held a whole lot of nothing, which was odd considering how extensively Iris seemed to use every last inch of her space.

      He’d been careful not to mess the place up too quickly in his haste. But Luka was about to literally tear the walls off of the place if he didn’t find something soon.

      He stopped for a moment in the center of the room, hoping to see if his eyes or other senses could detect something out of place or perhaps out of the ordinary.

      Instead, from outside the door, he heard a rustling sound coming from the hall. So he followed the noise, which took him out of the lab and into the empty expanse.

      Funny, Luka certainly hadn’t seen anyone around.

      Yet he heard a few more scrapes, like something heavy being moved around. Thankfully, his keen senses didn’t take long to locate its source, a closed door simply marked Utility Closet.

      He tested the handle and, upon finding it locked, ripped off the metal fixture and burst inside, far too tired and stressed to handle this with any sort of discretion.

      If it was just two students carousing or a late-night janitor getting in extra hours on a Friday night, he’d leave them be.

      As the door rocketed open, hitting the wall as it swung inward, a short man bolted upright in the corner of the small space. Immediately, Luka recognized Dr. Hanstrom from his glasses and gray hair.

      “My, you’ve startled me. Who’s there?” Hanstrom asked, the sight line between them obscured by several heavy-laden shelves of cleaning supplies.

      Luka rounded the corner, coming right into view. To his shock, he saw a small metallic box that resembled a small refrigerator unit, currently open and half-ensconced behind what looked like boxes of chemicals. From what Luka could surmise, Hanstrom had kept it hidden back here, out of sight, and been making noise in his attempt to extract it from its hiding place.

      Inside the fridge, lying atop a metal rack, Luka could see a single, small, unmarked glass vial full of a blood-red substance.

      “Oh, you’re Dr. Jensen’s friend, aren’t you? You shouldn’t be here.” Hanstrom was practically trembling as he spoke, looking up at Luka’s face, which certainly held an expression that would make even the bravest of humans wither beneath it.

      “It was you, wasn’t it?” Luka’s voice was a growl, frustration boiling over long before any sort of relief could settle in.

      “What do you mean? It was—”

      Luka’s hands were on the lapels of Hanstrom’s blue wool coat in an instant, lifting him off the floor so he could look at the weasel eye to eye. Hanstrom, smaller than even the average human, yelped, his legs dangling above the ground.

      “Why do you have this here? How do you have this here? How did you get this?” Luka’s mind was racing so fast, so many questions that he needed answers for. Now.

      “I… I don’t know what you’re talking about. This is a private matter.” He tried feebly to shake himself free of Luka’s grip, but it only got tighter.

      “Tell me the truth, you lying bastard.”

      Hanstrom’s eyes went wide with fear, his face going pale. Sure, Luka didn’t plan to kill this man. But that didn’t mean he was going to let him off easy.

      “All right, I’ll talk. I’ll talk. Just don’t hurt me.” He raised his hands protectively, as if Luka were about to strike him. “Yes, this is the sample that Iris took. I have it here.”

      “I know that,” Luka spat. “How did you get it. Who’s coming for it?”

      “I… I don’t know. Ever since the incident at Dr. Henrick’s lab, there have been rumors on campus. Rumors about several men like you. Huge ones.”

      “And what does this have to do with you being a thief?”

      “I was drunk one night, at the bar. I was talking with a stranger, some random fellow. I gossip. It’s one of my problems. Anyway, he took an interest in it. Maybe a little too much interest. Asked me what the men looked like, if there were any supernatural occurrences or anything out of the ordinary. I told him Dr. Henrick disappeared, that his lab had been ransacked from end to end, according to some undergrads.” His babbling was pissing Luka off. “Also that some storms had appeared.”

      “Get to the part where you’re a piece of shit, Hanstrom,” Luka said as he raised the man even higher above face level now.

      “Anyway, he promised me money if there was any evidence, any proof about this. I wasn’t sure, but he got really pushy, really aggressive, so I agreed. He said it would be a lot of money, more if they could find something specific. I knew that Iris always drew blood for Talia, so I let the guy use my key card so he could take a look in both of their labs. I didn’t expect him to find anything. It was supposed to be a lot of money, but I wasn’t trying to get anyone hurt.”

      “It’s your fault all of this happened. So it was this man that came in a few nights ago and stole the vial?”

      Hanstrom shook his head yes. Luka was just glad nothing had happened to her back then. Whoever this guy was, he’d been more interested in finding evidence of dragons than doing anything to Iris.

      Luka didn’t think he’d let Iris be alone another day of their lives after all of this.

      “When the man met up with me that same night, he took a small drop of blood on a glass slide and handed me the rest. Told me to keep it safe while he got something verified. Said that it was special, the find of a century for him, and that if it was real, he’d come back with friends and a whole lot more money. You’ve got to believe me. We professors don’t make a lot. I was hoping to save up for a cabin in Wi—”

      “I don’t care about your financial woes, doctor. What else did they say? Did he tell you what it was, why he wanted it?”

      “No. Nothing. But I’m telling you this man is dangerous. And if his friends are like him, they’ll be dangerous, too. I don’t know why I ever got involved in the first place. I didn’t think anyone would get in trouble.”

      “The only person that’s going to be in trouble here is you if you don’t tell me where they are now.”

      “The basketball gym. I got a text telling me to meet them there this evening and to bring the sample and not be followed. What are you going to do to me? Oh, please don’t hurt me. Please don’t hurt me.” There were tears in his eyes as he begged. But even though Luka didn’t think he deserved violence, that didn’t mean he pitied him.

      It had been so long since Luka had interacted with such pathetic, foul humans that he had forgotten what they were like. He’d met them countless times in his past life. The kind of people who weren’t downright, pure evil, but would let someone else stab you in the back just to make a quick, greedy buck if they could.

      And to think that Iris had considered him one of the friendlier professors on campus.

      Luka set Hanstrom down, and the man collapsed, holding on to a shelving unit as he attempted to compose himself. Luka, unsure of exactly what to do about him, reached in and grabbed the vial, putting it in a little ice-filled cooler that Hanstrom had clearly brought with him for the purpose of transporting it.

      Man, he was glad this was going to be over.

      Just then, Luka’s phone began to ring, and he wondered if it was Lucien. He could finally tell that guy to piss off.

      He saw Iris’s number on the screen, though, and his heart warmed. Even better.

      But when he pressed the button to pick up the call, the sound of another man’s voice on the other end made his entire body feel like it was going to freeze over.

      “Seeing as how that sample hasn’t shown up yet, I’m glad I decided to take a few things into my own hands, dragon.” The voice was gravelly, rough.

      Luka covered the receiver and glared down at Hanstrom, whose eyes had gone wide again, apparently recognizing whoever’s voice was on the line.

      “Did you tell them about me and Iris?” Luka hissed.

