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Unrequited love is a bitter pill to swallow, but for a bear shifter named Leiv, a single wish may be enough to make his dreams come true. 

	 

	Bearing Her Wishes is a story from the world of Saved by the Dragon and may be read as a standalone novella. It is advised to read this short story after Saved by the Dragon and before Mated by the Dragon for the proper order.

	




Chapter 1

	Another bold sunset descended over Drakenstone Manor, stretching hues of orange, deep rose, and twilight purple across the horizon. Leiv watched the transition of dusk to night fall from the estate’s elaborate porch. With his brawny arms folded against his chest, he leaned against a stone column and allowed his thoughts to drift.

	More than a thousand acres of livestock-occupied pasture had become Leiv’s responsibility, a duty delegated to him by Master Drakenstone. With his employer out of the state to pursue matters of the heart, Leiv temporarily became the indisputable lord of all he currently surveyed. The fields, the orchards, and every head of cattle grazing the expansive grounds relied on him.

	Such was the case whether Saul Drakenstone was present or not, and had been true for the past 35 years since Leiv’s father had died and passed the torch to him. As the first son of the first son, he continued their familial oath of duty as the seventh generation to serve the Drakenstone family.

	While many dragons did consider their retainers to be pets, Saul never treated him like a slave, nor did the ancient wyrm lay unreasonable expectations. He wanted little of Leiv and gave him a private parcel of land to call his own. Upon that land, Leiv built a log cabin with his own hands, laid brick for a hearth, spread mortar, and found true peace each night within his slice of rustic heaven.

	Despite his role as a servant, Leiv had never envied Saul until recently when the dragon had claimed a mate. Leiv coveted the magnetism between them, but he had his eye on another woman, a woman with a kind heart and beautiful turquoise eyes that shone like ocean water beneath the noonday sun. Her generosity knew no limits, and she never failed to make him smile. Pity she didn’t seem to recognize his heartfelt affection.

	“Leiv?”

	The feminine call from the doorway made him turn and offer an automatic, but genuine smile. “Good evening, Mahasti. Have I disturbed you?”

	“No, of course not. Did you require something from the house?”

	While Leiv was always welcome in the impressive underground home, he never lingered for long around Saul’s mountainside estate. His cabin provided for every need but the one that mattered most; it grew lonely and lacked companionship.

	“Leiv?”

	Mahasti’s voice pulled him from his thoughts and back to the present. Concern showed in her face, her entrancing blue eyes framed by a sleek bob of dark hair. He preferred her natural waist-long locks and always became fascinated by her genuine appearance. As a djinn, Mahasti could change anything about her physical body on a whim.

	“Forgive me, I was lost in thought.” He reached down deep and found his confidence to blurt out the reason behind his visit. “Have dinner with me.” The clumsy words tumbled past his lips without the suave grace he’d hoped for.

	Mahasti’s dark hair brushed against her shoulder as she canted her head to the side. “I can prepare whatever you like. What will it be tonight?”

	“No, I meant, allow me to make you dinner, Mahasti. You have made me many over the years. Allow me to do this for you in return.”

	Surprise widened her eyes and parted her bow-shaped lips. “Why?”

	Leiv wiped his sweaty palms against his jeans in a dismal attempt to conceal his anxiety. Every attempt to reach out to her romantically seemed to fall on deaf ears. Mahasti frequently feigned ignorance and swept aside his recent attempts as if they were playful jokes. Hardly.

	“We have Saul’s home to ourselves. I know you prepare his meals and that it comes as easy as thought. But tell me, when is the last time someone prepared something for you?” he asked.

	“I’m a djinn. It’s our place to serve others,” she explained matter-of-factly. Amusement crinkled her eyes.

	“Why?” he countered, tossing her earlier question back at her.

	The sun sank below the horizon behind him, darkening the sky. Chirping crickets filled the silence between them.

	Mahasti stepped aside without answering his question and welcomed him inside with a sweeping gesture of her arm. The humor in her expression brought a big grin to his face as he walked beside her into the kitchen. He ushered her onto a stool at the breakfast bar.

	“Would you like help?”

	Leiv nudged her seat closer to the bar and chuckled. “No. No, I would not. I know my way around Saul’s kitchen.” And Saul’s liquor cabinet. He fetched a cobalt blue bottle of arak, a potent Middle Eastern liquor Mahasti favored above the sweetest wines. Leiv poured a vodka for himself.

	Effortless conversation passed between the pair during his meal preparation. They had much to talk about regarding the changes to their small family. Accepting Saul’s new bride into the home changed everything.

	“She is a lovely woman,” Leiv said. “Does not ask for many things, very polite, and she treats him well, I think.”

	“She is not what I expected,” Mahasti mused over her milky colored drink. “Yet I think she is exactly what he needs.”

	“Agreed. It is good for him to have a woman of his own now. She is not dragon, but she cares deeply.”

	Thick salmon fillets coated in a mix of honey and lemon juice sizzled in the pan with a generous sprinkling of fresh herbs. Leiv grew those outside in the gardens, but he also supplied Saul’s home with the harvest from an impressive orchard. Decades of masquerading as a human gave the dragon a taste for human cuisine.

	“She doesn’t need to be a dragon to love him. What they are doesn’t matter, only their hearts.”

	“You are wise, Mahasti, but of course, most of your kind must be.” So why do you always look past me? Leiv dished each fish fillet onto a bed of arugula and baby spinach.

	Friendly silence fell between them as they began the succulent meal. Leiv and Saul preferred their fish raw but the two friends shared an appreciation for practicing their culinary talents as a hobby. Performing the skill for Mahasti brought him happiness, but most of all, he wanted her to smile with joy and feel cherished for her years of loyal service. For the friendship she gave to him. For the way she made him feel each time her fingers brushed his hand in passing.

	“Do you like it?” he asked.

	“It’s delicious,” she assured him between bites. “Where did you learn to cook like this?”

	“Saul and I have much free time when he visits my cabin. You should have joined us for the Super Bowl. It was very good food night.”

	Most of Leiv’s bear shifter brethren shunned modern conveniences of civilization, but he had a soft spot for televised cooking shows and sports. American football and hockey had become favorites enjoyed by both men, and occasionally they snuck away to a local stadium to spectate live events together.

	“I like when you allow your natural accent to emerge.” Mahasti nudged her empty glass toward him as a silent cue for more. When he fetched a fresh glass, she waved off the ice and took it straight, a feat Saul’s young mate had failed to accomplish when she tasted the anise-flavored alcohol.

	“My accent?” The startled bear shifter glanced up from pouring his refill.

	“Yes,” she replied with a smile. “I prefer it over your American veneer. Your father never took to this language well. He would always force Saul and me to speak Russian to him instead of adapting to English.”

	Leiv chuckled. “It seems like so long ago when I came to live here with my mother and father in this country, but in some ways it is like yesterday.”

	“An understandable sentiment. One we share in part. When Saul brought me here I was amazed by the new surroundings.”

	“You two have been together a long time,” Leiv said in a soft voice.

	“A little over a century, yes.”

	Leiv pulled in a deep breath. Now or never, he thought as he drew all of his courage into his next conversation point. “For many years we have served the same Master. Times came when I wondered if perhaps you and Saul… if you found comfort in one another.”

	Mahasti set her fork aside and laughed, amusement bringing an attractive, dark rose coloring to her cheeks. “No, nothing such as that. On the day he claimed my lamp, he swore he would never make that request.”

	Leiv gazed at her quietly. In the years since his arrival on the estate, he observed many things about Mahasti. Her smiles, her supportive friendship to their Master and unwavering loyalty, but he never witnessed anything resembling a hope for intimacy.

	“Have I misjudged so greatly? You are… you do not prefer male companionship?” Leiv asked gently. “Perhaps female?”

	“No.” She shook her head. “I’ve served female masters in the past but it is not my preference.”

	Then it must be me. It is something wrong with me. Disheartened, Leiv slouched in the seat and picked at the remnants of his meal. “Then why do you refuse my advances? If I am not to your liking, I will understand. At least tell me why, Mahasti. Do you refuse me because I am also beast?”

	“I would never think such a thing,” she replied quickly. “You are kind, Leiv. I’ve met humans more beastly, monstrous, and barbaric.”

	Mahasti rose to her feet and moved to the window. Leiv followed, no longer hungry.

	“Why push me away? Why?” Leiv asked her again. “You are lonely here, just as I am. He does not treat you as a slave, yet here you remain. Why do you not make a life for yourself?”

	She shrugged her shoulders, keeping her back to him. “The city holds no appeal for me. The crowds and the detachment feel empty.”

	“If I emulate their speech, then you must model your looks after them.”

	A wrinkle of her nose displayed her displeasure with his words, but she made no vocal protest. Instead, her hair lengthened until the curling tips brushed against her waist.

	“Where is my answer, Mahasti? Why do you stay away when I am right here?”

