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Chapter One


    Fallon


    What the hell am I doing here?


    The thought crossed Fallon’s mind for the thousandth time since the Mating Council had notified him last week that his family brand had shown up on a new mate…and he was one of the possible matches.


    Hands stuffed in the pockets of his pants, feeling like a puffed-up tool in his designer suit, Fallon strolled down the lavish, gold-gilded hallway. His uncomfortable dress shoes tapped against the marble flooring with a loud, echoing click, click, click.


    A mate. For him?


    No fucking way.


    A mate was a precious gift, one Fallon took seriously. One every dragon shifter took seriously—not just because finding your destined mate lengthened your life span, but because dragons were compelled to, like a biological imperative only a thousand times stronger. The urge was more about becoming whole once your soul bonded with your mate’s than the need to procreate. Hell, men were known to fight for mates, steal them, even kill or die for them.


    However, Fallon had serious doubts that this particular woman was meant for him. Only one woman in all his centuries had caught his attention. A human he could never have. Plus, with his own soul and the new mate’s life on the line, no way would he risk it unless he was sure. Not after witnessing his brother go through picking the wrong woman. That kind of pain broke a man.


    Besides, he was too young, nowhere near the time his search for his mate would become desperate. Not like most of the guys. The Huracáns, the team of enforcers he was part of, patrolled the western parts of North America. They had been there for centuries and not one of the men was mated. All those facts and more put Fallon’s chances somewhere between laughable and not a shot in hell.


    Not that he could’ve refused to come.


    A refusal would’ve been taken as an insult at the least, as a sign of dissent against the clans and the kings at the worst. He was an enforcer—hand selected by the king of his clan to bring law and order to the colonies—an honor he’d earned, dammit. Given his role, Fallon was expected to set the example of allegiance. The ultimate loyalist. Besides, no dragon turned his back on an opportunity at a mate, even if he didn’t believe it.


    So, he’d flown his ass to France.


    A set of double doors loomed at the end of the hall. Beside him, Macon scurried to keep up, huffing and puffing. The North American Alliance representative for the Blue Clan—the clan they both hailed from—had accompanied him across the pond as a chaperone of sorts. As a dragon shifter, Macon should be in better shape, but he was a politician. Soft. All talk and expensive cologne.


    “Finn should be here,” Fallon muttered, more to himself.


    As the leader of the Huracán team, Fallon’s older brother held a position of greater importance. Finn also shared the same family brand on the back of his neck. The brand that matched the new mate just waiting inside those doors.


    Macon’s head bobbed like a bird as he glanced over. “Trust the mating process.”


    “I’m a low-level enforcer,” Fallon argued. Not that his position should matter. Mated couples were destined by the fates. Every dragon shifter only had one.


    “You’re a healer, too,” Macon pointed out. “They know what they’re doing. This process has been in place since before your birth.”


    Ugh. That nasal whine of his voice. Fallon would be glad to escape it. He just had to get cut from the list quickly, then he could return home. His team needed him there, fighting the traitor Rune Abaddon, keeping the colonies safe, not gallivanting across Europe on a fool’s errand.


    “Yeah,” he agreed.


    Except this process isn’t perfect. Fallon kept that thought to himself. Things could go wrong.


    Finn was evidence. He’d been selected once, and even got all the way to trying to mate the woman, pushing his fire inside of her to turn her. The mating failed, burning her up from the inside and leaving his older brother an empty shell of the man he used to be. A part of a dragon’s soul burned, too, if he chose the wrong mate and killed her. His brother had certainly turned colder and harder afterward, and Fallon suspected Finn’s fire wasn’t what it once had been either.


    Fallon gritted his teeth as he reached for the ornately carved door handles on one of the massive double doors. The mating ceremonies were held in a palace of all places. A real life, with turrets and a moat, goddamn palace. A property the King of the Red Clan—High King Pytheios—had bought, restoring the splendor of the original building, which had once been burnt to a hollow shell thanks to dragons, and bringing the dwelling to a whole new level of overdone glittered finery. The place even smelled opulent, like gardenias and argan and old furniture.


    Let’s get this over with. Let some other poor sucker deal with this crap.


    As soon as he stepped inside, a red dragon—easily identified by his reddish-brown eyes—approached. He held out his hand. “Jagar Agni.”


    Fallon knew him on sight. The man in charge of Mating Council and all dragon shifter matings for the last five hundred years.


    He clasped Jagar’s hand. “Fallon Conleth.”


    Jagar smiled, though the action reminded Fallon more of jackal about to pounce on its prey. “I’m glad you were able to make the journey. I’m pleased to see that most blue dragons are still loyal to the High King.”


    Political rumblings about a power struggle within his clan had led to rumors that potentially cast all blue dragons in a shadow. Living with the other enforcers on his team, a mixed group of shifters from every clan, Fallon hadn’t heard much about it.


    Fantastic. One more reason to bugger out of here.


    It must’ve made it difficult for the Mating Council when a woman showed up with a blue brand glowing on the back of her neck. They had no choice but to bring blue dragons here for the mating ceremony.


    Beside him, Macon cleared his throat. “Some rumors have reached us, but King Thanatos has assured us none are true. Our king is fully in charge. If Fallon is selected, you can be sure this new mate will be taught where her loyalties should lie.”


    Jagar’s smile held, but Fallon didn’t miss the glint that entered his eyes. Dragons shifters were nothing if not suspicious fuckers, not to mention vengeful. Not a good combo at the best of times.


    Fallon kept his expression carefully neutral, despite every instinct honed by years as the enforcement arm of the clans within America screaming at him that he was under some kind of scrutiny. Had they invited him here only to gauge the loyalty of some of the higher ranking blue clan members in the colonies, knowing he wasn’t this woman’s destined mate?


    Shit. Maybe this situation was more dangerous than he’d anticipated.


    Jagar turned that slick smile his way. “What about you, Fallon?”


    “The members of my team consider it an honor to serve our kings.” That answer was as neutral as he could get. Politics had never been his thing. He’d be happy to be flying home by tonight and away from this mess. That was for damn sure.


    Jagar smiled, though warmth continued to remain absent, making his expression appear more like a facial tick. “You are the last to arrive. Come. Let me introduce you.”


    Fallon hadn’t even looked for the new dragon mate. As he turned in the direction Jagar indicated, he caught sight of a woman standing on a dais at one end of the long room, probably once a ballroom.


    Every part of him froze as shock ricocheted inside him like buckshot, shredding his insides with a direct hit.


    “Maddie.” Her name felt punched from his lungs, though he only whispered. Jagar still caught it, turning his head sharply.


    “Do you know this woman?” Macon demanded, beating Jagar to it.


    Fallon couldn’t pull his gaze from Maddie. Her lips were pinched closed, a sure sign of her emotions. Usually, she never let any hint of her thoughts show.


    “She was one of the humans I came into contact with for my job,” he owned reluctantly, deliberately keeping the more intimate details of their relationship to himself. “She moved away several months ago. I haven’t been in contact since.”