      Hanstrom frowned. “They asked if anyone was missing the vial or out looking for it. I knew you were both looking for it, but I didn’t know why. I assumed it was—”

      The man interrupted Hanstrom’s babbling. “Since you’re not talking over there, I’ll just act like you’re listening.” His voice was as insistent as it was evil. And just hearing it gave Luka an incredible sinking feeling. “This is what I want. Bring that vial to the building at the north end of campus. Come alone. Completely alone. I don’t think I need to bore you with the details of what’s going to happen to this nice lady that I’m just going to assume is your mate. But I can promise it won’t be pretty.”

      In the background, Luka heard a sound he could swear was Iris’s voice.

      “How dare you threaten my mate!” he shouted in rage.

      But the line was already dead, leaving Luka alone in the utility closet with Hanstrom.

      “Do they have Iris? Oh dear, what have I done?” The doctor’s voice grated on Luka’s last nerve.

      How did they know she was his mate? Were they shifters, too? Lock had warned him there were new faces in town. Perhaps this lone person had brought in reinforcements prior to the pick-up?

      Regardless, all that mattered was Iris’s safety. He’d give up anything and everything to ensure she was okay. The vial could be taken care of later, so long as she was out of reach from those fuckers.

      “What are you going to do?” Hanstrom whimpered.

      “I’m not done with you yet.” But he didn’t have time for further interrogation. Instead, he closed the little container with the vial, grabbed it, and headed for the door. Hanstrom scrabbled to his feet behind him, but when Luka reached the broken door, he shut it behind him, freezing the door completely so Hanstrom couldn’t get out. A moment later, he heard thumping.

      “Hello? Let me out. I promise I didn’t mean anything wrong.” The voice was muffled behind the solid block of ice. Hanstrom would be fine in there for a few hours, overnight even, if needed.

      Luka would just have to come back for him later.

      Right now, he needed to go save Iris and get to the bottom of this.
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      The dim lights of Oakwood University’s modest but rundown basketball facility glimmered overhead, making the hardwood floor shine. The rest of the bleachers and booths surrounding the collegiate-size court were dark, empty, and quiet. Only the sounds of heavy boots pacing back and forth echoed in the large arena.

      There were five men in total, including the blond one that had greeted her abruptly at her lab door only a few minutes ago.

      To Iris’s chagrin, the campus had been as empty as she could have expected on a holiday weekend like this, so they’d had no trouble manhandling her across campus, taking the quiet routes until they were here.

      After this experience, she didn’t think she would ever attend another basketball game. Not that the university team was very good.

      She let out a grunt.

      “Be quiet,” one of the men said gruffly, looking down at her with a scowl.

      “I wasn’t saying anything,” she replied, folding her arms, staying seated in her spot on the ground.

      All of them were various degrees of sketchy-looking, with blue jeans and black leather jackets and heavy shoes she’d expect someone would find in biker bar and not in a university gymnasium.

      They were all surprisingly large men, tall and built. And they appeared to be fairly driven and intelligent, based on the way they’d handled things so far.

      Which put her on edge. Along with them wanting to hold her hostage for some reason, of course.

      Dragon insurance, they’d said. What was more stupid than that? Was this some kind of role-playing game Luka was part of? Some campus-wide event she wasn’t let in on? A prank show?

      But no, when she looked around at the men who’d kidnapped her, she could sense the danger she was in. Every time one of them leered at her, she felt the hair rise on her neck.

      The blond leader of the group had taken her phone so she couldn’t call for help, and at this point, all she could do was wait.

      Which is what her captors appeared to be doing anyway.

      “Are you sure he’s going to come, Kenny?” a man with dark-brown hair asked the leader.

      Kenny, who was apparently the blond, simply smirked. “Of course, Daniel. Don’t forget we have its mate.”

      Its. Mate. Weird terminology to use.

      Iris shook her head, wishing everyone would start making sense soon.

      She could only assume all of this had something to do with the sample, which meant Luka was involved, too. Was that who they were waiting for?

      But how would Luka know she was here? And why were men like this so eager to get their hands on a tiny vial of blood that, at best, simply gave weird test results?

      Luka’s explanation from earlier popped into her mind.

      If he and Alek really were mythical creatures, perhaps their blood was… But no. That wasn’t possible.

      Except that sitting by herself, surrounded by huge men from seemingly nowhere, she couldn’t deny that things were starting to feel a lot larger than her current mind was able to feasibly comprehend.

      “And what do we do when he gets here?” Another guy sidled up along to Kenny as well, hands in his pockets, neck tense. “What if he won’t cooperate?”

      “Hush, Steven. I’ve got this all figured out. In fact, I think I know how we’ll make a whole lot more than we expected, guys.” Kenny ran a hand through his receding blond curls, making them tangle.

      Two other men who were flanking him nodded, listening eagerly.

      Kenny got a shrewd look on his face as he spread his arms out. “Just imagine. We’ll be at the top at the end of all this. And who woulda thought? Just a few pack mates that stumbled into something much bigger than us.”

      “Yeah, if Mike hadn’t run into that drunk professor, we wouldn’t have even known about this sitting right under our noses.”

      The dark-haired man who must be Mike nodded with satisfaction.

      “If only it hadn’t taken so long for your contact to figure out that his shit was the real deal, we could have gotten it sooner, without having to wait so long,” Daniel said, annoyed.

      “It’s not easy to find scientists who aren’t linked with our enemies,” Kenny said with a pout.

      Oh God, no one was making any sense here. Iris rubbed her temples, fighting back the headache that was desperate to break free.

      If she couldn’t feel the solid ground beneath her, the coldness of the wood, she would think she was hallucinating right now. That none of it was real.

      But no, they were still talking, and it was still something about blood.

      She knew they had to be talking about her sample, but if what Luka was saying was true, that it was dragon’s blood, then what did that make these men if they knew about it?

      Perhaps there really was another world out there that was beyond the scope of anything she’d comprehended before. A place where even a tiny amount of blood held a high value.

      Slowly, even the most far-fetched pieces of Luka’s story were starting to fall into place.

      “Quiet, someone’s coming,” Kenny said with a wave of his hand.

      Everyone went still, and Iris perked her ears. It was several more seconds before she heard footsteps, barely audible at first, then growing, until a tall figure emerged from the dark corner of the entrance into the light at the center.

      Iris’s heart leapt when she saw Luka striding toward them. In his hand, she could see a small plastic box, likely a cooler, in one hand. His other hand was clenched, knuckles white from the strain.

      When he got closer, just a few dozen feet away, she noticed there were dark circles under his eyes, and Iris felt a pang of guilt that she could be part of the cause of it. But when he glanced over at her, his grimace softened slightly, his expression warming before he looked back at man in the center.

      “That’s far enough,” Kenny commanded, and Luka stopped. The severe neon lights above cast his normally calm face into severe relief, his posture intense, pointed straight forward.

      There was a pause as the other men joined in front with their leader, flanking him. Only one stayed back, standing next to her, likely in case she got any ideas about running.

      Which she frankly would have if they’d given her the opportunity.

      “So it looks like the good doctor won’t be joining us tonight. Pity, I wanted to meet him in person. I’ve heard such good things from Mike.” Kenny’s voice was dripping with fake charm.

      “Yeah, well, he got tied up. It’s just me. Are you okay, Iris?” Luka’s gaze met hers momentarily.