	“Because I am a creature of magic. I am as I am, and I will always be as such.” She sighed and turned around to regard him with somber eyes. “I do not sicken. I do not wither and waste away.”

	The ageless beauty before him would never change, her life fueled by an eternal, undying flame. As he came to understand her meaning, Leiv murmured the words, “But I do.”

	Her wide almond eyes remained on his face, gaze solemn. “I remember when you were a young man in our Master’s service. You blushed when I smiled at you.”

	“I still do.” He cherished each and every smile.

	More than three decades had passed since Leiv first came to them as a young man of twenty, eager to live up to his father’s name and quality of service. As a shifter, his longevity would endure for decades past a human’s lifespan.

	“Leiv—”

	“How long has passed since you took a lover?” he pressed. This time he reached out and claimed her hands, her fingers dainty by comparison and swallowed by his heavy palms.

	Mahasti sighed. “Many years. Before you came to us.”

	“What do you have to lose? Why deny yourself? Are djinn not allowed mortal pleasures? Companionship?”

	Liev waited through her silence, afraid of pushing her but equally terrified of another rejection. She shifted her weight from one foot to the other, as if preparing to pull away. Instead, she leaned in and pressed a passionate, too brief, kiss against his lips.

	“Is this what you truly want, Leiv?” she asked in a whisper.

	“Do you not know my wishes?”

	“I’ve always known,” Mahasti admitted. She leaned close against him, and in a puff of jasmine scented smoke, she relocated them both to her personal chambers within the expansive dwelling. And while she could have transported them to Arabia for all he knew, the room still felt like home, some part of Saul’s estate. Persian rugs covered the stone floors, gauzy curtains framed the wide arched window, and silk pillows in metallic shades of purple, turquoise, and gold piled thickly on the round bed.

	She smelled of cinnamon and cardamon, exotic spices that encouraged him to inhale her scent again. Leiv kissed her without loosening his grip, eager to learn her taste and experience contact with her body’s unique curves. She was built like Ishtar herself, a fertility queen, the sex goddess of his fantasies. Everything he’d ever imagined in his head came true once her dress whispered from her body and fluttered away in a mysterious breeze.

	Mahasti exposed every inch of flawless, golden brown skin to him. Her hair hung around her bare shoulders in buoyant waves framing her heart-shaped face and concealing full breasts. Leiv trailed his fingers through her ebony coils and inhaled the rich scent.

	“You are beauty beyond compare. The most breathtaking,” he breathed against her cheek. He palmed one rounded breast and circled his thumb over the erect tip. Mahasti tilted her head back and trembled, gooseflesh rising on her arms.

	Eager to explore, he coaxed her legs apart and glided his fingers between her thighs until they glistened with Mahasti’s arousal. Her body’s compact interior resisted the intrusion of his index finger, a discovery which thrilled him beyond measure.

	She’s so tight. I want to be inside of her so bad, but I must wait. I need to show her I care and deserve her.

	Against his nature, Leiv resisted the primal urge to immediately mount and claim his lover. He kissed his way down her throat, lavishing her shoulders and collarbone with tender care and playful nips of his teeth. By the time his second finger entered the djinn, she stumbled forward against him and recovered her balance by clutching his shoulders with both hands. Her nails pressed through his t-shirt, leaving crescent divots in the skin beneath.

	He wanted to taste her. More than anything, he wanted to devour the sweet taste clinging to his fingers, a craving so intense he dropped to his knees before her and inhaled the heady scent of her desire.

	Unlike a mortal woman, Mahasti needed neither a razor nor time at the salon. A sparse, sable triangle of silky hair at the apex of her thighs felt as soft as the sleek waves grown from her head. Briefly, he wondered how much was the true woman and how much she invented as an illusion, cultivating the perfect dream for his enjoyment. Leiv ultimately decided it didn’t matter.

	“I want to feel every inch of you against me, Mahasti.” He touched his nose against her pussy, captivated by her delectable scent. A darting flick of his tongue discovered her taste to be equally sweet.

	“Then you are overdressed,” she whispered.

	Upon her whim, the clothes on his body faded away like smoke on the wind. He’d never felt so grateful to feel the liberating caress of her magic before. His cock, once restrained and trapped within denim and cotton, became free in an instant. Leiv’s hand, still wet from fingering her pussy, lowered to his dick and stroked it eagerly.

	“Taste me again,” she begged.

	“Does my tongue please you?”

	“There is only one way to find out,” she challenged.

	Her words were the only invitation needed to resume the sensual act. Skimming his nose over her smooth skin, Liev plunged his tongue between her pussy lips and lapped her up like cream. A single taste transitioned to insatiable hunger. He took possession of one toned thigh and guided Mahasti’s leg over his shoulder. Her fingers curled in his thick hair as his circled her clit with the tip of his tongue.

	A forward nudge knocked her back onto the bed amidst the pillows. Mahasti fell with a whoosh of breath and a delighted giggle, which faded into a shuddering moan.

	“Yes, Leiv, yes!” she cried. One hand remained in his hair and the other clutched at the sheets.

	His strong fingers kneaded her plump ass and pulled her in tight against his face, alternating between stimulation from his tongue and fucking her with two digits. Every time she squirmed, Leiv claimed her clit between his lips and orbited the tender bundle of sensitive nerves with his tongue. He didn’t stop until Mahasti’s throaty cries culminated in orgasm, and still the unsatisfied shifter wanted even more from her. He suckled and lapped every drop she offered, fingering her snatch in tandem to the attention delivered by his tongue.

	He stroked his aching cock in one fist while tiny aftershocks squeezed the fingers of his other hand. Not wanting to waste a single bit of her essence, Leiv sucked her juices from his fingers after pulling them from her body.

	With strong hands, he flipped her over and guided Mahasti into a kneeling position. After providing her the first pleasure, he planned to take her from behind as was customary among most shifters. The mortals called it doggy-style, but to Leiv, it was the only position he knew and felt as natural as breathing.

	“No,” Mahasti said, her voice firm and clear. She twisted away from him, gone in a puff of dark smoke only to appear beside the bed on her feet, no less naked, and still the same statuesque model of the ideal woman down to her last inch.

	His interest in Mahasti had never been about her appearance - not completely - but the reality of exploring her nude frame ignited his lust for physical pleasure. Deep down beneath the alluring features, he’d always valued the infinite kindness she showed to him, a lowly bear shifter.

	“No?” Leiv repeated. Had she changed her mind?

	“I will not be mounted like a slave.”

	Leiv remained on his knees amidst the pillows, but a shove of her fingers against his shoulder cast him off balance until he toppled back among them.

	Her return to the bed came as a crawl over the midnight black sheets until she knelt between his legs. Manicured fingers slid up his legs, passing through the dark hair and continuing upwards.

	“I’ve always wanted to see you naked,” she admitted in a sensual murmur.

	As most of the feralkin who transitioned from human to animal form, Leiv completely lacked a sense of modesty. He unclothed as necessary whenever the mood struck him to use his animal form. Often, he traveled Saul’s land in his natural state and lazed away his afternoons beneath the sun.

	“You have seen me before. Many times, Mahasti.” Each and every time, he had hoped she liked what she saw.

	“But not like this. Not close and within my reach.” Her fingers closed around his dick and delivered a playful pump.

	Her sexy confidence thrilled him. His dick twitched within her grasp, and then he tilted his head back and groaned as her lips slid over his head. A flutter of her tongue over the delicate corona made him writhe in ecstasy.

	“Mahasti…” Her mouth slid off of him with a playful pop. “Why do you stop? No, no, do not stop,” he pleaded.

	“Would you prefer the pleasure of my mouth or my body?” she asked with another nibbling kiss. She sealed her lips at the junction between his balls and the base of his prick then tickled him with her tongue before pulling away. He raised his hips desperately to search for her mouth, pumping in futility. No woman had ever made him so hard before, so absolutely, unforgivably hard until he felt as if a single stroke would make him blow his load.

	Please no. I need more of her than that, but this is maddening.

	“Your, ah, hell, Mahasti. I want you.” And it didn’t matter how he had her.

	“And I you.”

	Silk whispered across his throbbing cock. He didn’t know where the golden scarf had come from and he didn’t ask. With Mahasti’s magic anything was possible and tonight it was to his advantage.

	“I have always wondered what you would taste like,” she whispered, drawing the gossamer veil across his balls. The slow descent of her mouth over his cock introduced Leiv to a torturous rapture. Each time Leiv expected her to take him in further she retreated and replaced her tongue with cool silk. The delicate fabric feathered across his dick until she drove him wild with desire and the primal side of him broke free.

	“All of me, Mahasti,” he growled. Fisting his hands in her hair secured her into place, and his taut grip held her firmly upon his cock. She deep-throated him without resistance, taking in his every inch until his eyes rolled back and guttural groans of pleasure became the only noise Leiv could make. Instinct drove him to claim her however he could, and yet, she was never truly captive. Mahasti could have become free in the blink of an eye.