    Deep, a red dragon who’d retired from the team, was their liaison with humans, posing as a fire marshal and working to help cover their tracks. At the time, Deep had been busy with a bigger fire, so Fallon had stepped in to work with a new arson investigator on a series of smaller fires locally.


    Maddie.


    The woman who’d consumed his thoughts for the better part of a year stood alone. Chestnut curls cut to her chin framed a heart-shaped face, a familiar face that haunted his dreams and woke him every night aching and hard. Only she didn’t look like Maddie.


    His Maddie was a no-nonsense, plain-speaking, arson investigator, tough as dragon steel and soft as a kiss, who was more comfortable in jeans, funny T-shirts, and beat up sneakers. This elegant creature in a deep purple dress of some shimmery material that begged to be touched, sky-high heels, and lips a crimson red, was more like a Madeline than a Maddie.


    Untouchable.


    She observed the men in the room. He could see her wariness in the way she held herself rigid, hands clenched in fists at her side, and how her gaze darted around the room.


    After that first immobilizing jolt, his next instinct was to hold her, to tease that nervous expression from her eyes as he’d done in the past.


    How was this possible?


    She glanced his way as though the pull of his stare drew her, and her eyes flared wide, the blood leaching from her face.


    “Fallon.” She barely whispered, merely mouthing his name. His enhanced hearing would’ve caught the sound otherwise. He knew the sweet tones of her voice as well as his own, even strained to hear his name on her lips.


    For a second, he thought she might faint, but Maddie shook her head and pulled her shoulders back in way that struck him as hauntingly familiar.


    There’s my Maddie.


    Her combination of resilience and vulnerability had grabbed him by the gut from day one. A need that had only grown as they’d worked together, spent time together. Especially after he kissed her. He’d pumped the brakes after that kiss, even though he’d craved more. So much more.


    After that, she’d disappeared from his life without a word, leaving less of a trace than a ghost that she’d ever been there. Yes, she’d texted him a month or so later to let him know she’d moved, but he’d forced himself to wrestle his emotions into check and let her go. Against all his instincts. Pursuing her would be unfair to her when he knew it could never end the way they wanted. Not when he’d believed her to be human.


    Anticipation lit in his chest as realization sank in under the shock. Maddie wasn’t just a human—she was a dragon mate.


    And she would be his.

  


  
    Chapter Two


    Fallon


    Beside Fallon, Macon frowned. “And she showed no dragon sign when you knew her?”


    Fallon spared the two men a glance, only to find suspicious faces watching him closely. All he wanted was to get to his mate. He didn’t have time for this. “Not at the time, but that doesn’t mean anything.”


    Be damned if they were going to hold that against him. Maddie was his. They couldn’t stop him from claiming her.


    He returned his gaze to Maddie and swallowed as her stare turned imploring as well as accusatory. She obviously had no idea what to think. Knowing her—Ms. Everything-Has-An-Explanation—she had to be struggling with her new reality.


    Without another word to the men at his side, Fallon crossed the room, only one thought in his mind. Help Maddie.


    He’d never considered the mating process from the woman’s side before, but her body was telegraphing distress for a damn good reason.


    Nothing had ever thrown this woman when he knew her. Now she’d been tossed into the world of dragon shifters with no prior knowledge they existed. Not only that, but to then be told she was rare and important and needed to mate one of their males to keep from lighting more fires, and bigger fires, until she was out of control, had to have rocked her world.


    And then finding out Fallon was a dragon? That accusatory look was warranted.


    When had she started showing signs?


    Dragon shifters were almost entirely born male. The few born female were sterile. Dragons found their mates among human women who showed dragon sign after being exposed to dragon shifters—accidental fires, the scent of smoke, small shifts to dragon-like eyes or nails, and things along those lines were considered signs. Those signs grew in frequency and severity until she mated and was turned dragon shifter herself.


    She’d shown none around him. None that he’d caught, dammit.


    She could refuse to mate, of course. The longer she waited, the stronger the compulsion to mate would grow…as would the deadliness of her growing dragon signs.


    To his knowledge, no woman had said no. Every dragon mate he’d ever met had been blissfully happy in the role, but he’d never asked how they felt when they first learned of it. If they were as independent as Maddie, he couldn’t imagine that the news went down well initially.


    Still, if she chose hastily and chose wrong, she’d die.


    Which was why his older brother had warned him off. The woman Finn had believed was his mate had died a blistering, screaming death when they’d tried to mate, and his brother had vowed to never try again.


    But this was Maddie, and she needed him.


    Ignoring the voices around him, Macon and Jagar trying to snatch at his arms to stop him, the others in the room watching, he walked straight to her.


    “Maddie.” Unable to stop himself, he reached for her hand, needing the contact as fire needed oxygen to breathe.


    In his periphery, the increased level of noise in the room—voices of varying levels of concerned, questioning, and angry—registered in a vague way, but he ignored it. Intent on the woman in front of him. Hell, she was cold as granite in a snowstorm, though she stood steady as a mountain. This close, her wildflower scent hit him hard.


    The need to protect this woman roared through him, his dragon writhing inside of him, pissed as hell.


    “Are you okay?” he asked, his voice already dropping to the smoky tones that indicated his dragon wasn’t far from the surface.


    She regarded him with wide eyes. He’d never been able to identify the color. Somewhere between grey and green and gold, rimmed in black. Glorious.


    “Did you know?” she asked through white lips.


    Fallon shook his head. “No. If I did, I swear—”


    A hand clamped around his wrist, dragging his touch away from her. “Hands off.”


    The man who got in his face was about the same height as Fallon, over six foot. He was also a blue dragon based on his faded blue-jean colored eyes as well as his leaner stature. Dressed in all black, including a cliched black leather jacket, he didn’t back down under Fallon’s glare.


    “Listen, pal—” Fallon snarled.


    Macon stepped between them as a buffer, clearly trying to diffuse the situation. He narrowed his gaze on Fallon. “You’re not allowed to touch or talk to the new mate until later in the process, and only with her permission.”


    “Except I already know her.” Fallon flung out a hand, indicating Maddie, who watched silently from her elevated position. A woman he hadn’t even seen earlier had stepped up beside her and put an arm around Maddie’s shoulders. Like she needed to be shielded from him. Fallon frowned.


    “You missed a dragon mate under your nose?” the other blue shifter still standing between him and Maddie sneered. “Your loss. My gain, asshole.”


    “Who the hell are you?” Fallon demanded.


    “Cole Hughes. I’m the man who found her.” He suddenly smiled—a triumphant gleam Fallon wanted to wipe off his smug face.


    That’s when the name sunk in. “Hughes? Aren’t you the one with the half brother a different color?”


    Cole’s smirk disappeared. “He’s dead.”


    So he was the one. The only recorded instance of that happening. Fallon didn’t know the details. Something about Cole’s father, a blue dragon, having a relationship with a woman he thought was human and getting her pregnant. Humans never survived the pregnancy. Turned out, though, that she was something else—Fallon couldn’t remember what—but the combination of her genes with dragon genes had resulted in dragon shifter of a different color than his father—gold maybe, or black.