      “Of course she is. We’re wolves, not savages. Bring her here,” Kenny responded with a flick of his hand.

      At that, the guy standing next to her hoisted her roughly onto her feet, pushing her forward until she stood amongst the row of dudes that were clearly criminals in some way or the other.

      “Do you have what I asked for?” Kenny’s voice was more serious now, getting straight to business.

      “Yes. And I’m alone,” Luka replied.

      “I’d heard dragons were idiots, but you’re being very smart. So far.” The satisfaction in Kenny’s voice was palpable. “Kick it over.”

      Luka dropped the cooler gently on the ground but didn’t move it. “No, not until you release her.”

      “Haven’t I kept my side of the bargain so far? We wouldn’t want anything to happen to the little lady, now would we?”

      At that, the dude’s arm on hers tightened, making Iris wince. Luka flinched as he watched her.

      She just wanted this nightmare to be over. What had started as simply a wild goose chase had become some sort of black market exchange she thought only existed in fantasy.

      “I’ll send it halfway. You release her, and she can send it the rest of the way,” Luka offered.

      “Again with the smarts. I like how you think.” Kenny tapped his temple with his index finger while he spoke. He whistled to the guy holding her, and she was released from his grip.

      At that, Luka tapped the cooler with his foot. The hard plastic dragged over the hardwood, the only sound in the arena, coming to a stop exactly halfway between them.

      “Now go get it,” Kenny whispered to her, making Iris’s skin crawl at the sound.

      She’d never imagined being part of some sort of hostage situation.

      She prayed it never happened again.

      Pins and needles covered her skin as she took one step forward, then two. The utter, eerie silence, punctuated only by the light footsteps of her sneakers, made her back tense uncomfortably. But Luka’s face, his light-blue eyes showing a modicum of hope, gave her strength, and she pushed forward until she stood over the small cooler.

      Trying to be careful lest she damage the fragile goods inside, Iris pushed the cooler with her foot, too. It only made it most of the way to the line of intimidating men, all eyes on her, but she didn’t wait for further response, running for Luka as fast as she could.

      She practically leapt into his arms, his strength a comfort against the incredible confusion and fear she’d been feeling.

      Luka let out a hoarse sigh of relief. “I’m sorry you got pulled into all of this. It’s all my fault,” he said, his words muffled in her hair.

      Iris shook her head against his chest. “No, it’s my fault. I should have trusted you. If I hadn’t pushed you away, if I’d just given you more time to explain, given more time to—”

      Her words were interrupted by the sound of clapping, a slow, rhythmic slapping of hands that was more disturbing than jovial.

      Iris turned back to the sound, and Luka turned his body, putting himself between her and the men.

      But from behind Luka’s arm, Iris watched, seeing a wide grin that showed particularly long canines on the leader’s face.

      “God, that’s sappy,” he said, clapping two times more, then stopping. Next to him, one of his lackeys picked up the cooler, opening it and handing the small vial to him. To Iris’s surprise, he popped it open and took a long sniff, closing his eyes as he did. “Yeah, that’s the stuff all right.”

      “Do what you want with it. We’re leaving,” Luka commanded, stepping all the way in front of Iris as if to protect her from even the sight of these men.

      “Tell me, dragon. Have you ever heard of wyverns?” To the leader’s side, a man pulled open a backpack and produced an empty syringe.

      Luka just shook his head. Just the sound of the word made Iris’s hackles rise.

      Unperturbed, Kenny continued. “Sad. For such a smart dragon, you’re very stupid about some things. Wyverns are very dangerous to people like you, very poisonous.” His smile fell as he spoke. He handed the vial over to the man with the syringe, and they emptied it into the syringe, handing it back to Kenny, who eyed it like some sort of magnificent curiosity.

      “You see, one vial of this stuff is enough to make a small group of lowlifes like us set for the rest of our lives. But you know what’s better than a vial of dragon’s blood?”

      Iris could feel Luka backing up. Not because she sensed any fear from him, but because she could feel his possessive, protective nature kicking in as it had the night of the movie, wanting her safe above all else.

      “A whole dragon’s worth.” Kenny’s eyes were pinned on Luka’s as, suddenly, he shoved the needle into his arm, pressing the plunger slightly, wincing as he did. But he didn’t empty the whole syringe, only some of it, before handing it to the man on his left. For a moment, the guy looked up at his leader with uncertainty. Then, obediently, he did the same.

      Iris couldn’t believe her eyes. Regardless of the sanitation problems here, she couldn’t imagine what they were doing as the men passed it along, each injecting a portion of the sample until it was all gone. Weren’t they supposed to be selling it or something?

      Just what the hell was going on?

      Luka took another step backward, guiding Iris. “I don’t care what you do. My mate and I are leaving.”

      “You don’t get it, dragon,” Kenny said softly. “You’re not going anywhere. Not when you can put me and my friends at the top of all packs in America, wealthier than any of us could possibly imagine.” An unearthly blue color was starting to light up Kenny’s eyes, as unsettling as it was unnatural. “And the lady? Well, it won’t be hard to find something to do with her. She’s just a loose end waiting to be tied.” He finished with a shrug.

      His compatriots had the blue color in their eyes, too, lighting up the normally white sclera. Then, against what even she thought her eyes could believe, they began to change shape.

      One after the other, their arms changed into long, blue reptilian wings. Their bodies elongated, necks and heads stretching out until she could see sharp fangs and lizard-like faces glancing back and forth at the apparent affect the blood had on them. Their skin seemed to be covered in a sheet of ice, cold and white, and their long tails seemed to come to a sharp point like a shard of glass.

      All of it must have happened in a matter of mere moments. But Iris was still holding her breath, both in utter shock and absolute fear at the way their glowing blue gazes appraised them.

      And then they started to beat their wings, moving forward toward Luka and her, and her legs almost gave out from under her.

      “I’m so sorry, Luka,” she said, feeling like she was about to lose consciousness. “I’m so sorry I didn’t believe you. I didn’t know—”

      “Get back, Iris,” Luka said suddenly, moving away from her, his voice urgent. “Run as far back as you can.”

      “I can’t leave you, not with them like that, and—”

      “Just get back!” he demanded fiercely, and this time she turned and ran.

      She hadn’t listened to him before, and it had started this mess. She would listen to him now.

      As she reached the edge of the gym, she heard the sound of ice cracking, like a glacier breaking apart. And when she spun around to face Luka, she saw a humongous blue-and-white dragon standing on four legs in the middle of the court where Luka had been only a second ago.

      It was as large as it was regal-looking, with ice-white eyes and gigantic wings that unfurled, beating the air in place, sending huge whooshes of cold wind past her. But in spite of any remaining logic in her mind that defied what she saw, she somehow just knew in her heart that it was Luka. That Luka might have been this all along, from the very start.

      Holy shit.
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      Luka wasted no time shifting into his dragon. From the minute he’d entered this closed space, he’d known it would be a risk to shift here and that Iris could be in danger if he did.

      But it was more dangerous for him not to now that a simple confrontation with wolves (that he could have handled quickly once Iris had run for it) had turned into something much more dark and desperate.