	The glide of her lips up and down his veined shaft was hypnotizing. Each time she came close to slipping off, Leiv pulled her back down by a handful of hair. She chuckled around his dick, sending pleasing vibrations over the sensitive crown. She reduced him to putty in her hands. Leiv’s fingers fell away from her glossy waves as his hips began to desperately pump. He was so close, pushed to the cusp of orgasm, but no matter how he thrusted and fucked her delectable little mouth, no relief came to alleviate the building pressure in his balls.

	“Enough, Mahasti,” he cried. “I want inside you.”

	Her responding purr nearly sent him over the edge. Absolutely enchanted, he watched Mahasti pull away, dragging her lips teasingly until the tip popped from her mouth. His slick cock gleamed with saliva. With contact between them severed, gravity angled his proud length toward his washboard abs where it awaited her next touch. Waited to learn her intimate embrace.

	Mahasti shifted above him until she straddled his muscled body. With one hand grasping his dick around the base, her controlled descent lowered the genie around his dick, allowing inch by throbbing inch to enter her heated embrace. Leiv practically shuddered beneath her, pushed to insanity by her slow and measured movements. The grip that once snugly held his fingers claimed his cock in steady increments.

	“More,” he begged.

	“In time,” she promised.

	Mahasti’s slow and sensual claiming made every second count, letting his hard dick pass in and out of her body to a shallow rhythm of her own choosing. When she finally ceased the teasing movement and allowed their bodies to join flush, she rocked atop him and trembled in delight.

	“Your wish is granted, Leiv. This night is yours.”

	Mine, he thought. Having her for a night only satisfied a fraction of his appetite. More than anything, he wanted her to become his. With equal longing, he wanted to share his life in return as her mate.

	It didn’t take long for their frenetic coupling to become a game of dominance. With a push of his foot against the bed, Leiv rolled her beneath him. Mahasti’s onyx hair fanned like a halo around her head. Her golden skin contrasted with the black sheets, but her eyes were as bright as the summer sky.

	He held her hips steady to meet his next deep thrust. Her golden legs lifted and wrapped around his waist while her fingers curled against his chest, pressing rounded nails into his skin. “H-harder,” she gasped up to him. “I want to know every inch of you.”

	The wet clench of her body and her seductive entreaty encouraged Leiv to pound her tight snatch, slapping his balls against her body and grinding against her clit. He slammed into her, pistoning fast strokes.

	“You are so wet. So wet, Mahasti.”

	“And you hard as marble.”

	Leiv nibbled her earlobe. The pleasant action earned a shudder from the muscles surrounding his cock and brought him closer to losing control. Sweet Goddess. Not yet. Not yet. I have so much more I want from her. Leiv had loved Mahasti for years, and craved the chance to love her for a while longer.

	“Only for you, desert flower.”

	Their bodies moved together in instinctual harmony whether Leiv was above or below her. Pillows tumbled to the floor, blankets bunched at their feet, and the candles scattered around the room burned down to waxy stubs. Her stiff nipples responded beneath his calloused fingertips, each cocoa brown tip hardening to a tight peak. Leiv playfully skated his teeth across and then soothed the aching flesh with a sweep of his tongue.

	Mahasti’s mouth fell open in a soundless cry accompanied by a tightening of her whole body. The graceful curve of her back raised from the sheets and her fingers gripped his brawny shoulders. Her face contorted with ecstasy while the mesmerized shifter above her studied the beauty of her rapturous expression.  

	Growling, he drove home within her, jackhammering through the tremulous tension caused by her orgasm until the rhythmic squeeze urged Leiv into his own. His balls tightened until the pressure wound as tight as a coiled spring, until he was so close Mahasti’s frenetic rocking against him achieved its purpose. He came hard, spurting a hot release his eager thrusts whipped into a slick froth.

	After he sagged against her, Mahasti’s toned arms and legs enfolded him close. Not even a breath of air could slip between their affectionate embrace. He nuzzled his cheek against one plump breast and closed his eyes, content with the way her fingers stroked over his short hair. Neither spoke, each waiting for the rapid pace of their hearts to settle.

	Eventually, Leiv withdrew his softening cock. Still semi-rigid with lingering traces of arousal, he smeared the inside of her thigh on the backstroke. Once Mahasti nestled close against his body, he curved one arm around her slim frame. Eyelashes tickled his throat, a pleasant butterfly kiss beneath his stubbled jaw. But it wasn’t to last.

	Mahasti’s roll from his side made Leiv turn to close his fingers around one of her slim wrists. “Stay,” he implored as he held her in place.

	“It is for the best that I leave.” Her dark hair spilled over her shoulder and veiled her face from his view. Leiv propped his weight onto an elbow and strained to see her features. Her posture and positioning revealed only the svelte line of her back and a partial profile. “Is this to be only once?”

	“It must be.”

	“Why?”

	Mahasti evaporated into mist, leaving traces of her scent lingering in the air. The presence of his lover surrounded him, filled with nurturing warmth and assurance as if that might provide a balm against the wound she inflicted to his heart.

	“A day will come when you no longer see me as the woman you love, but as an immortal creature you resent with all of your heart. I cannot bear to watch. I will not.”

	In another breath, she was gone.

	 

	




Chapter 2

	The next day didn’t bring Leiv any peace. Despite his efforts to make contact, Mahasti kept to the house and out of sight. At the night’s end after a fruitless attempt to find her in the manor, he wound up in the vault, contemplating the lamp bound to Mahasti’s soul and wondering if she’d hidden inside.

	“Mahasti, please. Can we not talk? I am not upset. I would only like to talk to you.”

	The lamp remained dark. Eventually, after his hope dwindled to complete disappointment, Leiv abandoned the vault and retreated from the manor. He spent the rest of the day fishing alongside Saul’s man-made lake where he ate away his bitter sorrow and chased the meal down with a fifth of vodka. He may have gotten his wish, but it came at the cost of one of his dearest friends.

	With Saul away from the estate, Leiv’s chores diminished to a handful of agricultural duties. He longed for the friendly chats and conversation during their drives. As the days passed, he found other ways to hasten the passage of time. The bear shifter consulted a homesteading book from Saul’s library, spread out the plans for an additional smokehouse, and by the end of the week, he had constructed a fine secondary structure for processing their overabundance of meat.

	The whole time he worked shirtless beneath the sun, the sensation of being watched never faded. She was there somewhere, and while he couldn’t smell her on the wind, his preternatural senses certainly perceived her presence.

	Leiv’s suspicions were confirmed when he misplaced his screwdriver and abandoned his work to fetch a second. He made it only a step before he recognized the weight of an object in his jeans pocket. She’d given it to him somehow with her magic, but he didn’t want Mahasti’s help; he wanted her company.

	By the middle of the month, Leiv had successfully transformed his frustration into productivity. He stocked the freezers, the pantry, and made enough cheese to fill a hobbit’s storehouse. Hell, he even began a personal garden for Chloe, Saul’s mate, and laid a trail of stepping stones to it from the veranda. Bear shifters of his species weren’t normally social creatures, but for the first time in all of his adult life, Leiv felt lonely. The temptation to head into the mountains and seek out company among the bears had never been stronger.

	But true bears were also solitary, territorial creatures and none of them would have him either.

	The hounds had a different thought on the matter. They provided furry companionship and eagerly greeted their caretaker. Leiv ensured the pair had full bowls before he retired for the evening.

	Sleep didn’t come easy for Leiv most nights. It seemed he had barely fallen into true sleep when both Caucasian shepherd dogs sent up alarm howls. Leiv leapt from the bed and burst from the cabin in his human flesh. Within three steps he dropped to all fours in his bear shape. As a shifter, he ran more quickly in his ursine form than he did as a man on two legs. The magic that imbued his people granted him preternatural speed to close the distance between his door and the estate in under a minute.

	Ghouls. Leiv recognized their foul scent on the breeze; a rotten, carrion stench carried to his sensitive nose.

	Mahasti stood out like a star in the night. Composed of pure flames, she burned white hot at her center, the fire shifting to gold and red where her hair should have been. A brilliant ball of fire struck the closest intruder but the creature barely slowed its pace. The djinn vanished in a puff of smoke before the ghoul reached her, only to reappear behind it. A raging inferno burst from her hands and engulfed the undead monstrosity. Its dying shrieks filled the air.

	Two more crossed the expansive lawn, stinking shadows moving in the dark. Leiv intercepted one with a mighty swat, tearing his claws through decaying flesh. He mauled the monster until it was a smear on the grass then turned his ferocity on the third assailant as Mahasti’s flames consumed the first.

	“Leiv, the house!” Mahasti cried out. The flames surrounding her flickered and dimmed enough to reveal her terrified expression. She disappeared, leaving curling wisps of smoke behind.

	Only one thing could put so much fear in her voice.

	Her lamp. Someone must be in the house!