    “He has nothing to do with this anyway,” Cole snapped. No sign of regret or sadness, if anything satisfaction rimmed his words. And I’m distantly related to this asshole? Hopefully very distant.


    “I’m the one who found Madeline.” That smug sneer returned and Cole took Maddie’s hand. No one stopped him though. “I’m the man who’s going to mate her.”


    Gutted didn’t begin to cover the sensation ripping through Fallon. More often than not, the man who discovered a mate turned out to be the destined other half. But no way. Maddie was his. The dragon half of him snarled, the sound rumbling out of Fallon’s throat. An answering growl ripped from Cole.


    “Quit it. Both of you,” Maddie snapped.


    Immediately a handful of sparks shot off her, like a sparkler, lighting the room with a white-hot glow for a flash before floating to the ground. With a frustrated hiss, she stamped them out before a fire could start up, then turned and glared at both Fallon and Cole. “I am not some bone to be fought over by a couple of mangy dogs.”


    Cole scowled, but Fallon’s lips twitched. Maddie’s feistiness was one of the things that had drawn him to her in the beginning. “Did you just call me a mangy dog?” he asked. He softened the question with a chuckle. “I’ll pant after you any day, luv.”


    She rolled her eyes, no doubt used to his subtle, or not-so-subtle, brand of teasing. Ignoring him, she addressed both him and Cole. “This may be new and strange, but I haven’t made up my mind that I’m going along with any of it. I suggest you both keep that in mind.”


    She then dismissed them both, turning to face Jagar.


    “Mr. Agni. Perhaps we could get things started?” she asked. “I believe all the…candidates…have been assembled.”


    Fallon blew out a long breath. He would’ve preferred the chance to talk to her, to explain things, before they got started. State his case. It appeared he had no choice.


    “By all means.” Jagar inclined his head. He gathered the other Mating Council members and they stepped onto the dais with Maddie and the other woman.


    Fallon hadn’t missed the man’s speculative glance aimed his way. Nor had he missed the fact that while every other dragon clan—Black, Red, Green, White, and Gold—was represented among the Mating Council, the Blue representative was conspicuously absent. Not a good sign, but something he couldn’t deal with right now.


    “Gentlemen,” Jagar announced, his tone and posture turning formal. “I present to you Madeline Thompson, a newly discovered mate who bares the brand of your esteemed family.”


    At his nod, Maddie turned and held her hair up. Jagar stepped forward, and with a gentle breath, blew crimson-tipped flames over the nape of her neck. Immediately a symbol appeared, glittering blue in the wake of the flames, its intricate design as familiar to Fallon as his own face.


    His family crest.


    Seeing it on Maddie’s skin awoke something dark, and possessive, and irrational in him. Every inch of him went taut, including his dick, which came to throbbing life. His mark on his mate. A glance showed the other men watching her with equal intensity, and Fallon had to physically hold himself back from killing every single one of them for even witnessing this moment.


    Maddie was his. She had to choose him.


    She would die if she chose wrong.


    …


    Maddie


    This is not happening.


    Moira, a woman already mated who’d been assigned to help guide Maddie through the process, escorted her back to her room. She hardly noticed as her mind spun with everything that had just happened.


    Fallon is here.


    God, she was so mad at the man she could spit enough nails to build another wing on this palace.


    Fallon Conleth. After spending more time with her on that arson case than was warranted, something she’d taken as a sign of interest, he’d finally kissed her. A kiss seared into her mind, one she dreamed of way too often, waking with aching need. A kiss that obviously scared him off, because he’d done a disappearing act. After she’d moved, she’d worked up the guts to text him—which he hadn’t answered—and left a number for him—which he hadn’t acknowledged or used. Not one word. Not even a “good luck” or anything.


    At the time, she’d been dealing with spontaneous fires and scared out of her wits that something was horribly wrong with her. And she’d missed him.


    She’d called herself all sorts of fool for allowing herself that weakness, but she could’ve used a friend. Maybe more than a friend. She should have let it go, except his lack of caring had dug deep, like a splinter, possibly made worse because she’d been so damn alone.


    What if he’d reached out? Would things have been different?


    Even as angry and confused as she still was about all that, and the current situation, the urge to step right into his arms had her clenching her fists against it. Stupid.


    No. No use second-guessing. He hadn’t wanted her then, and only wanted her now because of what she was—a mate—not who she was, or he would’ve kept in touch, pursued her. Especially if she was his destined mate.


    Maddie twitched at the heavy material of her way-too-fancy-pants dress—not her personal style. At first she’d balked at being dressed up like a doll for men to ogle, but she’d been assured the men would be equally dressed up for her own ogling, as was the tradition. Whatever. She was so far out of her depth, it wasn’t even funny.


    At the same time, she could feel to the darkest reaches of her soul that she was exactly where she was supposed to be.


    So strange, and she wasn’t entirely sure she trusted the feeling. As an arson investigator, she was all about facts, evidence. If she could see it, touch it, test it, then it was real. Feelings…those weren’t as easy to trust.


    Still, she’d never quite belonged in the human world. Her fascination with fire hadn’t helped, that was for dang sure. The only person she’d ever felt remotely herself around was Fallon.


    And the man is a damn dragon shifter.


    He hadn’t told her. Not even a hint.


    “Did you know?” The words tumbled out of her mouth, more accusatory than she intended.


    Moira walked beside her. As Jagar Agni’s mate, she had to be privy to some information. The man was obviously the one in charge of all this. “About Fallon Conleth having known you previously?” Moira asked.


    What else? She nodded, her chin-length curls brushing against her cheek.


    “No,” she said. “I was unaware until now. That may be why the Seer included him.”


    Maddie had yet to meet this mysterious Seer. Man or woman, she had no idea. If you’d asked her a few weeks ago, she would’ve laughed off the very idea. Instead, here she was, walking along with a dragon shifter.


    And Fallon’s a shifter, too.


    “Is his presence going to be a problem?” Moira interrupted her thoughts.


    Maddie cast the woman a covertly searching glance. Her tone of voice and question were perfectly reasonable. So why did a shiver of apprehension just snake its way down her spine? “A problem?”


    “We can remove anyone from the list at your request at any point during the process.”


    Good to know.


    Moira continued, “However, the Seer included him for a reason. Maybe not to be your mate, but to help highlight another as the right man.”


    Cole?


    Cole had been her rock. The one to figure out what she was and explain it all to her. The one to deal with her laughing in his face until he shifted into a dragon before her eyes. The one to calm her down, walk her through things step by step, and bring her here. True, she didn’t feel the same connection with Cole that she had even in that brief time with Fallon. Hell, even just now something drew her gaze his way. But she’d assumed that would come with Cole as she settled into her new life. He’d been convinced they were fated.


    Now with Fallon here… Shock continued to spread its icy fingers through her veins along with a frission of electric anticipation. Which annoyed the crap out of her.


    “Don’t remove him.” Not yet, at least.