      As the horrible-looking creatures took off into the air around him, filling the arena with their shrieks, he could only assume the worst. They intended to dispatch him so they could avail themselves of his apparently incredibly valuable blood and then dispose of his mate.

      As if he was going to ever let that happen.

      Already, the wyverns were swooping down at him, icy fangs glimmering as their maws opened to attack. He centered himself between Iris and the monsters, leaving her room to make an exit.

      Then, focusing his energy, he roared. Ice-white dragon fire spewed forth, directed at several wyverns as they dove. Two of them diverted quickly, much smaller and more agile than he was in his dragon form. But the last, perhaps too overeager to attack its quarry, got pummeled by the blast and flew into the bleachers, frozen in a ball of ice that smashed row after row of stadium seating as it went.

      The largest wyvern, whom Luka recognized as the leader who’d taken the largest helping of Alek’s precious blood for himself, regrouped the remaining four, and they split into a wide pattern, hoping to get him from all sides.

      It didn’t take the man’s foul talk of wyvern poison being dangerous to dragons for Luka to feel it in his bones. Somehow, he could simply sense the danger they posed to him and his mate, which only enraged the beast within him even more.

      He spread his right wing upward, and it collided with one wyvern, sending it reeling as another flew higher to dodge. From the front, Luka summoned a wall of icicles from the earth, sending them shooting upward and grazing one of them in the side, its monstrous screech a testament to the fact that there was no humanity left in these men except greed and the willingness to stop at nothing for their horrible ends.

      To his shock, on his left, Luka felt icy talons grasping onto his back scales, and he turned to see another wyvern merely a split second from biting into him. He raised his tail to swat it off, but it would be too late…

      But before its jaws could clamp down, a small metal object flew from somewhere in the bleachers, knocking it in the back. Distracted but unharmed, the wyvern turned toward the source of the disturbance, and Luka saw Iris with a small toolbox she must have found in the bleachers, waving her arms as if to divert its attention.

      “Get off him, you horrible creep!” she shouted out angrily, pulling a screwdriver out and cocking her arm back.

      The wyvern, its attention now on Iris, took off, snapping its jaws and heading directly for her. But before it could cover even a fraction of the distance, Luka whipped his spiked tail around, colliding with the beast midflight and sending it reeling into an announcer’s box across the stadium, far from her.

      “Wow, close one,” she exclaimed, eyes wide with shock.

      “Get on,” he said, stretching out a wing. If they were going to come after her, too, they would have to get through him first. Besides, he’d be better able to use his powers without having to worry about blasting her with ice if she was next to him.

      Thankfully, she didn’t hesitate, hopping from his wing, then onto his back, tiny screwdriver still in her hand as she gripped onto his hide. He tucked his wings back, protecting her from practically every direction with his thick, icy armor.

      It didn’t take long for the remaining enemies to rally, all three attacking in tandem. Luka roared, digging his claws into the floor, and let his power cover the entire interior of the arena with a thick wall of ice.

      The wyverns, surprised by the blue hue of the walls, looked around in confusion. But before they could refocus their attack, hundreds of icicles sprouted from the walls, the ground, the ceiling.

      As cousin to the lord of winter, Luka had been gifted with a powerful, royal bloodline. He’d honed his dragon skills with every spare minute he had because he wanted to protect those by his side.

      He’d never wanted to protect anyone more than he did now, with Iris.

      And these bastards were about to find out why he’d been called prince of ice.

      At his silent command, the icicles shot out from their bases, frozen, spiked projectiles going off in every direction. One hapless wyvern was struck instantly, and it fell to the earth at his feet. The last two panicked, flying wildly, attempting to dodge the limitless hail of shards.

      And even though the projectiles whizzed by Luka’s face, his neck, his body, none of them came close to striking him or his precious cargo. He’d carefully pointed every one.

      Another wyvern shrieked, pierced by a dozen icicles, then dropped into an embankment in the corner. The last, the largest, its blue eyes glowing furiously with rage, dove from the ceiling at Luka, going at breakneck speed, dodging left and right.

      But a single wyvern, no matter its determination, was no match for Luka’s dragon. With on final blast of icy breath, Luka filled the air before him with his dragon fire. The wyvern, unable to avoid it, disappeared behind the white blaze, completely stopped in its tracks. A moment later, a heavy thud on the ground at Luka’s feet signaled the end of danger, the motionless block of ice containing the last of their enemies.

      “Wow,” Iris said, her small hands gripping his cold scales in warm contrast. “That was amazing.”

      Not wanting to risk any mishaps, he made the remaining icicles surrounding them withdraw into themselves, leaving the stadium coated in a smooth sheen of blue and white.

      His mate was safe. The sample was gone.

      His dragon let out a sigh of relief. Finally, it was all over.

      “What the fuck is going on here?” a masculine voice shouted as figures appeared at the doorway to the gym, blocking it as they walked inside.

      Perhaps it wasn’t that over after all.
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* * *

      Luka’s gigantic head swiveled toward the sound, also turning Iris in the direction of the person who’d called up to them from the entrance.

      Had night security found them? Or did a school administrator hear the ruckus and come to investigate?

      Either way, Iris wasn’t going to back down. Even though she could still barely comprehend what was going on, she knew she wanted to stay by Luka’s side, sacrifice anything for him, because he hadn’t hesitated to do the same for her.

      But when she looked down, she saw four figures, all boldly approaching Luka, more surprise and annoyance in their gazes than the sheer wonder and bewilderment Iris herself had felt when she’d first beheld the majesty of a real-life dragon.

      “Crap, it’s Sapphire.” The sound of Luka’s voice was much deeper, much rougher, but still undeniably him when he spoke.

      “Sapphire?” Iris asked, curious who these people were and why they weren’t screaming in terror at the sight of a dragon.

      “Lucien, the sapphire dragon. But I don’t know who these others are. Here, I’ll let you down.” At that, Luka lowered himself, letting her slide off his back and onto the ground.

      A moment later, Iris heard a twinkling sound, and in a flash, the form of his humongous dragon dissipated into a million tiny ice crystals, each of them flitting to the ground and disappearing. In its place, Luka stood, his brown hair mussed and his eyes tired but happy.

      Unable to help herself, Iris jumped into his arms, and he caught her, his strength holding her, making her feel rejuvenated and casting off the worry of the past few hours and days.

      “You really did a number on this place, huh?” When Iris looked over at the group of people, she noticed three men and a woman. All of the men were tall and incredibly built like Luka. At the front, a man with short blond hair and classically handsome features stepped forward, putting his hands on his hips.

      “I’m sorry, Sapphire. I didn’t mean for it to happen this way. I didn’t know the wolves would—”

      Sapphire put up a hand, stopping him. “It’s all right. I get it. You should have had more time. It’s my fault.”

      “That sure as hell doesn’t excuse him,” another man said, stepping forward, arms crossed. He was blond, too, but his hair was shorter on the sides, his features more chiseled. And he seemed to practically radiate an aggressive annoyance as his gaze moved to Iris, then pinned on Luka.