	The third ghoul didn’t stand a chance. Leiv charged the creature and trampled it into the ground. The ovcharkas rushed in behind him to finish off the job but Leiv didn’t stick around to ensure it remained down. He pounded toward the house and shifted the moment he hit the front veranda.

	He raced through the dark house, familiar with the layout. The stairs into Saul’s subterranean hideaway were easier to handle as a man. He leapt down half of the last flight where he was immediately assaulted by the smell of an open grave. Dirt, decay, and moldering flesh accented the copper tang of blood.

	Leiv transformed as he burst into the open vault. His 800 pound bulk crashed into the vampire fleeing for the vault exit. The feral bloodsucker hissed and sprang back to elude him, aided by his lanky frame and faster reflexes.

	I only need to strike him once. Only once, Leiv thought. One blow from his massive paws would be enough to knock him down for the kill, but cornering a vampire was easier said than done.

	Snarling, the rangy vamp feinted to the left then to the right. With Mahasti’s lamp tucked beneath one arm, he darted toward the door. An acrobatic twist flipped him into the air, but Leiv reared onto his hind legs and slammed the vampire down to the earth again. They snapped at one another, the faster and much quicker vampire weaving between each blow then snaking beneath him.

	Shifters held a unique immunity to the bite of a vampire, but it hurt like a bitch. Claws slashed him, followed by a fist to the ribs that nearly cracked his bones. It would have pulped a lesser creature’s torso.

	They fought like wildcats, a bear versus a metaphorical lion, all gnashing teeth and flashing claws in the flickering torchlight. I won’t let him take her. I won’t. Given motivation, Leiv ignored the pain and dragged the frenzied vampire across the stony floor. Hot, living blood splashed across the rocks as his opponent gashed him with a lucky blow to the chest.

	The pain sent Leiv stumbling. He almost collapsed, but he knuckled through the pain and lunged forward. Using his considerable bulk, he slammed the vampire into the ground. He ignored the wild strikes glancing against his face and chest in favor of tearing his enemy limb from limb. Mahasti’s lamp rolled away across the floor.

	Stained with blood, Leiv struggled to remain on his feet to go in for the kill. He crumpled to the floor as glittering smoke streamed from the lamp. Mahasti’s form coalesced between him and her would-be abductor, her form flaring as hot and bright as dragonsfyre. The vampire, despite his audacity in raiding a dragon’s hoard, fell back before her rage.

	Leiv watched through a pained haze as the vampire went up in flames. The acrid scent of burning flesh and charred bone overwhelmed his sensitive nose.

	The world around him temporarily blurred, and when it came back into focus, Leiv was surrounded by the comforts of a guest bed, in his human guise, as Mahasti bathed the blood from his body. He jerked up into a sitting position and winced.

	“The vampire?”

	“Dead,” Mahasti said gently. Her fingers touched his uninjured shoulder and eased him back into a laying position.

	“He tried to take your lamp.”

	“He failed because of you. Thank you. Many have tried, and many will fail. He is the first to attempt such a foolish act during Saul’s absence.”

	“Should we tell—”

	“No,” she said clearly. “We will not interrupt his time away from home. If we tell him he will only rush back and he deserves his time with Chloe.”

	“Yes, yes. You are correct.” Her gentle touch smoothed his brow and encouraged him to close his eyes.

	“I should have been more mindful,” Mahasti chastised herself. “He slipped past my defenses and you’ve been hurt because of it.”

	“It was nothing. These are flesh wounds, Mahasti. By morning, I will be well.”

	Mahasti scoffed and touched her fingers over the pink line extending from his right pectoral to his navel. “You are healed now because of my magic, Leiv. Saul permitted me long ago to use the full extent of my abilities on you. Now rest well and recover.”

	“Mahasti—”

	Jasmine-scented smoke surrounded Leiv one more time. It wrapped around his senses and pervaded every fiber of his being, sweeping him away into peaceful dreams. When he awakened nearly twelve hours later, he was tucked safe and warm in his bed and she was nowhere in sight.

	




Chapter 3

	No further attempts were made on Mahasti’s lamp during Saul’s absence, as if the dark ones sensed their efforts would be futile. Leiv patrolled the acreage excessively alongside his dogs Anton and Anastasia, traveling in his bear form while securing the property.

	Two weeks later, Saul’s phone call from Texas summoned Leiv to prepare the car and head out early to beat the Los Angeles traffic to the airport. He took pleasure in handling the top-of-the-line vehicle, overpriced but filled with lavish comforts appropriate for a CEO of an upscale Hollywood production company.

	To the world, Saul Drakenstone was the elusive heir of a deceased executive who built the company from the ground up in the Fifties. In reality, he was a dragon who established the business himself as a means of accumulating a larger hoard. No one in Hollywood faulted Saul for his strange quirks and habits, and with Leiv’s father Ivan serving as his personal assistant and driver, he learned enough about the mortal world to safely invest centuries of wealth. The rest remained safe in Saul’s dragon horde, a vast cavern system filled with gold, silver, unpolished jewels, and historic treasures. And Mahasti’s lamp.

	With Ivan dead and gone, Leiv now fulfilled the role as one of Saul’s personal liaisons between mortals and dragon kind. Mahasti and Leiv knew him best, and they had adapted to his funny ways.

	Dressed with his chauffeur’s hat in place, Leiv met them at the curbside arrival and alighted to load the pair’s luggage into the trunk.

	“Allow me to take your bag, Miss Ellis.”

	Chloe smiled at him. Tired circles beneath her eyes told the expected story. She and Saul must have had an enjoyable, if busy, month-long vacation in Texas. Leiv packed both pieces of luggage into the trunk and returned to the driver’s seat. After he buckled in, he twisted around to face the pair in the rear.

	“I have champagne chilled and ready for you. Shall I open the bottle before we depart?”

	“None for me, Leiv.” The blonde woman shook her head. “You know what I’d really like? A burger and a Frosty. After all the swanky places Saul took us to for meals I’m ready for some fast food.”

	Saul shrugged and spread his hands. “As she says.”

	Leiv consulted the vehicle’s GPS unit to narrow down an acceptable location nearby.

	“It’s so strange riding in the back seat,” Saul’s mate commented five minutes into their drive. “I guess it makes sense for you to pick us up from the airport and all, but I still don’t get why Saul never drives himself places.”

	Saul grumpily uttered something under his breath. “He tried to teach me once. It was an effort in futility.”

	Despite Saul’s three centuries of age, he had never learned to operate an automobile. Granted, the man had no rival while controlling a carriage or cart and buggy, but given a wheel and stick shift, he fell apart into a pile of frustration that only deteriorated into road rage as other motorists tried his nerves. He could be eager to learn a human habit in one moment or incredibly set in his ways in the next. Unfortunately, driving an automobile was a skill that never reached Saul’s bucket list; he firmly resisted.

	“So I’m curious. What do you do when Saul’s away, Leiv?” Chloe continued her interrogation. Leiv liked her, but generally, she never remained quiet for long.

	“I maintain the grounds. You know this, Miss Ellis.”

	“And…” she pressed.

	“That is all.”

	“Nothing for fun? You don’t hang out with the guys? Hunt? Fish? Surf? This is California, so people surf all the time, right?”

	“Fish, yes. Surf, no,” Leiv told her as Saul chuckled and relaxed in his seat. His friend made no attempt to call off his inquisitive woman, apparently entertained by the spectacle of Chloe firing one inquiry after the next.

	Greasy burgers and a chocolate shake finally brought quiet to the vehicle. With the excuse of wanting to give the pair privacy, Leiv raised the partition and increased the radio volume. The remainder of the drive went smoothly without interruption. Leiv dropped the couple off in front of the house then took the car to the garage.

	To his surprise, Saul showed up as he was finishing an interior cleanup to air the smell of grilled onion from the car. Chloe had the manners to take her trash with her, but her quick meal left behind an enticing aroma and made Leiv’s stomach rumble in protest, urging him to retreat to the cabin for a late dinner.

	A dinner he wouldn’t have anytime soon if his suspicions about Saul’s visit were on point. Sighing, he moved around to the front of the vehicle with a spray bottle and rag in hand. He detested automatic car washes and always detailed the vehicle himself, inside and out, as if it were his own possession. In some ways it was, since Saul entrusted everything to him.

	Say something or he will continue to stare. Nothing was more unnerving than receiving a dragon’s complete but silent attention.

	“After all this time, Saul, why do you not learn to drive? You have much better control than you give yourself credit for.”

	“Humans and their cars are fragile,” Saul replied ominously.

	“Bah. You will not shift forms during a traffic jam, or if some foolish mortal cuts you off. I will teach you.”

	Saul raised his brow then glanced around the spacious garage interior. The finished cement floors gleamed beneath a fresh coat of polish recently applied during Leiv’s lonely week. “While this has been an adequate attempt to distract me, I did not visit to discuss becoming a motorist. We are alone, Leiv. Alone to converse in absolute privacy.”

	He must not know of the attack, if my petty troubles remain his primary concern. “Has Mahasti not told you of the news?”