    Moira opened her door for her and held it wide. “As you wish.”


    The door closed behind her with a quiet snick, and Maddie made her way to the living area, where she dropped to the couch in a daze. What am I supposed to think now?


    Discovering your entire life had been a lie as you waited for a destiny you didn’t even know existed had been a huge jolt. Something she was continuing to grapple with, even as every part of her reached out for this new life with eager anticipation. The perfect soul-mate part she was still skeptical of, but the rest—controlling fire, flying, finding a community she could finally fit into when she’d been alone much of her life—everything about it appealed.


    Except she couldn’t start without a mate. That part she could’ve done without. Moira had explained how finding her mate and bonding with him was something every woman would want if they could experience even a taste of it. That she hadn’t felt whole before Jagar, and together they made sense, completed each other in some mystic, magical way. The woman certainly seemed incandescently happy.


    Maddie still had doubts. To be rushed into finding her own mate, and to do so through this weird process, seemed wrong. Not that she had much choice. To become fully dragon, her mate had to turn her. A process that could kill her if she chose the wrong man. But if she didn’t find him quickly, she’d only continue to get worse. Sparks shot off her with more frequency. She’d have lit this place up by now if most everything wasn’t fireproof.


    So…find a mate or die trying. No pressure, or anything.


    She had—sort of—settled into the belief that Cole might be her destined mate. Fallon showing up threw her into a whirling vortex of doubt. Meanwhile, poor Cole had to be wrestling with his own worries.


    No. Fallon had been the one to step away from her.


    Maddie sat up and started removing her uncomfortable dress, a decision made, at least for now.


    She’d go into this as she’d intended, with the assumption she was meant to be with Cole. It would be up to Fallon—and the other men selected by the Seer to go through this process—to prove that belief wrong.


    Releasing the zip on her bodice gave her oxygen back, but Maddie paused, gnawing at her lower lip. Usually a solid decision made her feel better. She’d been a woman very much in a man’s world, and her ability to sort through the bullshit to make quick, logical decisions had always served her well.


    So why didn’t she feel better now?

  


  
    Chapter Three


    Fallon


    Fallon perched on an antique couch—all scrolly carved wood and fancy fabric covering the seat and back—which groaned a protest under his weight every time he shifted. He expected it to buckle at the slightest twitch. These prissy pieces of furniture were not meant to hold a man his size.


    Feeling like an errant school boy called into the principal’s office, he tried not to fidget under the watchful gazes of the five Mating Council members and Macon. The man was apparently filling in for the Blue Clan’s representative on the Council, a position in the process of being refilled by King Thanatos. The men sat at a long conference table nearby, if the ornate mahogany could be called a simple table. They were ready to observe, though supposedly not interfere.


    When Finn had described the process, he’d mentioned something about this, but Fallon hadn’t paid that much attention because he’d assumed he’d be eliminated already.


    Wrong. So wrong.


    Finn had lost his shit when Fallon had Skyped him last night.


    “I’ve found my mate,” he’d said when Finn’s face appeared on his computer screen.


    “What the hell, brother?” Finn, usually Mr. Icy Control, hadn’t even been able to stay seated, jumping to his feet. “You’ve hardly been there enough time to meet her, let alone determine she is your mate. I told you—”


    “It’s Maddie.”


    Finn shut his mouth with a snap, his teeth clacking audibly enough to be picked up by his computer mic. Then his brother resumed his seat, crossing his arms as he leaned back. “The arson investigator you tangled with last year?”


    “Yeah.”


    Finn regarded him, unblinking. “Is she the reason you’ve been such an asshole the last six months?”


    “Gee, thanks.”


    “You know it’s true.” Finn gave him a narrow-eyed stare. “She left town suddenly, come to think of it. I hadn’t put two and two together until now.”


    Trust his observant brother to remember that fact.


    “Am I right?” Finn pushed.


    Fallon just shrugged.


    “I see.”


    No doubt he did. Finn had always been able to see beyond the surface of things.


    “Any serious competition?” Finn asked.


    Finn knew multiple men would be in the process with him, but how did he guess one would stand out? “A guy named Cole. American by the sound of it. Part of a colony on the east coast. He’s the one who brought her to the Council’s attention.”


    “Which means there’s already a relationship there,” Finn murmured, more to himself.


    “He all but claimed her.” Fallon had to concentrate to keep smoke from spewing from him as his fire roiled within. “He’s just going through the motions of this process.”


    “And Maddie?”


    Fallon’s teeth ached as he clenched his jaw. “She didn’t give a sign either way, other than obviously being nervous of the entire thing.” Not true. She seemed to trust Cole, Fallon just didn’t want to admit that.


    Finn grimaced. “Sorry dude, but you are in a tough spot.”


    Once upon a time, big brother would’ve sounded more upset about that. But not after Phoebe.


    “Tell me something I don’t know,” Fallon shot back. “Your wise counsel is overwhelming.”


    Finn didn’t even flinch, his eyes turning calculating as he ran a hand over the perpetual layer of stubble shadowing his chin. “Did she show dragon sign when she was with you?”


    Fallon gritted his teeth. He really wished people would stop asking that. “Not that I knew of. No.”


    “And now?”


    Raised eyebrows conveyed his opinion of that question. “Obviously she does now, or she wouldn’t be here.”


    “What kind?” Finn asked.


    Fallon cocked his head. Was his brother headed somewhere with this? “I didn’t ask.”


    “If it’s setting fires, that can take longer to manifest.” Now Finn dropped forward, propping his elbows on the desk and steepling his fingers as he thought. “She moved suddenly, right?”


    “Yeah.” And he’d pretended it didn’t matter, that her leaving was a blip in his long lifetime. He’d been lying, even to himself. He knew that as soon as he’d seen her on that dais yesterday. Those eyes had haunted his dreams, and most of his waking hours, for months.


    “Ask her if she moved because she set a fire,” Finn said.


    Now here Fallon sat, waiting for a chance to do just that. Today was the preliminary personal introductions phase of the process, kicking off a week-long ritual. Maddie would get to know each of the men identified as potential matches. Thanks to a long ass lifespan, many men could sport the same family symbol. Fallon had distant relatives he’d never heard of let alone met. The Council’s Seer narrowed down the possibilities—this week was about letting the mates feel each other out.


    The door opened with a click that echoed in the cavernous, silent room. Fallon sucked in a breath as Maddie walked in—still not looking like herself. Today, she wore slim black pants and a matching cropped black jacket over a white button-down shirt along with flat black shoes. He missed the goofy T-shirts. He’d teased her once about it, eliciting one of those smiles that had him fighting to keep his body under control.


    Fallon rose to his feet as she approached. She held out a hand to shake his, all distance and politeness, but Fallon was having none of that. He ignored her hand and pulled her in for a hug, relaxing the second she leaned into him. Unable to stop himself, needing this since he’d seen her last night, he buried his face in her hair, inhaling deeply, his lungs filled with a new smoky scent with an underlying hint of wildflowers that he remembered from before.