      “Don’t mind Drake. He’s just a spoilsport. Heaven knows he’s made messes much bigger than this.” Another man, just as tall but lither and with a much more easygoing energy, came beside him. He had long, dark hair to his shoulders that seemed to have flashes of royal blue in it. The woman holding his hand was a little taller than Iris but dwarfed by the men on either side of her.

      By the way she grabbed Drake’s hand as well, Iris almost got the impression she was with both of them.

      Sapphire stepped forward. “Luka, this is Drake and Quill and their mate, Tara. Drake, Quill, Tara, this is Luka and… Sorry, Iris, right?”

      Funny, Iris didn’t recall ever meeting this man, let alone introducing herself. Maybe he just knew about her secondhand.

      Quill and Tara exchanged pleasantries while Drake just beheld the icy destruction and grimaced.

      Then it occurred to Iris. These people… Were they all dragons, too? She could definitely see similarities in all their morphologies, even if there were a number of differences.

      Particularly in their personalities.

      “These are the double dragons that oversee this territory, so they’re called in to deal with incidents of this nature, usually,” Lucien explained. “I had hoped you would have more time to track down the sample before they were sent in. But dragons like me can share thoughts, and well, somebody found out.”

      “Yeah, me.” A figure appeared at the doorway, striding in like he owned the place. A man with bright-gold hair down to his collar, bright-green eyes, and beautiful features came into view. His clothes were an unfortunate shade of emerald green, and Iris wondered how someone could act so incredibly confident when they dressed so terribly.

      “This is Aegis. He’s the one who broke the news, so we were given orders to investigate,” Sapphire said.

      “Yes, and it didn’t take us long to find you, given the ruckus you’d caused.” Aegis appraised the place, arms folded. Then his gaze flitted to Iris, pinning her. “Oh, and I like the way I dress. Thank you very much.”

      How had he known what she’d been thinking? Could they really read thoughts?

      Iris determined to keep her thoughts to herself as best as possible.

      “Were there any humans outside or nearby?” Sapphire asked Aegis.

      Aegis shook his head. “None at all, not for quite a ways. But if there were, their recollection of this evening is going to be a lot different than what actually happened.” At that, he glanced over at Luka. “So, ice dragon, where is the lost dragon blood now?”

      Luka stepped forward, putting himself slightly in front of Iris as if to shield her from any blame that was about to be dealt. “They used it all.”

      “They?” Sapphire asked.

      “The wolves. They became something inhuman. Wyverns, they said.” Luka’s voice was firm, logical.

      “Did any escape?” Aegis asked.

      The whole conversation made Iris slightly nervous.

      “No, none at all. The only other person who knows about the exchange that was supposed to take place is Dr. Hanstrom. I left him trapped near his office in the biology building.”

      “Hm,” Aegis said to himself.

      Near him, Quill, Drake, and Tara stood by, watching. Both men had an arm around her, and her kind eyes gave Iris hope that the situation would turn out okay.

      “What do you think?” Lucien asked Aegis.

      Aegis, who seemed more than content to pause for as long as he wanted, tapped his foot, eyes narrowed, as he appeared to be thinking.

      “Well, you certainly did make a mess of things here, Luka. That can’t be denied. And I’m going to have to take care of that professor. Where was he?”

      Luka gave the floor and room number, and Aegis nodded.

      “I’ll let you decide from here, Sapphire. They’re your relatives, after all. You should have to take care of the rest.” At that, Aegis turned on his heel and made for the exit, not even bothering to wave as he left. But despite his witheringly annoyed persona, Iris couldn’t help but think that he was probably being a lot softer than he would have been had things gone differently.

      “They’re not my relatives,” Lucien mumbled, then composed himself. Iris could see little stress lines under his eyes, too. Maybe this all had been weighing on them more than Luka had been letting on.

      No wonder Luka had been so worried that day he’d told her they needed to find that blasted blood sample in the first place. He and others like Lucien were aware of the threat it posed to the world in general, with the ability to create such horrible creatures. She honestly couldn’t fault Luka for his worry for a second. She just wished she’d understood sooner how big of a deal it was.

      And with the adrenaline of the fight slowly drifting behind her, the reality of their situation, of her situation with Luka, was settling in.

      But that just made her want to stay by his side more.

      “Honestly, I’m not sure if there’s any real harm done here. What about you three?” Lucien looked over his shoulder at the others.

      Drake, still frowning, huffed. “If you ask me, we probably didn’t need to be bothered by this whole thing anyway.”

      “What he means is yes, everything is fine,” Tara said with a smile. Then she gave Iris a knowing glance, and she returned the smile. Honestly, one dragon was good enough for her.

      She had so many questions to ask.

      “What about your lady?” Quill asked, his deep violet eyes watching her calmly, appraising.

      “She’s probably seen too much, for sure,” Drake said.

      “Are you two mated?” Sapphire asked. Just the word “mate” reverberated in Iris’s bones like a warm feeling, made her want time alone with Luka as soon as possible.

      “No.” Luka’s face fell slightly, perhaps the still-recent memory of her talk with him before all of this happened was in his mind. “But she is my mate.”

      “You know that’s a liability, a human with this amount of knowledge. Someone who’s actually seen a dragon.” Sapphire was more serious now.

      “I would never force that on someone just to protect our secrets.”

      Sapphire opened his mouth to say something, but Iris jumped in, unable to hold back her words anymore.

      “You don’t have to. I want it.” She turned up to look at Luka, and his beautiful blue eyes met hers. Above them, the arena, a gigantic cavern of blue ice, lit up his features.

      “What do you mean?” he asked.

      “Luka, since the first day I met you, we’ve just clicked. And not just our personalities, but it felt like there was more between us. I don’t know, maybe fate. The logical part of me doesn’t know what to say about it. But the part that can believe in dragons, that knows there’s more out there now than just what I can see or feel or touch, it knows somehow that we’re perfect for each other. I’ve never been happier in my entire life, even with the sample getting lost. I can only imagine how wonderful being with you could be.”

      “I feel the same, Iris. You’re everything to me, the only person I’ve ever wanted or will ever want.” Luka pulled her into his warm, strong embrace, keeping her close.

      “Damn, that’s kinda sweet,” Iris heard someone mutter, maybe Drake.

      “Well, you two go talk it out. But I’ll be checking in later this week to see how things are, just so you know,” Sapphire said, visibly calming, a smile on his face.

      At his side, Tara pulled Drake’s and Quill’s hand, and they turned together to head outside. As they left, Tara waved good-bye, calling out to get in touch if Luka or Iris ever needed anything.

      Honestly, all she needed now was time alone with her man.

      “You two get out of here,” Sapphire said with a grin. “In the meantime, I’m going to need to clean up this mess. That, and someone is going to have to make a very large, very generous donation to the university to cover up this… bedlam,” Lucien said, talking more to himself as he turned to look up at the ice-encrusted walls and floor and ceiling.

      At that, Luka took Iris’s hand, and they headed for the door, her heart racing, unable to wait longer.

      “Thank you!” Iris called back as they reached the doors heading outside.