	Saul’s smile wavered. “What news, my friend?”

	“An attack took place while you were away. A vampire breached our defenses and took Mahasti’s lamp.”

	Saul tensed. “What?” The words hissed past his clenched teeth.

	Leiv gave Saul the rundown on what occurred during his vacation, watching his friend become all the more angry with each passing second.

	“You should have called me.”

	“Mahasti and I handled it. As I have said. It is all good now, yes?”

	Saul huffed indignantly and muttered under his breath. Leiv continued his work and wished the dragon would let him be. As usual, luck was not with him; Saul continued his interrogation.

	“Fine, but something troubles you and I would like to know what is wrong. More importantly, what may I do to comfort you?”

	“Nothing to concern you, my friend. It is all small things,” Leiv attempted to assure him. He crouched down and wiped the car’s grill.

	“My home sparkles. The grounds have never been more organized. There are flowers in tidy rows. Rows, Leiv. You took the time to place them in rows.”

	Damn.

	“And my bar is empty of vodka,” Saul added as an afterthought.

	Damn.

	“I have not seen Mahasti. She usually greets me in person no matter the hour of the day. This is not the first time some fiend has sought her lamp, nor will it be the last, so I know its attempted theft is not to blame for her absence.”

	“I am not her keeper. If you wish for your djinn, call her,” Leiv grumbled irritably before he tossed the rag into the corner of the garage.

	Saul raised his brow again, but said nothing.

	“I will bring your bags up. Miss Ellis must want her things by now, yes?”

	“No, I can take them. As I’ve already said to you, that is not why I came down.”

	If Leiv had learned anything in his time serving Saul, it was that dragons were stubborn, tenacious creatures. Saul would not leave him alone until his curiosity was satisfied.

	“Did something happen with Mahasti, Leiv? Is this what has you tied up in knots?”

	As an unwilling participant in the conversation, Leiv frowned deeply and turned his head. A gentleman didn’t kiss and tell, and he certainly considered himself as one, but there could be no harm in answering Saul’s question either. On some level, the dragon had to already know what plagued his servant.

	“Mahasti and I became intimate, and things did not work as planned. It is my fault she failed to greet you.”

	“I know. I suspected as much. The arak is also gone. Threats to her lamp have never driven her to drinking, but affairs of the heart are another matter.”

	Leiv grunted again. “I apologize for keeping her from her duties.”

	“As far as I know, you have done nothing, and she is not forced to greet me.” Saul shook his head. “Mahasti is free to do as she wants; I vowed many years ago to honor whatever choice she makes. Do not let her service to me be what holds you back from making your claim.”

	“She does not want me, Saul.” Leiv groaned into one palm and straightened.

	The big man grinned. “Perhaps she wishes you to chase her. Stride into her room, sling her over your shoulder, and take her to your home. Show her your strength and vigor.”

	I would if she appeared before me. Instead, she hides away within her lamp and shuns my very presence as if the idea of a commitment is too shameful. “This is not a conversation we will have. We have spoken enough of Mahasti and her choices. Please. Attend to your mate.”

	“I will once you have cast aside these foolish wastes of your time. You worked plenty during my absence, Leiv. Go to your home and enjoy the evening off from your duties. Tomorrow as well. I want no work from you.”

	“Who will tend to the livestock?”

	“Chloe and I shall do it.”

	Leiv raised a dubious eyebrow. “She is a city girl, but if that is what you want, who am I to complain?”

	Saul chuckled and clapped him on the back. “I knew you would see it my way, friend. Now go, enjoy a dinner and time to yourself.”

	
 

	




Chapter 4

	Mahasti occupied a reclining chair on the tiled veranda overlooking the grounds. With her legs drawn to her chest and arms around them, she laid her cheek against one knee and listened to the melodic songbird chirping in the trees.

	“I see many things have changed during my month-long hiatus,” Saul remarked from the open door.

	“Was the room not to your liking?” she asked, lifting her head. “Have I displeased your cherished mate?”

	Saul dismissed her concern. “No, nothing like that. Chloe’s resting quite comfortably, I assure you.”

	An hour ago, Mahasti heard the sound of the garage door opening and closing around the other side of the small mountain. Leiv had returned with their Master and his newfound lover. True to his usual habits, he spent an hour meticulously cleaning the expensive vehicle inside and out before he shed his human appearance and lumbered toward his cabin. Mahasti’s position on the veranda gave her the perfect long distance view of him. He slept like a baby amidst the grass, as he did each afternoon to unwind.

	“When you failed to greet me, as has been your custom for over a century, I wondered if you were away for a change.”

	Mahasti lowered her legs and sat up in the chair. She turned her eyes toward Saul and frowned. “Forgive me, Master. I became aware of your return and remained lost in my own thoughts.”

	“I noticed,” Saul replied dryly as he approached. “Not that it inconveniences or upsets me in the least that you failed me to meet me at the door. It would be nice to see you seek respite from your duties.”

	“I did for a time during your absence. After two weeks’ time within my lamp, it’s nice to feel the sunshine against my skin again.”

	“Was this two weeks before or after the failed attempt to take your lamp?”

	Mahasti winced. While she had expected Leiv to share the tale with their friend and Master, she hadn’t expected him to confront her on the matter. During their century together, he’d thwarted similar efforts by smarter criminals.

	“A little of both,” she admitted grudgingly. “Mostly after. What did Leiv tell you?”

	“Leiv gave me the basics. He has been quite tight-lipped. In fact, it was like pulling a drake’s teeth to convince him to utter a single word during our drive from Los Angeles.”

	Her gaze dropped away. “I apologize for your distress.”

	Saul waved off her remorseful words with a hand. “No need. My two best friends are troubled. I came seeking answers, not to voice complaints, Mahasti. Speak with me. Please. What troubles your heart, my friend? What may I do to help you?”

	“I slept with Leiv before the vampire came.” In her experience, honesty was always the best policy when it came to dragons. They excelled at riddles so trying to talk around the issue would be an exercise in futility.

	“Ah. Finally. I expected the two of you to mate years ago.”

	Saul lowered to sit beside her on the patio. In his open-front shirt with his golden hair blowing in the summer breeze, it was easy to understand how Leiv had once mistook the two of them as lovers. Her Master was a handsome being, powerful beyond measure as a dragon, and more generous than any owner before him. She loved him unconditionally and, in return, he gave her equal affection and freedom to live her life.

	Mahasti knew him best, and over the years of voluntary servitude and friendship had become familiar with even the most subtle cues. She waved a hand to instantaneously summon a teacup, kettle, and small dishes of cream and sugar onto the table.

	“It was a moment of weakness, one I shall not repeat.”

	“Was the coupling not to your liking?”

	“No, not that.”

	“Where does the problem lie?”

	“Truthfully, I had hoped his curiosity would be satisfied.”

	Saul turned his head toward the meadow in the distance. Leiv’s cabin occupied a modest plot of land a half mile away, separated by pastures of sweet grass. “I see.”

	Over the century, Mahasti had come to understand those two words meant precisely what he said. He saw everything down to the inner truth of the matter and no amount of clever wording would keep Saul in the dark. She sighed. It also didn’t help that he had the vision of an eagle and could see the sleeping bear shifter snoring in the grass beneath a tree. “He would be unhappy beside me, and that is a fact we both know well. He wants a mate, Saul.”

	“Not any mate. He wants you for his mate.” A smug smile spread over Saul’s bearded features.

	“Leiv is a child who does not know his own wants. You and I will outlive him—”

	The smile slipped from her old friend’s face before she could take back the poor choice of words. “Yes, you will. Just as you and I will surpass the lifespan of my chosen mate, so shall you outlive Leiv.”

	A cold sensation spread through her belly. Mahasti turned her head and sighed. “My apologies, Saul. I did not mean — I did not think before I spoke.”

	Saul’s sad smile twisted a knife in her heart, filling her with a sense of endless remorse. “It is a sad fate, the burden of an immortal. Did you share this reason with Leiv?”

	“I did.”

	“You were dishonest with him,” Saul stated, his voice a disapproving rumble.

	“I never lied to him.”

	“You withheld the truth. A lie by omission remains a lie, dear friend. You may take my words of experience at face value, or you may choose to ignore my warnings, but you will never find a more deserving man willing to guard you. Never.”

	“What you suggest is…” She poured a cup of tea for herself, adding sugar in generous quantities. “It is not to be given lightly.”

	“As your Master and the keeper of your lamp, I have literally held your life in my hands for a century. My race is known for our greed, treachery, and our thirst for power, and yet you have entrusted your well-being to me, when I least of all deserve such a privilege. Tell me why.”

	“You saved me from a tyrant, Saul. Is that not enough?”

	“You have repaid the debt a thousand times over in the course of a century in my employment. Don’t take me to be a fool, Mahasti. At any moment, you could ask for possession of your lamp to be given to another and I would gladly give it; allow you to leave.” Saul thoughtfully leaned back with his eyes on the distant horses grazing the fresh green grass amidst his cattle. “Hell, I would let you stay, too. You are a friend and always welcome in my home.”