    Ambrosia. Every part of him hardened in response while at the same time fighting the knowledge that other men would get to touch her like this during the mating process.


    “Are you okay?” he whispered into her hair, though he was fully aware the other men in the room could hear.


    She nodded and stepped back, breaking the contact, those unusual eyes cooling rapidly. He hated those shadows of doubt. About him. She cast a brief glance at the Council, but, like him, she’d been instructed to ignore their presence and act naturally.


    Yeah. Easy as all that.


    Before he could say anything, she took a seat on the couch, the only place available for them to do so. Immediately Fallon sat by her, close enough that their knees touched. She scooted back with a twitch.


    “Don’t do that,” he murmured, shuffling forward.


    Her eyebrows went up in chilly surprise. Only the pulse fluttering at her neck gave away that she was less than calm. “Do what?”


    “Back away from me like we’re strangers.”


    She narrowed her eyes. “Aren’t we? I had no idea who you were when we…worked together.”


    Yeah. She was pissed.


    “I thought we were friends,” he tried.


    Her chin went up. “I thought you were the medic on a hotshot crew.”


    “We do put out fires,” he pointed out.


    “As dragons,” she snapped.


    True. Except… “Sometimes we work as humans.”


    Maddie scoffed. “Only when you might get caught, I bet.”


    Dang. She’d always been quick on the uptake. Since he couldn’t dispute that, he went a different direction. “I am also a medic, trained and certified in the human methods.”


    “Yeah? And what about for dragons?”


    Sharp. “They call me a healer. My blood makes me a universal donor and can help wounded shifters heal faster.”


    “Jeez,” she huffed. “Was anything about you true?”


    “I never lied to you, Mads,” he said. “I’m not allowed to tell humans about what I am, and I didn’t know what you were. I swear I didn’t. If I had—”


    He broke off. He honestly didn’t know what he would have done. Bringing a dragon mate to the attention of the Council didn’t necessarily mean he’d be included in the line-up of mates for her. Would he have trusted in the system and risked losing her? The loyal side of his nature, and his position as a king-appointed Enforcer, demanded he would have.


    “You’d what?” she prompted.


    “I’d never have let you leave. Not without me.”


    “Why? You made it clear that we weren’t more when you never called after I moved.”


    “After that kiss…” No way was he letting her forget that. He’d practically gone up in flames. Literally. “I was getting too close to you. I thought I was letting you go to live a normal human life. I would only have messed you up.”


    How had he been so blind?


    Fallon’s dragon half pushed to be released, to curl around her and claim her. Only this time, Fallon didn’t hide his want. Not like when he’d thought she was human. He knew flames lit his eyes with an inner glow when Maddie froze, a small gasp escaping her lips.


    Mine.


    “Stop that,” she snapped.


    “Stop what?” Fallon allowed his burning gaze to travel over the curves of her body before returning to her eyes.


    “Staring at me like I’m…dinner.” She tried to glare, but he only found it adorable.


    Fallon grinned. “Make no mistake, luv. You’re dessert.”


    An unexpected flash of vulnerability shown in her eyes for a heartbeat before she pressed her lips together. “This isn’t funny.”


    She used to laugh at his teasing, but he was messing this all up. Fallon sobered. “Don’t tell me you didn’t feel more before. Hell, it’s still there between us.” Crackling, almost tangible.


    Maddie swallowed. “Then why didn’t you—”


    He ran a hand over the back of his neck. “I thought you were human. You were off-limits.” Couldn’t she tell he’d been holding himself back? He eyed her more closely, thinking of Finn’s advice. “Why did you leave so suddenly, Maddie? Without even telling…anyone first.”


    There went those pinched lips again, holding back. “I got a job, and they needed me there quickly.”


    “Uh-uh.” He shook his head. “I’m not buying it. You were in the middle of an arson case and just dropped it. That’s not like you.”


    “You think you know me?” she demanded.


    “I know you have integrity.”


    That stopped her, but she still regarded him with a closed expression that had him clenching his hands with frustration. This meeting and one afternoon of private time together was all the time he had to convince her.


    Time weighed on him like cement around his ankles as he sank in quicksand. Was this how humans, with their shortened life spans, felt?


    Get a grip man and get a plan.


    Okay…before he could prove he’d had feelings for her when they’d known each other before, he had to prove to her, and the Council, something far more important. That Cole wasn’t automatically her destined mate.


    “Did you set a fire?” he asked. “Is that why you left?”


    …


    Maddie


    Maddie stared at Fallon. She knew now she had nothing to feel guilty about, but those fires weighed on her just the same. How did he know? Had they traced the fires back to her? Cole had found out because she shifted her fingernails to talons right in front of him, not on purpose either. But she hadn’t told anyone about the fires.


    “How did you know?” she whispered. She tossed a nervous glance at the Council members, who shifted forward in their seats.


    Fallon ignored them, focused on her with an urgency that she didn’t quite understand. “Did you?”


    “I’m afraid we need an answer to that as well,” Jagar insisted from his seat at the center of the table.


    The fact that Jagar was speaking, when the Council was supposed to observe silently, meant they were taking this piece of information seriously. But why? They already knew she was a dragon shifter mate. Why did this make any difference?


    Maddie blinked, her gaze pinging between him and the watchful men at the table. “Why is this important?”


    “Just answer the question,” Fallon insisted.


    She swallowed. “That arson case I was in the middle of…”


    He nodded when she paused.


    “I realized that I was the one who’d been setting the fires. It was subtle. A spark I guess I left in my wake. At first, I worried an arsonist was targeting me, to discredit my work, because fires kept popping up where I’d just been. Then, one day I finally saw a spark jump from me to a downed tree.”


    She shuddered at the memory of how horrified she’d been. She’d almost gone to him with it at the time, but couldn’t, not wanting to drag him under. Even now, she had to fight the urge to touch, to take his hand or lean into him, especially when he teased her. Even worse when he touched her. Instead, she held her body rigid, not letting herself seek his comfort.


    “So you ran,” he surmised.


    She implored him with her eyes to understand and nodded.


    Triumph lit Fallon’s eyes, the steel blue glowing with a dim inner flame. Not the response she’d been expecting.


    “Finn was right,” he mumbled.


    “What?” The only Finn she knew was his boss. Were they all dragon shifters on that hotshot crew? She hadn’t thought about that until right this minute, but they must be.


    “Nothing.” Fallon’s gaze turned uncomfortably possessive.


    Uncomfortable mostly because an answering heat she wasn’t ready to acknowledge lit inside her. She still wasn’t ready to let go of the hurt and disappointment that he didn’t contact her, and now the added anger that he could’ve been part of this life-altering event for her long before.


    “I triggered your dragon sign, Maddie,” Fallon said softly. “It started around me.”


    Maddie frowned. Cole had said that because he discovered her, he was most likely her mate. Trusting him so far had brought her here.


    She shook her head. “That doesn’t make you my mate, Fallon.”


    But what if the connection she’d sensed in California had been a sign that she belonged with him all along?