      “Don’t mention it.” Lucien just threw a thumbs-up over his shoulder, and then his silhouette disappeared as they crossed the portal. Outside, light snow fell all around them, and Luka pulled Iris into him, their faces close together.

      And then he kissed her, lighting up her insides with warmth and love that she knew would never dim so long as she had him by her side.

      Now she just needed to find out what a mate really was.
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      “You really shouldn’t have thrown that tool at him,” Luka said, looking over tentatively at Iris as she busied herself looking in her cabinets for some medical supplies.

      “I couldn’t help it,” she said. “He was attacking you. Somehow I could just sense it would be bad if he bit you.”

      “It would have been worse if he attacked you instead,” Luka said. Just the thought of it was worse than being infected with any amount of wyvern poison.

      “Now that’s where you’re wrong,” Iris said, walking over to him and setting a small see-through box on the bed beside them. “Now take off your shirt. I need to get a look at you.”

      A part of him perked up, unwittingly. He hadn’t been with Iris for the past couple nights, so he supposed it made sense that he wanted her. But he knew she only wanted to check him for scratches and scrapes, so he begrudgingly pulled his shirt off.

      He was sitting on her bed, and she pulled a chair over to sit in front of him, between his spread legs. Looking down at her now, he’d never guess what she’d just been through. A fight, a total upheaval of her world. She’d seen him as a dragon.

      The last time he’d seen her before the kidnapping was when they argued, and she’d wanted to take a break.

      But once she’d been kidnapped, he’d forgotten all about that momentarily. Had she?

      “Just so you know, I realized it was a mistake to push you away the minute it happened,” Iris said. “I was just too prideful and stressed to figure out how to take it back.”

      “Really?” He looked at one of the small bandages she’d placed on a scrape.

      “Yes,” she said, opening another box of bandages. “I was on my way out to find you when those wolves showed up.” She blinked, lowering her hand that was holding the bandages. “Oh God, there are werewolves in this world. Are they big, like your dragon?”

      “No,” Luka said. “If they’re like those in my day, they are just bigger than normal wolves.”

      “Your day,” Iris said. “I’m going to need to do some research on that as well. I want to make sure I understand you.”

      He pushed the medical supplies away and caught her by the shoulders. “You do understand me. The way I am now. That’s what matters.”

      “Okay,” Iris said. “But you can’t stop me from doing research.”

      He laughed. “As long as it doesn’t override who I am now.”

      Iris’s hair was a bit messier but still had the clips in both sides. “Anyway, I’m really sorry, Luka. I understand the stakes you were dealing with. I’m sorry I didn’t make it easier for you to talk to me. I’m an odd pick as your mate because I’m not someone who could easily believe in magic.” She bit her lip. “I still don’t. I believe there is a scientific explanation behind all of this, but it’s probably too advanced for our brains. But still, I’m sorry I doubted you.”

      “It’s okay,” Luka said. “If someone had come to me with similarly stunning info, I would have disbelieved, too.”

      She sat on the bed beside him with a happy sigh. “That’s what makes us so great together. We have really similar minds.”

      “I only believe how things are because I was born knowing about them,” Luka said. “When I think about just being born in your world, as a human… I don’t know if I could ever adjust to knowing about the shifter world.”

      “So empathetic,” Iris said, leaning in against him. Moonlight was shining in from outside. “So you hadn’t met some of those dragons before?”

      Luka shook his head. “That’s why I was so worried about them coming. If I’d known what Drake and Quill were like, I don’t think I would have worried so much. Maybe I would have just let them handle the investigation.” He frowned. “But no, I couldn’t allow them to mess up your research.”

      “That’s right,” she said, leaning forward abruptly. “Stupid tenure. God, my research is worthless. There are things like dragon blood in the world.”

      “Your work isn’t worthless,” he said, grabbing her hand and pulling it up against his chest so he could hold it there. “There are sick people out there who could benefit from it. And now that everyone has figured out that damn sample, we are going to focus on your work and getting you to that symposium.”

      “You mean it?” Iris said, looking hopeful. “Because I wouldn’t blame you if you resented it.”

      “How could I resent it? It’s my mate’s life work.” He squeezed her hand tightly. “I want to be there as you keep accomplishing things. I want to be your safe place, give you energy, be by your side as you light up the world.”

      She let out a happy sigh. “And breathe icy death on anyone who tries to question me?”

      He laughed heartily at that. “At anyone who threatens you, yes.”

      She stood, pacing in front of him, getting animated. “God, your dragon form is cool. I wish I could study it. I wonder if I could take blood and then—”

      He caught her by the hand and pulled her in so she was standing between his spread legs in front of the bed. “I don’t know what the rules are, but maybe later.”

      “You’re right,” she said, softening slightly. “I do need to focus on my work, if for no other reason than to tie up ends. To resolve that chapter of my life. It’s just hard because now I’m always looking forward to the future. To the new world you’ve introduced me into. And to figuring it all out with you.”

      He smiled. “I’m looking forward to that also.”

      She ran her hands over his shoulders, her touch affectionate and warm. “Plus, tenure wouldn’t be too bad now that I have a mate to take care of.”

      He frowned at the idea that she would have to support him, as he was a bit old-fashioned that way. But then he realized she’d just talked about mating him. “What?”

      “Now that we’re going to be together…”

      “So you meant it? You didn’t just say all of that to get me out of trouble with Quill and Drake?”

      She shook her head. “I’m not an insincere person. I’m honest with my feelings. I can’t fake anything. As soon as I realized you were a dragon who would destroy an entire gymnasium to save me, I realized I’d be crazy if I said no to being your mate.” She shrugged one shoulder adorably. “Plus, it’s like you said. Maybe I felt it all along. Maybe that was what had stressed me. Maybe I knew you were the one I was meant to be with, but it hadn’t ever been in my plan. I’m a planner, so it’s hard to accept things outside the plan.”

      “I get that,” Luka said sincerely. “I wasn’t planning to fall in love with a human. But then again, I wasn’t planning to get trapped in ice, wake up in the modern world, and watch my friends fall in love and drink coffee, so I guess I just had more time to get used to being surprised.”

      “It’s not a bad thing,” she said softly, pushing him so he fell back on the bed. He crawled backward, making room for her so she could crawl on with him. “So anyway, tell me more about this mate thing. For research purposes, you know.”

      He swallowed, unable to tear his eyes away as she straddled him, pulling off the black sweater she wore. Her tight jeans hugged her hips, showing off a soft, indented waist. Now she was kneeling over him in a bra, reaching one hand toward her pants button. He wanted to remember her question, but his thoughts had fled when his mouth had gone dry.

      “Um. What?”

      She flicked open the button and wiggled out of the pants, kicking them off behind her and onto the floor. She reached both thumbs into the waistband of her panties, playing with them. “Answer my question, dragon.”

      He licked his lower lip, liking this side of Iris. “What do you want me to tell you about mating?”

      She shuffled forward so that her thighs were over his hips. She reached down to flick open his button and toy with his zipper. “Everything. I mean, I understand that mating can mean an act like this, one with the potential purpose of procreation. But I know that to you, it means something else.”