	“Your mortal has affected your speech.”

	“She has,” Saul agreed. Once he settled in, the man propped both feet on the adjacent chair and crossed his ankles. “You made an excellent attempt to drift the conversation to my beloved, by the way, but it is a failure nonetheless. Tell me why you fear offering your heart to Leiv. What troubles you?”

	“I have seen too many die. I have seen how the lamp turns people to greed and cruelty.”

	“Two months ago, I watched him attempt to woo you with fish. Do you truly believe he would abuse your gifts to become a tyrant?”

	“And others have courted me with song.

	“But none with fish,” Saul pointed out.

	No, none with fish, she thought. Saul’s words made her chuckle, no doubt his intent all along.

	“He tried to mount me,” Mahasti complained, voicing an impulsive concern.

	With his teacup raised to his lips, Saul coughed and sputtered a few times. Clearly, she had chosen the wrong moment to speak up. “Forgive me, but I seem to be at a loss. Is there something the matter with mounting one’s own mate? It is how I claimed my bride.”

	“And she allowed it?” She arched a dark brow.

	“Well, the first time, yes. Then she showed me how human women prefer to make love.”

	As I suspected. No woman enjoys when a man takes her like an animal, Mahasti thought. “I told him no, because I have the freedom to do so. Were he to hold my lamp such would no longer apply,” she fretted.

	“You are able to tell me no. You have multiple times.”

	“Because you have granted me such allowances.”

	Upon finishing the last sip of tea in the fine porcelain cup, Saul set it on the saucer and rose from the chair. His golden eyes, bright and filled with happiness, made him altogether different from the forlorn and defeated man who returned alone so many weeks ago.

	“You do our friend a disservice to believe he could deny you, Mahasti, but this is not my choice to make. Your life is not mine to give, and I will respect your autonomy over the governance of your lamp. I merely implore you to reconsider.”

	Mahasti sensed Saul’s mate stirring in bed upstairs, exhausted from the flight and lengthy drive between LA and the estate. The djinn turned her head toward the upstairs bedroom and, as if reading her mind, Saul pushed his chair beneath the table again and trailed to the doorway.

	“Your lamp remains safe in my vault, yours to give to whomever you choose.”

	***

	Nightfall brought about the end of the djinn’s daily household duties. Once Saul and his mate retired for the evening, Mahasti prepared a bounty of snacks to leave in the fridge for Saul’s midnight rambles. Lately, he had taken to enjoying strange cuisines favored by his human lover.

	In all of the time Mahasti served faithfully at his side, Saul had never eaten a peanut butter and jelly sandwich. Now he requested them in a range of flavors, in different breads, jellies, and a variety of nuts. Over a month ago, she and Leiv had giggled in the kitchen when he returned from the grocer.

	Mahasti missed sharing laughs with Leiv over Saul’s strange dragon rituals and his reactions to new discoveries in the human world. She missed her shifter friend’s baskets of foraged nuts and honey from the vast wildflower fields on Saul’s lands. Missed the way he blushed after a kiss to the cheek, the way his scruffy face felt against her lips, and most of all, she just missed him.

	The world around Mahasti shimmered and shifted, a transition that took her from the kitchen to the depths of the deepest room carved into her Master’s mountainside home. Saul’s treasure chamber was the lowest point in the manor, dug from the stone by his father’s talons and filled with a bounty of jewels. Mahasti passed piles of ancient coins, chests overflowing with jewels, furniture fit to grace castle halls, and many more riches. She paid none of them any mind. What she sought humbly sat on a plain stone pillar without any ornamentation.

	Blackened with age, the bronze lamp hardly looked like anything special. Its shine had dulled over the centuries, the floral engravings worn almost smooth, but it held innumerable value to the woman. If not for Leiv, it would be in malevolent hands, and after a complete moon cycle in the vampire’s possession, she would have become completely his. She shuddered.

	Can I truly trust my heart to another man? Hand over all I am? Mahasti caressed the bronzed surface and raised it to her lips. The metal was warm against her touch, alive with the presence of her own soul. Giving it to Leiv would be nothing short of gifting him her very life.

	She kissed the cool metal and set it down again. I will speak with him first. I must know his mind and his heart.

	 

	




Chapter 5

	Colorful wildflowers perfumed the sun-warmed air as fat bumblebees buzzed from blossom to blossom, joined by delicate butterflies. Mahasti favored the warmer weather but she often missed the arid deserts from her homeland. Southern California didn’t come close despite its dry periods.

	Barefoot, she strode forward until the orange poppies and golden yellow buttercups thinned to lush clover and sporadic blades of knee-high grass. She had donned her favorite mortal garment, a sundress fitted to her torso and worn without a bra, its colors blending from gold to vibrant orange.

	“Leiv?” she called.

	At first he barely stirred but then the drowsy bear raised his head. He set his big brown eyes on her, and in that moment, Mahasti saw him exactly as she did in his human guise. She crouched beside him and ran her fingers over his caramel pelt. The silky fur was warm beneath her touch, scented like the grass and sweet meadow flowers.

	“I’m sorry I woke you. May we talk?” Too stubborn to be deterred by his impassive gaze, she kissed the tip of his black nose.

	Pulling away from her, the bear rose on his hind legs. Leiv towered above her in his natural state, a gentle giant amidst flowers with hints of honey on his snout. She tasted a sticky trace on her lips.

	“None for me, too?” she tried again.

	The bear exhaled heavily, like a man releasing a frustrated sigh. As the fur faded from his body and his powerful frame shrank to a man’s dimensions, Mahasti waited with her hands behind her back and didn’t approach him again. Animals never reacted well to pressure, and in his human body the same trait remained true for Leiv.

	“What may I do for you, Mahasti? Does Saul have some need?”

	“No, I have come to speak with you on my own behalf.”

	Her gaze roved over his muscular body to slowly admire every inch. The silky dark hairs on his chest narrowed to form a perfect treasure trail to his flaccid cock. In an effort to suppress memories of their single night, she tore her gaze away and back to his face. A shiny smear of honey lingered on his nose despite the transformation.

	“Why?” he asked brusquely.

	Rather than answer, Mahasti stepped forward and lifted her hand to his face, a damp cloth materializing in her hold. “You always make a mess in the beehives,” she said with a soft laugh. She daubed the sweet nectar from his face first then turned her attention to his hands.

	“Why are you here?” Leiv repeated again. While he didn’t withdraw, he also didn’t invite her to continue physical contact beyond their touching hands.

	“I came with apologies, Leiv. I wronged you. You are my dearest friend and I have damaged our friendship.” She vanished the cloth and stroked her fingers down the back of Leiv’s hand, caressing his knuckles. Try as she might, nothing seemed to get through to him. He gazed down at her through dispassionate brown eyes, unmoved by the affectionate touches.

	Leiv grunted and turned away from her to face his home. “Saul granted me the day to enjoy in peace. You should leave.”

	“No. I ran from you once and I won’t do it again.”

	“Go back to your lamp since you prefer it.”

	Dark hair drifted into her face as she lowered her head, shamed by her own actions, or rather, her choice of inaction by choosing to ignore him. “I am sorry. Truly. I should have spoken to you when you asked.”

	“Your apology is accepted, Mahasti. Now please leave.”

	“No. I won’t. I am no coward, and I did us both a disservice by leaving you that day. I came to make amends and I will be heard.” In all of her years, Mahasti had neither pleaded with a man nor given herself in entirety to one of her own free will. Standing before Leiv struck a raw cord in her, provoking emotions long since buried and denied. She had to have him, and she’d do anything to earn his forgiveness.  ”Make love to me as you would another of your own kind,” she blurted out hastily as he pulled away.

	Leiv’s bitter laughter brought stinging tears to her eyes. “Sex. You believe sex will make this better?”

	“Yes. I mean, no. It is not about sex, Leiv.”

	“You think to fuck the problem away, dah? Go back to the estate, Mahasti. We had many times to talk.”

	His words hurt. His utter disdain cut deeper than a knife. “Leiv, please. Don’t be like this. I want to—”

	“Do you truly know what you want at all?” Liev asked, cutting her off.

	“I want this,” she insisted.

	Stepping forward placed him within reaching distance for her arms to encircle his neck. Their lips met, his mouth soft and pliant despite the hard angles of his body. The movement crushed her against him and introduced his half hard cock to her lower tummy where it immediately stiffened to a fevered pulse. A stroke of her tongue explored the sweet contours of Leiv’s mouth. At first, her direct manner seemed to win him over; he reciprocated her gesture and slid his tongue between her lips.

	The moment ended harshly, abrupt. He tore away from her and set her aside with a firmly uttered, “No. I can go anywhere to find meaningless sex. I do not want it from you.”

	“Nor do I.”

	“Take your pity fuck to someone else, Mahasti.”