    Without turning his head away, Fallon addressed the Council. “I’m sorry, gentlemen. I’m afraid I have to break the rules to prove something to my mate.”


    Maddie’s lips parted on an indignant gasp at his arrogant assumptions. “You don’t know that I’m your—”


    She got no further. Fallon yanked her into his arms and claimed her lips in a kiss that immediately burned white-hot, as if her body remembered after just that one kiss months ago. After a second of shock, when she held still under his touch, long enough that he even started to let her go, she let out a small whimper and pressed closer. She opened for him as he brushed her lips with his tongue. A year of pent-up longing poured between them. Her body ached with a need that tumbled through her like an earthquake.


    A need to be claimed and to claim in return.


    A cleared throat brought her back to reality with a frustrating thump, and Fallon pulled back, staring down at her with eyes pulsing with flame. “I may have acted casual and let you go, but I promise what I was feeling was the opposite.”


    The mist cleared from her mind, even if her body remained in a fog of want, only to be replaced with…anger.


    Fallon blinked at the change, which must’ve shown on her face.


    “Now? You thought now was the time to kiss me?” she demanded. “To play the chemistry card?”


    Fallon spread his hands wide. “I’m running out of time to show you what you mean to me.”


    She stood up abruptly. “You had your chance, hotshot. Months ago.”


    Fallon jumped to his feet. “Maddie, I swear—”


    She snapped up a hand and flames leapt from her fingertips. Maddie made a fist, dousing the flame. Damn, she was getting worse, her emotions setting off her dragon sign with greater ease. She’d reached her limit. She needed some time alone to process everything. “I just…need space.”


    Maddie hated the fishbowl effect she was dealing with. How was she supposed to figure out her lifelong mate—an intimate, crucial decision—while being watched closely by the Council? How was she supposed to work out the confusion of “supposed to” versus “want to” under these circumstances?


    He didn’t stop her when she stalked out of the room. The second the door closed, Maddie stopped and tried to breathe through what she would label a panic attack if she didn’t have them. She refused to let herself have one now or she might accidentally burn the whole place down.


    She had come here thinking her choice was already made, that the fates had destined her to be with Cole. Everything he told her fit, and love would come.


    But the way Fallon made her come alive, the way he made her laugh even when she was angry, the way he saw her…the way his mouth felt against hers.


    Maddie leaned heavily against the door and touched her fingers to her lips.


    What if the thing with Fallon was just chemistry, though?


    This situation had her second-guessing herself in a way that set her teeth on edge. She’d never been an indecisive person before.


    Then again, none of her choices, until now, were life and death. Her investigations had all been after the fact.


    Still doing her damnedest not to hyperventilate, a rumbling of voices from behind the doors caught her attention. Curious, Maddie turned and pressed an ear to the door.


    “I’m curious, Mr. Conleth.” She thought that was Jagar’s voice. “What would you have done if you’d discovered Madeline to be showing dragon sign?”


    Maddie held her breath to hear the answer.


    “Alerted the Council immediately, of course.”


    Disappointment deflated inside her like a politician who just lost the race, and Maddie slumped against the door. Some small part of her, granted an irrational part, wished he would’ve claimed her then and there.


    The fact that it seemed so easy for him to just let her go—his actions spoke much louder than his words, rules or not—made her question him as a mate even more. This process was impossible, and way too fast.


    She needed more time.


    And she couldn’t let Fallon muddle things by touching her. Touching was out, so was the teasing. She needed to see him…trying.


  


  
    Chapter Four


    Fallon


    Fallon paused outside the door he’d been directed to, battling nerves that’d never had a place in his life before. Overconfidence was his thing, but Maddie and this entire situation had tossed him into a sea of the unknown.


    The dragon side of his nature was getting harder to contain, as the beast inside him pushed to claim his mate and fly her far from this overblown place. Fighting his instincts was turning into a slow form of torture.


    Fallon knocked. A few moments later, his mate opened the door. Per the instructions he’d sent earlier in the day, she’d dressed casually in jeans and a black tank top clinging to the curving lines of her body, closer to the Maddie he knew, though still no funny one liner on the shirt. Her wildflower scent wrapped around him like a blanket and every part of him went hot then hard.


    Everything in him screamed to claim her. Now, her green-grey eyes reflected her emotions—and for once he couldn’t read her.


    Damn. He had a long road to travel. Fallon hoped like hell the time together he had planned made an impact on what appeared to be a wall of immovable woman. Urgency thrummed through him like a guitar strung too tight. Any second, he’d break the string. Meanwhile, he tried to force his dick to calm the hell down as his dragon half pushed at his insides, demanding his mate.


    “Ready?” he asked, unable to help the dark timbre in his voice.


    She crossed her arms. “I have a condition before I go anywhere with you.”


    Strike immovable. Make that impossible.


    He raised a hand to hide his smile. She was awfully cute when she got all bossy. Something he’d noticed when they’d worked together on those cases. Or she’d worked and he’d done his best to subvert her efforts, knowing the fires were dragon related. He’d had no clue that they were related to a dragon mate—his mate.


    “No talk about before,” she said, ticking off the rule on her fingers. “No innuendo. No teasing.”


    “I’ll try,” he said, his voice a world of doubt. His plans hit on lots of before.


    She ignored him. “No touching.”


    “Got it,” he agreed. Then immediately he stepped into her, crowding her, but not touching.


    Maddie bumped into the door as she tried to back up and scowled. Yup. Adorable. Especially the way she flushed, sweet pink coming up her neck and over her cheeks. At least she wasn’t immune to the physical aspect, which threatened to take them both down in flames.


    “Hey,” she protested. “I just said—”


    “I’m just getting an idea of the boundaries.” Perhaps a bad idea given the impact her closeness had on his body.


    “Not this close,” she said.


    He straightened, but didn’t move backward. “Better?”


    She planted a hand on his chest and pushed until he’d moved a few feet away. “This should be your limit.”


    “Copy that.” No arguments. He had to walk a fine line of trying to connect while not pushing her beyond her limits.


    Again, she frowned, but didn’t comment on a term that they’d used often during their investigations.


    He angled to the side, indicating with a wave of his hand that they should get going. Head held high, she sailed by him. Careful not to touch, he placed a hand at the small of her back.


    She glanced over her shoulder, then up at him eyebrows raised, and he shrugged. “I was taught to escort a woman. It’s good manners. I’m not touching.”


    “Keep it that way,” she warned.


    “You touched me,” he pointed out.


    She twitched her shoulders. “Don’t hold your breath that it’ll happen again.”


    “That sounds like a challenge,” he softly teased. No teasing was like asking the ocean to stop following the moon.


    She snorted. “Nope.”


    Still, the gauntlet had been thrown. Suddenly, Fallon looked forward to seeing if he could get her to break her own rules, thinking through the parts of their time together that might give him an opportunity.


    This might just be more fun than I thought.


    Anticipation pulsed through him, along with a healthy dose of need that wouldn’t stop chafing. He mentally shook his head at himself and stuffed his hands in the pockets of his jeans. Keeping his hands off was going to be damn hard. He hoped it didn’t take too long to break down those steel walls she’d erected around her heart. He still wasn’t entirely sure he would be able to—a crisis of confidence that went so against his usual nature, he had no idea how to cope.