      “Um.”

      She pulled his zipper down, making it hard for him to think of anything as her hand reached into his underwear and pulled his cock out.

      “It’s like marriage, basically. But more.”

      “More?” she asked, slowly stroking up and down him. “Yes, sir.”

      “No, I meant… not like that,” he said. She stopped, and he groaned. “I mean, yes, like that. But it’s more as in it lasts longer.”

      She stroked him again. “I like that.”

      “We will share our lifespans, and mine is longer than normal,” he grated out, distracted by her soft palm on his hardness, the thought of everything it made him want to do. But first he owed it to Iris to answer all of her questions. “I guess. We have sex without protection, and you agree to be mine. And then… we’re together forever. Sounds sappy, I know.”

      “Hm,” she hummed lightly, closing her eyes as she continued to stroke. Her other hand was propped on his chest, and she smoothed it over his pectoral, savoring it.

      Every time he was with this woman, she made him feel beautiful. Special. Amazing. He could only hope he did the same for her.

      “Did I answer all of your questions?” he asked, feeling like he couldn’t take any more teasing before sinking inside her hot warmth.

      “I think so, big guy,” she said, crawling off him so she could take off her panties. She reached around, removing her bra, and he stared openly, not willing to miss even a second of seeing her naked. She gave him a pointed look, motioning to his jeans. “You’re behind. I want to get this mating thing going.”

      “Are you sure?” His heart was pounding as he removed the rest of his clothing and lay back down on the bed. “I know you’re a scientist. I know it’s a huge commitment, and you need to do more research.”

      She straddled him and leaned forward, putting a finger over his lips. “I’m a smart girl, which means I know when it’s time to use something other than my brain.” She leaned lower, splaying her hands over his shoulders as she pressed a kiss to his chest. “Luka, you’re everything. I don’t know what I would have done if you’d been hurt. I love you, you know? I know it sounds crazy after such a short time, but—”

      It was his turn to press a finger gently to her lips. “There are a lot of crazier things in this world than being able to love someone. I don’t think you’re crazy at all.” He moved his hand to the side to cup her face. “Besides, I love you, too. I think I was always meant to love you.”

      She smiled, turning to press a quick kiss to his palm. “That would explain why you were practically designed for my wants.”

      He laughed. “I would hope so.” He sat up against the headboard, keeping her in his lap so he could cup her waist and hips, holding her in place. “God, Iris, you’re beautiful.”

      She flushed then, looking to the side with pursed lips, eyes slightly lowered. “I don’t know about that.”

      “No, you are,” he said, raising a hand to graze over her nipple. “The perfect breasts, gorgeous nipples.” He slid his hands down. “Soft waist, perfect for hugging.” He squeezed her hips. “Amazing curves, perfect for snuggling.” He slid his hand lower, between wet folds. “Do I even need to say anything about this?”

      She gave him a torn look, then nodded.

      “Well, everything about you is perfect, and this is no exception. Perfect for pleasure, perfect for joining with me. Just perfectly you.” He sighed, playing lightly between her curls, finding his favorite spot right over her clit. “But you know what’s my favorite thing about you?”

      She writhed against him, pushing into his hand, overloading his senses with all of her curves. “Yes?”

      “Your mind,” he said, whispering against her ear as he stroked down over her clit. “Your soul. The way you light up over research. The way you think everything through. The way you let me help you. The way you just are.”

      She sighed against him, riding his hand. “Oh, Luka, I can barely understand you right now—”

      “Oh, no,” he said, cupping her back, trapping her against him. “I think you understand me completely, Iris Jensen. And I want you to if you’re going to be my mate. You’re everything to me, Iris. You’re my whole damn world.”

      She bit her lip, nodding desperately, clearly aching for release. “Yes, goddammit, you love everything about me. Now, you damn dragon, let me come!”

      So he did then, capturing her lips with his as he pressed down right over her center, drawing a scream from her mouth. She thrashed against him, riding him over wave after wave of relief. As she finished, slumping against him, she looked up with a wicked look.

      “I’m not finished, dragon.”

      Then her hands reached between them, grabbing his hard length. Pushing herself up slightly, she positioned her center right over him, straddling him, and slowly pushed down, taking him inside. She groaned in pure pleasure as he filled her hot, still clenching sheath, and Luka felt that groan all the way down to his soul.

      As he felt her against him, skin to skin, joined so tightly he couldn’t tell if they were separate beings, sensation so strong it made his toes curl rolled through him.

      “Iris,” he choked out as she raised herself again, coming almost off of him.

      “My turn,” she said, resting her hands on his shoulders as she continued to pump slowly, achingly, up and down. “Here’s what I love about you.” She bit her lip against a surge of pleasure but somehow managed to keep her eyes focused on him as she continued to move. “The fact that you kept being a dragon a secret since you didn’t want to interfere in my work. The fact that you care so deeply for those around you.

      “The fact that you need someone like me to see when you need help and be there for you, too. The fact that you woke up in a world like this and somehow made sense of it.” She smiled as she took him inside deeply and stayed that way for a tense breath. “The way we fit perfectly together. The way no one could ever make me feel the way you do.”

      Luka bit his lip, leaning his head back against the headboard, wondering how long he could hold off the tension inside him. Just being inside his mate had him close to the edge. Hearing why she loved him, knowing she had really accepted him… it was everything.

      “I love you, Luka,” she said, moving even faster, making him feel white-hot pleasure all down his length. Luka could feel familiar anticipation build all over his body, almost painful it was so strong.

      “God, Iris, I love you, too.” He began to thrust, too, moving up against her.

      She wasn’t talking anymore, simply closing her eyes as her body tensed on the edge of the precipice, as if she too were at the edge of release.

      They were both panting, thrusting together, lost in the magic of it, when Iris went over the edge, screaming out Luka’s name.

      Luka went right after, uttering Iris’s. The only name he would ever call out like that. As they held each other, finding pleasure so intense it shouldn’t be bearable, he felt his dragon finally breathe a sigh of peace in his heart.

      He was home now. After hundreds of years of ice, he’d found home, and it was with a wonderful, warm woman who was more suited for him than he’d ever imagined.

      Iris looked into his eyes, reflecting the full love he felt for her, and he wrapped his arms tight around her, holding her close as they sat together on the bed, still joined.

      “That was amazing,” Iris said, and then her voice took on a teasing note. “I think I would have mated you for just that.”

      “Why, you…” He pulled back, glaring with mock anger.

      “Just kidding,” she said, resting her hands on his chest. “So race you to the shower?”

      “Only if we make it quick, because I’m not done holding you.”

      Iris agreed, and the two of them quickly ended up showered and back in bed, enjoying the moonlight and cool night air in each other’s arms.

      “Hey, Luka,” Iris said, stroking his forearm. “How long do dragons like you usually live?”

      Luka sighed. “It’s hard to say. A few hundred years at least, I imagine.”

      She rolled over onto his chest, grinning. “Do you think they’ll question my tenure at some point?”