	The growled words struck her like a slap to the face. She blinked at him. “After all our years together, do you truly think me so callous?

	Leiv hesitated at first and studied her with scrutinizing brown eyes. His response cut her to the core. “I no longer know.”

	I should have expected this. How could I not, when I turned him away. It still didn’t make the cold stab of rejection hurt any less.

	“Do you know how I came to be in Saul’s service?”

	“Very little. Saul does not speak much of it.”

	“I fell in love.” She lifted her gaze to a cobalt butterfly dancing over her head. “And I trusted him with my lamp. But as the years passed, the powers granted to him changed the boy I adored. Fear replaced my affections and soon, I was no longer a cherished lover; I became a slave bound to Khalid’s will.”

	Leiv opened his mouth to speak, but Mahasti held up a hand, indicating she wasn’t finished. She drew in a deep breath then continued her story.

	“In his never-ending quest for more power, Khalid sought a gift I couldn’t grant him. He sought out the vampires, offered me as a shiny bauble, and he joined their ranks. For one hundred years I served as their coterie pet until he foolishly tried to steal a relic from a dragon.”

	“A relic?” Leiv asked, intrigued.

	“Yes. A weapon of some great power Saul was rumored to own.”

	“Did Saul have this weapon?”

	“He did,” Mahasti confirmed. A cheshire grin brightened her exotic features. “And he protected it quite viciously. As you know, a djinn may not intentionally take a master’s life and we may not be ordered to kill. Our servitude doesn’t also guarantee loyalty. Khalid ordered me to defeat Saul’s wards, but he couldn’t force me to cause harm or to do more than protect his life.”

	“So, how did Saul defeat him with you on this master’s side?”

	“It turns out djinn and dragons are immune to one another’s fire. Saul cannot harm my physical body. His breath blazed through me and I merely allowed it to happen. By placing myself between Khalid and Saul, I fulfilled my master’s command.” Mahasti shrugged. “When it was all said and done, I simply stayed and awaited my own demise.”

	“Clearly he did not kill you.” Leiv breathed in a deep breath and watched her. More than anything, Mahasti longed for the weight of his arms around her, the thrill of his lips against her cheek.

	“He did not. Instead, he spoke with me at length and offered me a chance at something better. Freedom. Well, as much as a genie can ever have.” She smiled faintly. “I spent many years fearing the coterie would try to reclaim me but they never did. I guess they were waiting until I would forget and lower my guard. Or waiting for Saul to leave.”

	Usually, Saul hibernated in the depths of his vault alongside her lamp. Rarely did he leave for any prolonged time lasting beyond a weekend. It unsettled her that they realized he would be away from the home for an extended period.

	“From vampires to a dragon. I did not know, Mahasti.”

	“I’m fortunate Saul makes no demands. Dragons are collectors. The appetites of the flesh generally hold no appeal to them.”

	Leiv glanced toward the estate. “I think he proves otherwise.”

	“Our Master grew tired of living without someone by his side, Leiv. He was weary of the fruitless chase. I was happy to nudge him toward happiness.”

	“You did a good thing for them, but what does this have to do with us? Why come to me now? Why tell all of this to me?”

	“Because I need you to understand why I’ve resisted you all these years. Why I have not acted on my attraction to you. History has a way of repeating itself.”

	“This is different, Mahasti. I do not want your lamp. I have no need of it. I am happy here in my home and satisfied with what Saul has given me. What would I want with a genie’s lamp?” He held out his hands in a helpless gesture, only to turn and wander away from her toward the quaint log cabin. The sight of his naked body was a glorious vision, his lean physique as cut as a bodybuilder beneath the noonday sun.

	Please don’t leave. With a thought she appeared before him, standing between Leiv and the cabin.

	“Can you forgive me? Will you at least give me a second chance?”

	Leiv sighed. A range of emotions flickered in his dark eyes: anger, sadness, and a longing so intense that it swallowed her. Until that moment, Mahasti had never wanted to grant one of her own wishes more. She wanted him.

	“Please,” she whispered again.

	Both of his large hands raised to her shoulders and brought her in close enough to easily enfold her within his embrace. She wrapped her arms around his waist.

	“There is nothing you could do beyond forgiveness, Mahasti. I want to be upset, but it does no good. I think of you all the time, even now as I laid here. You stay in my thoughts.” His nose pressed against her dark hair, breathing her in. “It is maddening.”

	“The djinn are creatures of magic. We do not conceive. I can never bear children for you as I am, Leiv. Will you still accept me?”

	“I accept it,” he said without a pause.

	“Think carefully. Your family line will end with you. No more first son of the first son to serve the Drakenstone line. I will never be anything more than a companion. The woman to share your bed but never a true mate to provide a child for you.”

	One of his strong hands lowered to her ass. With one sharp tug, Leiv drew her in tight against his pelvis to feel his aroused cock. Molten heat and an indescribable urgency pooled in her belly. The warm, tingly sensation spread to all of her limbs.

	“I accept you as you are.”

	Mahasti whisked them from the meadows to the natural hot springs located in an underground grotto. Her magic kissed each oil-scented candle, igniting the fat pillars of wax set in rocky alcoves. Only a month ago, she’d brought the new addition for the comforts of Saul’s mate, as the mortal woman lacked his vision in the dark.

	At the speed of thought, her sundress partially dissipated into smoke, its thin fabric becoming as fog against her skin.

	“No. I want to undress you,” Leiv muttered against her throat. “You can give me that pleasure, yes?”

	The smoky presence abruptly froze, and within seconds it coalesced into thin cotton, returning to its original form. The sunny-hued material draped around her hips and thighs before it fell neatly to her calves. Held by thin straps at her toned shoulders, the bodice clung tightly, becoming nigh unbearable where it hugged her breasts.

	“If such is your wish.”

	“It is.” His rough palms dragged the thin straps down over her shoulders, and in his haste, he snapped one to bare her luscious breasts to the open air. His mouth eagerly descended to suckle the erect tip between his lips.

	Leiv peeled the ruined garment down inch by slow inch, lowering to his knees before her. He scraped his rough cheek over the delicate fabric and drew in deep breaths through his nose. The animalistic gesture made Mahasti’s knees tremble and her inner core clench.

	“Undressing a woman is like unwrapping a most beautiful present. There is no comparison,” he growled against her tummy.

	Despite all of her years among the mortal populace, Mahasti never donned undergarments. She wore nothing beneath the dress, but his sensual words inspired a sudden longing.

	Leiv’s unspoken yearning became her pleasure to fulfill. Silk and lace whispered into place over the djinn’s skin as another layer for her lover to discover once the golden yellow cotton fell to her ankles.

	“You are everything I imagined.”

	“You saw me only the other night.” A month was little more than a blink of time to her reckoning.

	Soft laughter rumbled against her thigh. “Not long enough, my desert blossom. Had I my way, we would have spent the night in your bed.”

	His teeth caught the lacy edge of her black panties in a teasing exploration, and then his rough palms slid up the back of her legs, over her calves and behind her ticklish knees. Their tantalizing path ascended her thighs until he held both ass cheeks in his grip.

	The first wet press of Leiv’s tongue against the silken scrap led Mahasti to curl her hands at his shoulders for support. He licked and nuzzled her through the delicate barrier until it required every ounce of willpower not to vanish them away.

	“I want to make love to you, Leiv.”

	“Come down here to me.” A tug accompanied the request. Leiv lowered back to his bottom, intent on allowing her his lap.

	“No. I want you to claim me as you naturally would. I meant what I said despite my graceless delivery.”

	Leiv’s nostrils flared. “You would do this?”

	“I trust you.”

	Curls of steam rose from the mineral rich water of a wide pool that stretched into the darker recesses of the private cavern. Mahasti drew her hair over her shoulder and turned until her back was to Liev. He stepped in behind her, hands at her arms and his lips against her nape.

	Together they lowered to the wet stone floor. With complete trust and submission Mahasti bent forward and pressed her palms to the ground then spread her knees apart. The stroke of his hands down her back brought an anticipative shudder.

	Liev caressed her with reverence, as if she were a treasure all on her own. His fingers probed her body, and with ease they sank until her tight snatch accepted both thick digits to the last knuckle. She squirmed upon her hands and knees and spread her trembling thighs further. In all of her mortal life, no man had ever inspired such lustful thoughts and made her pussy absolutely soaked with desire. She’d never been driven mad to the point of pleading.

	“Leiv,” she breathed huskily. “Please. I want — I need to feel you. Please!”

	“In time, my beauty.”

	The wait was torture, plain and simple. With only his fingers, Leiv showed her endless patience and pleasure. He stroked her slick inner walls until she whimpered and cried out for him. Until she urgently rolled her hips to the rhythm of his fingering. His wet digits made another pass over her clit, teasing the sensitive and swollen nerve bundle.

	“Tell me who you belong to, Mahasti.”

	“You,” she gasped.