    Sack up and prove to her that you’re the one.


    Fallon led Maddie to a spot outside, not too far from the castle so she remained comfortable with the idea, but hidden from view by the trees. There, per his request, the staff had set up a picnic on the lush green grass, complete with a red-and-white checked blanket and a massive basket full of food. Overhead, the late afternoon sky was a glorious blue, with a few lazy clouds drifting by, the soft breeze just the right temperature under the warmth of the sun. The setting could not be more idyllic, or romantic.


    As soon as she saw it, Maddie flicked him a wary glance. “A picnic?” Doubt laced the words.


    He shrugged. “You said you wanted to go on one. Remember?”


    He’d wanted to take her to a local winery that was a popular picnic spot in the summers with live music and food trucks on Fridays, but he’d backed off and she’d moved before that had happened.


    “Mmm-hmm,” came the noncommittal agreement.


    “I figured it was a safe bet to make you a little more comfortable.” And hopefully show her how he’d paid attention to more than just their chemistry. Plus, this woman needed romance—she deserved to be pampered and cared for and wooed.


    He could totally bring the romance.


    “I see.” She dropped to the blanket. “And did you make all the food?”


    Fallon grinned. “No. Would you want me to?”


    Was that a hint of a smile tugging at her lips? “Someone who thinks peanut butter is a food group? I suppose not.”


    Ha. Cole might have brought her here, but Fallon had shared experiences going for him.


    Get ready to walk down memory lane, luv. Because he was going to bring those things up at every opportunity, rules be damned.


    Fallon pulled out cartons of food, opening them all without comment. Then handed Maddie a plate. “Help yourself.”


    Maddie didn’t comment as she loaded her plate, but he caught a flickered glance and hoped that meant she’d noticed. The kitchen staff had probably thought him off his knob when he’d told them what foods he wanted for the picnic. He’d listed all her favorites. Consequently, they’d ended up with Brooklyn-style pepperoni pizza slices, German potato salad with a vinegar base and bacon, sweet potato fries with a truffle aioli for dipping, and cream cheese with a raspberry chipotle sauce served with crackers.


    “This is quite an…eclectic spread,” she said around a bite of pizza.


    “My mate has an interesting list of favorite foods,” Fallon said.


    Her immediate scowl had him grimacing. Too soon? He’d stuck to her rules that time.


    “I’m adding a stipulation,” she grumbled. “Don’t call me that.”


    Fuck that. Fallon didn’t back down. Instead, he paused in eating and stared at her until she lifted her gaze. Maddie’s lips parted, he hoped because she could see in his eyes what that word meant to him. Could she see how much he would adore her? Cherish her? Partner her? The possessiveness and protectiveness that came with being a mate?


    After a long, tension-filled moment where emotions clogged the air and need pulsed between them, her cheeks turned that delightful shade of pink and she glanced away. “So, what’s for dessert?” she asked.


    It took him longer to wrangle his throbbing body back under control. The no-touching rule was still in place until he could get her to break it. “I’ll give you two guesses.”


    Maddie paused, eyes narrowing.


    Fallon laughed because he could see exactly what she was thinking. “Not that, though I’m up for negotiation.”


    “Then what?”


    “You still have one more guess.”


    She cocked her head considering, until a spark of realization had her straightening when she guessed. “No.”


    Fallon grinned. “Yes.”


    “Donut holes?” An eager light turned her eyes more green than grey.


    “With a fudge sauce, a raspberry sauce, and a bourbon cream sauce.”


    Maddie groaned, and his hard-on pushed uncomfortably against his fly. “Why didn’t you say? Let’s just skip to dessert.”


    Fine by him. His gaze dropped to her lips. She froze, a small catch in her breath reaching him, music to his ears. He didn’t hide the need that tightened the skin over his cheeks or likely lit a blaze in his eyes.


    “You’re breaking the rules,” she said, her voice husky.


    “Which one?” he growled. He couldn’t help it.


    She rolled to her knees, on the verge of flight. “Hot looks fall under innuendo.”


    Fallon gave an exaggerated sigh. “We need to work on your rules. They keep changing. I can’t keep up.”


    Rather than respond, her muscles bunched as she made to push up to her feet.


    Fallon held up his hands. “You win. No more hot looks—” He couldn’t help the quirk to his lips. “Until you give me permission.”


    “That won’t happen.” But at least she settled back down.


    We’ll see about that.


    “I brought a game. Do you want to play instead of talking? Since apparently everything except the weather is off-limits.” Fallon tried to act as casual as possible. He had a plan of where to take this date, but needed to ease her into it and take her mind off things first. His mate was one of the most competitive people he knew, which gave him an opening.


    Maddie’s eyebrows winged up, eyes sparkling with genuine interest, unclouded by doubt or worry or questions for the first time since he’d laid eyes on her here. “Trivia?”


    “Of course.”


    She regarded him with a distrustful gaze. “You want our time together to be about a trivia game?”


    “Sure.” He shrugged. “You love them, right?”


    After a long, unblinking stare, which he returned, she mimicked his shrug. “It’s your rodeo.”


    Fallon pulled out the game and laid out the board, handing Maddie the green piece before she could ask. Green was her favorite color, but he didn’t point out how he’d remembered. Still, before he could grab it, she picked up the blue piece and handed it to him.


    “Thanks.” His voice went all gruff at the brush of her fingers against his palm. That and the small bit of evidence that she also remembered his favorite color.


    He cleared his throat and handed her the dice and a box of trivia cards.


    He waited until they’d gone back and forth for a bit, lulling her into a false sense of security and getting her invested in the game. Once they both had a pie piece, he pounced.


    “Shall we make this more…interesting?”


    She glanced up from digging a yellow pie piece out of the bag for him, eyes narrowed. “What do you mean?”


    He scratched his chin, pretending to think. “Well…how about when we answer wrong we have to do a Truth or Dare.”


    “I don’t—”


    “Unless you’re chicken,” he taunted. “You get too many wrong, and you’ll lose the game.”


    She sat up straight. “I don’t lose.”


    Not when people play fair. He had no intention of playing fair, stacking the cards with what he thought were harder questions for her and easier for him. He had every intention of getting her to be wrong as much as possible.


    All was fair in love and war, and this was both.


    “Then you shouldn’t be worried,” he prompted.


    Her lips went flat, but he’d planned this right, and she was already into the game.


    “Fine.” She chucked the yellow pie piece at him, then picked up the dice and rolled.


    It took six right questions and two more pie pieces before she finally got one wrong.


    “Truth or dare?” he immediately prompted.

  


  
    Chapter Five


    Maddie


    What am I doing, agreeing to this? Logic dictated she shut this down, but the competitive part of her wanted to win. Plus, the female part of her wanted to see where Fallon was taking this. The man might joke and tease, but he rarely did anything without a plan, as far as she could tell.