      He blanched. “Oh no, I hadn’t thought…”

      “Don’t worry about it,” she said, rolling back beside him and holding on to his arm. “I’m sure I can take a sabbatical or retire at some point. I already have the most important tenure, after all.”

      He raised an eyebrow. “And what’s that?”

      “Being mated to you.” She grinned at him, and her words were so sweet he didn’t think he could stand it.

      So he rolled over and pinned her and, amidst giggles, made love to the woman of his heart.
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      “Hot springs,” Alek, formerly lord of winter, said in an astonished voice, looking at the hot tub around him. “The modern world still amazes me.”

      Luka smiled at his mate, Iris, as they sat together in the large hot tub on her deck. The sapphire dragon had contacted the dragons with access to a near-unlimited bank account, and Luka’s first move had been to upgrade Iris’s tub, with her permission of course.

      “It’s amazing,” Dmitri said, looking up at the sky, his arm around his mate, Chelle. “Everything’s so different here from our old world, but I don’t think I’ve ever felt more at home than I do now.”

      Chelle snuggled into him, blond hair looking darker now that it was wet.

      Alek’s mate, Talia, was enjoying the jets, her hand in Alek’s.

      Luka was enjoying having his friends over. After all, he knew they had worried about him since he’d been the last to find happiness and was living a little farther away from them off campus. But he also wanted to kick them out and just pull Iris into his arms and do things to her that he would never dare to do in public.

      Only he got to see his mate’s face when she came.

      Glad that dragons from his time couldn’t read each other’s thoughts, he turned to Iris. “What do you think of the new tub?”

      She folded her arms, looking around it. “I love the size. And the jets. But I can’t help wondering if there’s a hook here. I mean… why would your friends just give us a tub?”

      “They didn’t,” Luka said. “They gave us money, and I purchased a tub.”

      “But why?”

      “Because they have tons of it.” He wasn’t sure if he should mention that some of them could create gemstones or gold as part of their power, so their wealth was pretty unlimited.

      Ice didn’t seem to be the most valuable resource when compared to those.

      “Do you think they’ll be back?” Chelle asked. “I wish I could have seen them.”

      “You met Sapphire,” Dmitri said.

      “I know,” Chelle retorted, hugging him closer. “But I mean the other two. The double dragons.”

      “You know, I think they’re kinda kinky,” Iris said in a whisper. “I got the idea that they… share.”

      Luka blinked, wondering why he hadn’t considered that, considering they were both holding the woman’s hand. “You know… that’s interesting.” He shook his head. “I couldn’t do it.”

      “Sapphire told me a little about it,” Dmitri said. “Dragons have changed a lot from our day, or even Sapphire’s day, since he was awakened from another time as well. The powers are more mixed, and dragons are born in groups of six and choose partners. Then they find a mate.” Dmitri shrugged. “I guess if it works for them.”

      “I wonder what happens to the ones it doesn’t work for,” Alek said, giving a shudder. “I could never share my mate.”

      “Love is love,” Talia said, putting her hand on Alek’s knee. “But I’m glad I don’t have to share you with anyone.”

      Luka looked up at the starry sky as tiny snowflakes began to fall. They tickled his skin with a tiny burst of cold wherever they landed.

      It was truly amazing how many different types of people and creatures existed in the world. Different shifters, different dragons, all making their way in the world, all contributing in some way, for good or evil.

      “I did get a text from Aegis,” Dmitri said. “I’d hoped we could talk about it tonight, since it involves your mates.”

      “What?” Alek said, sitting up with his arm still around Talia protectively. His long, pale hair was back in a ponytail, shimmery in the dark. “What do you mean it involves our mates?”

      Chelle looked up at him. “You didn’t even tell me about it.”

      Dmitri ran a hand nervously over his shaved head. “Well, it’s not about you, exactly. See, Aegis said that there are a lot of shifter scientists out there, some really bad ones. But others that have been captured are open to working alongside us. Aegis was thinking that since Iris and Talia are scientists, it could be interesting to get them involved. Only if they want to, of course.”

      Chelle let out a squeak of excitement, clapping her hands. “Oh man, that would be awesome! I wish I was a scientist, too.” She put a finger to her lip. “On the other hand, I love my job. But I would die to hear about dragon science.”

      Iris and Talia appeared to be thinking it over. Luka couldn’t help but find the idea exciting as well.

      “It wouldn’t just be about dragons, probably,” Dmitri said. “Other shifter experiments as well. Things have gotten pretty complicated in the world, sounds like. Just having enforcers like the double dragons isn’t enough. Other dragons have been getting involved, but it is unclear how big the problem is so far.” Dmitri looked around at them warily. “There are rumors of other worlds.”

      Iris shrugged. “That wouldn’t surprise me. If they can hide shifters from humans, what else can they hide from the world?”

      “What do you think?” Talia asked Iris, her brown eyes alight with interest. “I think it could be cool.”

      Alek pulled his mate in protectively. “I don’t want you involved in anything sketchy.”

      “Well, they want us to come visit the mansion either way,” Dmitri said. “And if Iris and Talia do want the jobs, they can talk more about it then. We are all welcome.”

      “Hm, mansion,” Iris said with a grin. “How good is the pay?”

      “I’m not sure it comes with pension,” Talia said.

      Alek let out an aggrieved sigh. “I think I’d rather accept their job as an enforcer than let my mate out of my sight.”

      “I doubt they’d want her to work without you,” Dmitri said. “As I understand, it would be a couple weekends a month, at most.”

      Alek thought about it. “I guess I would have to leave it up to Talia.”

      Talia grinned, brushing her curls back behind her ear. “Oh, thank you, great lord of winter, for letting me make my own decision.”

      “Hey,” Dmitri said. “You have no idea how hard it is to make that guy give up the role of decision-maker.”

      “Even when his decisions are piss poor,” Luka added, in agreement with his friend.

      “Hey,” Alek said, straightening slightly. “I thought we agreed I had changed for the better.”

      “Exactly,” Dmitri said. “That’s why we’re telling your mate that you not being bossy is progress.”

      Alek pouted, slumping slightly. “It’s my job to be protective of my mate.” He smiled when Talia placed a kiss to his cheek, making him feel better. “And I think I improve every day.”

      “You do,” Talia said. “But even if you didn’t, I’d still love you.”

      The others grinned at that, and Luka couldn’t help but stare in awe at the situation they were in. They were happily mated to humans, part of a network of dragons making their way in the world, and had someone who loved and accepted them.

      Someone they lived to protect.

      Someone they could make all their plans with and watch stars with and go on adventures with and even argue with.

      Luka put his arm around Iris, holding her waist and loving the way she fit against him. Whether she decided she wanted to work on shifter science or not, they would have an amazing life together, surrounded by their friends.

      He couldn’t imagine anything better.
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      I hope you enjoyed Luka and Iris’s story! I enjoyed writing them, and revisited some of the other dragons! If you liked the book, I would love if you could leave a review to help other readers find it.

      I’m already hard at work on the next series, so please sign up for my newsletter if you want to know when the next release is coming!

      http://eepurl.com/bgG7Kf

      Thanks again for reading!

      Best wishes,

      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!
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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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