	Leiv twisted a hand into her dark hair and tugged her head back until her upturned face met his lips.

	“No, Mahasti. You belong to yourself.” His kiss stole her breath away and with it her heart.

	Between one heartbeat and the next his cock split her needy folds, and in three strokes he seated to complete depth. Mahasti shuddered and tilted her head forward. Leiv wasn’t small by any means, longer than she was accustomed to receiving after decades of asexual existence. For a while, she had forgotten what it was like to be a woman submitting to a man’s penetration. A man who treasured and cared about her beyond her magical ability and the pleasure she provided. A man who saw her as more than an object.

	“I want to see you,” Mahasti cried.

	At her behest, water rose from the pool and formed a floating, shimmering sphere which flattened out into a wide oval shape. Her magic stilled the undulating texture and created a perfect, reflective surface. In the mirror, he was the sexiest vision she had ever witnessed. His hard angles and flexed muscles gleamed above her, dewed with moisture from the steamy cavern.

	Mahasti had never enjoyed when a man fucked her from behind. Countless owners of the past had insisted in using her for their own sexual fulfillment, often preferring their servant to be in the submissive position. Beneath Leiv, it felt different. He claimed her not as a domineering owner, but as a man innocently following his baser instincts.

	His balls slapped against her clit, a rhythmic pattern that drove her mad with lust each time he sank home. Her round ass bounced on every forward thrust, and the tip of his dick rebounded against her cervix to twine pleasure with pain. The mind-blowing combination of sensation brought her to a writhing climax. Her orgasm was a thousand stars exploding, each bold clench attempting to force his cock out of her snatch. Every time her pussy contracted, she shuddered and screamed another hoarse cry for him to continue.

	Eventually, Mahasti’s legs gave out beneath her. Boneless, she sprawled upon her belly on the cool stone while Leiv continued the harsh pounding of her snatch. Each repetitious stroke set off another explosion of stimulation against her clit. With one arm around her and his fingers beneath his lover’s chin, he tilted back her head to silence her incomprehensible pleas for more with a kiss. Their tongues tangled in a passionate echo of their bodies’ actions.

	Yours, she thought. I wish to be yours always. My one and only wish.

	When Leiv came, he filled her with a rush of his hot seed that inspired Mahasti to grind into him in an effort to claim every precious drop. Her body quivered around his dick, still captive in the throes of orgasm long after Leiv’s heavy body settled over her in a warm drape, more comfortable than any blanket.

	After the last pump, and once he finally stilled for good, Leiv rolled to his side and dragged Mahasti with him. He spooned her on the unyielding ground with his hard dick still buried deep. Soft kisses from his firm lips trailed a path down her nape and across her shoulders.

	“The most beautiful,” he told her in a soft voice, renewing his sentiment from their first night together. “No matter how I longed for this again, it was our conversation I missed most, Mahasti.”

	“The days were lonely without your laughter. Your smile.”

	“You will not be without them again,” he promised with another kiss. “You are still trembling. Did I hurt you?”

	“Far from it,” she crooned, content beyond all belief.

	He taunted her with a partial backstroke. Thankfully, a cry of protest placed his thick cock back where it belonged. How he remained so hard after a wild round of sex was anyone’s guess, but she felt hollow and empty without him.

	“Allow me to bathe you.”

	Leiv assisted her into the water, where they quickly resumed their cozy positions. Her back fit against his chest, his cheek against her dark hair, and his half hard erection wedged perfectly between her ass cheeks. One calloused palm cupped her right breast to tease the stiff peak. At first, Leiv bathed her tenderly in the water but his gentle caresses led to drugging kisses and electrifying touches. Affectionate murmurs promised a continuation of their night in his cabin once her soak ended, and even those whispered vows eventually dwindled to complete silence.

	“I lied to you,” Mahasti shattered the quiet moment. She trailed her fingers over the surface and turned her eyes up to his expectant face.

	He met her with calm confusion and a creased brow. “In what regard?”

	“My womb isn’t entirely barren, Leiv. I could bear a child one day, but only to the one who possesses my lamp. A baby conceived of a true wish. An honest and real hope born of love, not avarice.”

	“Do you believe me to be a greedy man?” Leiv asked gently.

	Mahasti dipped her chin and lowered her eyes to the water. He didn’t allow it. His strong hand curved around her shoulder and turned her body to face him in the steaming pool.

	“Look at me.”

	She peeked, flicking her gaze from where the water lapped against his midsection. His chiseled pectorals sported a fine covering of golden brown hair. Little droplets clung to the dark strands.

	“I do not want your lamp, Mahasti.” He tucked a wet lock of her hair behind one ear and kissed her brow. She burrowed into him and wrapped her arms tight around his muscled torso. “I will happily live a mortal lifetime with you, all the better to retain your trust and love. I need no lamp.”

	“But I want you. One lifetime is not enough, Leiv. I cannot — I will not know you and love you for a mortal lifetime, only to lose you to the cruel kiss of old age.” Warm water and candlelight vanished amidst a cloud of smoke, the jasmine-scented vapor dissipating to reveal the flower filled meadow. A few feet away, Leiv’s cabin appeared like a mystical mirage, a dream she had long wanted to come true. “Take me to bed.”

	Liev promptly swept her into his arms and cradled her wet body close. Streaks of dusky purple and bold orange interlaced across the vibrant ruby sky, heralding the arrival of twilight. Stars shone distant from the horizon beneath the partial concealment of charcoal clouds. It wouldn’t be long before the storm rolled in.

	Upon their approach, the door to the sturdy log cabin blew open to reveal its simplistic interior decor. Polished wooden floors with rich, handwoven rugs greeted her in a variety of colors.

	A silky, chocolate brown rabbit skin throw decorated the back of an ordinary sofa with no frills. Contrary to her expectations of a threadbare kitchen, Mahasti saw appliances lining the granite counters atop the sturdy, oakwood cabinets. In the many years of their friendship, she had never once entered his home.

	Everything held his personal touch, from the satin-smooth exposed rafters to the watercolor paintings hung on the walls. She smiled when she spotted what was clearly a bear claw in red paint on a canvas.

	“Welcome to my home.”

	Leiv carried her like a princess across the threshold and up the stairs. More of his paintings lined the wall of the loft. A large window filled the space with light and the open pane allowed the floral scented breeze inside. Fading sunbeams cast an orange glow over the easel beside the window. The only other object occupying the space was the bed.

	Thick blankets in shades of green and brown covered the king-sized mattress. The sturdy oak frame was carved with trailing leaves and bears in the posts. Mahasti had little time to admire the artistry. Leiv laid her on the bed and made love to her again, unrushed and face to face. Afterward, he held her in his arms until their bodies cooled.

	“I have something for you,” she whispered.

	“Oh?”

	As Mahasti sat up, her hair slid over one shoulder and draped across her breast. Leiv swept the dark mass aside to palm the plump mound. He dipped his head to take the tip captive for a playful suckle.

	“You are insatiable,” she marveled. For a moment she considered waiting to present her gift but the urgency pressed her to nudge him away. “Give me a moment and I promise we can continue this.”

	“What is it?”

	Smoke twinkling with iridescent motes swirled over her open palm. It coalesced into solid form, leaving the aged bronze lamp in its place.

	“Mahasti—”

	“A mortal possessing a djinn’s lamp is granted life for as long as he holds it.”

	Leiv gently closed his fingers over her wrist and the back of her hand, dwarfing her daintier digits. He didn’t take the lamp. Instead, he pushed it closer until its cool metal touched above her heart. “No, Mahasti. This lamp belongs to you. Return it to Saul’s treasure room where it belongs. Keep it safe.”

	Mahasti lowered her eyes toward the dull, green-tinged surface. “That’s not possible for me. Without an owner, I would be confined inside my lamp. Such is the way of my kind, Leiv,” she explained. “Saul vowed to transfer ownership to you.”

	His breaths slowed and his hand trembled against hers. “I do not want to own you, Mahasti. That has never been my intent.”

	“Think of it as keeping me safe. Who better to hold my lamp than a man who doesn’t covet it? Who better to protect me than a man who has already saved my life. You fought a vampire for me and killed his ghouls. You saved me, Leiv.” Please accept it. More than anything she wanted a life with him. A chance at real happiness with a man who would remain forever young at her side. A man she would neither lose to his own insatiable greed, nor the wickedness of mortality.

	She trusted Leiv with everything she was, and all she could ever be. A djinn. A mystical creature brought to life from a flame. A creature made to serve.

	Leiv lifted the brass antique with reverent hands and kissed the aged metal. A tiny flame flickered to life at its tip once he uttered his next words. “I will cherish this moment as deeply as I cherish you.”

	She didn’t have a single doubt within her mind that Leiv would keep his promise.

	Mahasti had granted her own wish.
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	Fans of Saul and Chloe will definitely want to read my Wild Operatives series. Learn about them in the The Right to Bear Arms as the bear shifter Russ finds a true love of his own. 
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