    Maddie sighed. “Truth.”


    He rattled of his question immediately. “Were you as into me as I was into you in California?”


    Holy crap. Maddie’s eyebrows snapped down in a ferocious scowl. “Talking about the past is against the rules.”


    She needed those rules to make a well-informed, not hormone or emotion-ruled, decision.


    “You’d be the one talking about it, not me. If you can’t hack Truth or Dare…” He let the thought trail off with a shrug and let her natural competitiveness override her walls. Dammit.


    She glared, but she didn’t back down. “Yes.”


    The second he realized she was answering his question, Fallon’s eyes lit up. She was tempted to wipe that smug smile off his face.


    “I thought about you so much I dreamed of you,” he admitted—shamelessly breaking the rules this time.


    “Your turn,” she said through clenched teeth rather than remind him. Again.


    Fallon grinned and picked up the dice. He got the first question wrong, and she suspected on purpose. Though who would ever know that “scut” was the scientific name for a rabbit’s tail?


    “Truth,” he chose.


    Dang. She was hoping for dare so she could dare him to end the date or let her win the game or walk away from her, just to see what he’d do. “You claim you want me…” she started.


    “I claim to love you,” he corrected.


    Her stomach clenched at those words in an instinctual response, one that made her want to reach out for what he was offering, which scared the hell out of her. She held up a hand, doing her best to appear unmoved. “When did you first realize you wanted me?”


    Those blue eyes darkened with what Maddie had to believe was pain. Why? Because she was having trouble believing him? An answering pain banded around her heart. She didn’t like hurting him, but she had to figure this out on her own terms.


    “Wanted you?” he asked slowly. “I knew that the first time we met. You shook my hand and were all serious, and all I wanted to do was find out if your lips were as soft as they looked.” His gaze drifted to her lips, and the memory of his kisses had her heart tumbling over itself.


    She drew in a deep breath. “I see—”


    “But I knew I loved you that day you got right in the face of a guy we were interviewing. That big trucker guy? Remember?” Maddie opened her mouth, but he didn’t let her respond. “He was easily a foot taller and a hundred pounds heavier, but you showed zero fear. I wanted to both let you do the job you were clearly meant for and put myself bodily between you and him. I should’ve known then. One of a mate’s most urgent instincts is to protect.”


    Maddie swallowed. The emotion-driven side of her longed to crawl into his lap and let herself believe all this was real. The logical part was still hanging back.


    “Do you know how hard that is to cope with when your mate is feisty and hardheaded and can easily stand on her own two feet?” Fallon shook his head. “I can tell you it’s a thousand times worse when her job puts her in danger.”


    Maddie didn’t say anything for the longest time. She had no idea what to say or do. Fallon didn’t move or speak, waiting for her to as he searched her face for…who knew what. After several beats, disappointment flattened his lips, his shoulders dropping, and she had to stop herself from reaching for him.


    Finally, he held out the dice. “Your turn.”


    She took it without a word. This time, she got the second question wrong. “Dare,” she promptly chose. His earlier “truth” question had her not wanting another round of that.


    But Fallon was ready. “I dare you to kiss me like you mean it.”


    “I said no touching,” she immediately balked, her voice squeaking around the words.


    “You said I couldn’t touch you, not the other way around. I’ll stick to the rules and keep my hands off if it helps.”


    Deliberately, Fallon took up a casual position, feet stretched out in front of him, leaning back on his hands to keep them out of commission.


    Grrrr… This was what she’d wanted to avoid. The kissing, as much as she was craving more, only scrambled her brain up like breakfast eggs. Maddie scrunched up her nose, meaning to say no, but shrugged. One little peck. That was it. “Never let it be said that I backed down from silly dares.”


    She crawled over to where he sat on the blanket, leaning in sideways to kiss him.


    “Like you mean it, Mads,” he murmured when she was a hair’s breadth from his mouth, his spice and smoke scent overtaking her mind and fuzzing her intentions already.


    She blinked. Then held his gaze as she closed that last bit of distance, laying her lips over his in a sweet kiss. Only Fallon immediately opened his mouth, tugging her bottom lip between his teeth and running his tongue over it.


    Everything inside her went haywire, need overtaking logic in a hostile attack. She moaned, leaning in, taking the kiss deeper, and her insides clenched. Fallon kept his hands off her, sticking to the damn rules she’d set in place, and she hated it. Heat pumped through her veins as they got lost in kisses alternating between feverish and long, slow, drugging touches that sapped her mind of all thought.


    She moved from her knees to straddle his lap, and Fallon gave a tortured groan as she rubbed against his bulging groin. The man’s apparent monumental self-control kept his hands on the ground as if he’d cemented them into the grass. Maddie gave a frustrated hiss, then grabbed Fallon’s hands, to wrap them around her waist. Not asking, but definitely the one to break the no-touching rule.


    Immediately, he grasped her by the hips, pressing her into that hard, throbbing part of him, rocking her against his body, all the while fusing his mouth to hers, tangling with her tongue.


    The buzz of a bee near her head brought Maddie back to reality with a wrenching smack.


    She gave a distressed sound, and yanked back, staring at him with lust-dazed eyes, wanting to keep going and knowing she shouldn’t. If you asked her body right now, she’d swear Fallon was her mate. A connection like the one they had couldn’t be faked, and underneath that urgency, the sincerity of his caring could no longer be denied.


    Fear kept her from taking this further, though. Because if she was wrong, not only did she die, but Fallon wouldn’t come away unscathed either. Plus she had to consider Cole, who’d discovered her, brought her here. She owed him at least a shot.


    Didn’t she?


    This process was pulling her in a thousand different directions. Her heart and her mind were locked in a feud neither was willing to back down on, and, in the end, this would all rip her to shreds.


    Or end in her death. Don’t forget that added incentive to get this right.


    With a sucked in breath, she scrambled off his lap.


    …


    Fallon


    He let her go—one of the hardest things he’d ever done, but he could see in her eyes that he needed to. For her. At least they were both breathing heavily, a sign she wasn’t unmoved.


    “That shouldn’t have happened,” she said.


    “I didn’t—”


    “I know.” She took a deep breath. “Satisfied?” she asked, obviously referring to their game.


    “Not hardly,” he murmured, dropping his gaze to her lips, wanting her so badly he ached with it.


    “Too bad.” Maddie backed up, resuming her spot on the blanket with the game between them.


    He released a heavy breath. “Damn.”


    This time he was sure her lips twitched with a laugh she couldn’t quite hold in, but the fear in her grey-green eyes told him that laugh was on the edge of hysterical.


    His turn again, which he made sure to lose quickly. The point was getting Maddie to those truths and dares.


    “Truth,” he chose.


    She canted her head to the side, considering him. “What would you have done if you had realized I was a potential mate?”


    Ah. The crux of their issue.


    “Claimed you,” he declared. “Wooed you.”


    She dropped her head forward so that her hair swung in front of her face.


    Was he getting through? Please the gods, let her really hear him. “Romanced you.” He paused, needing her to understand this last was the most important. “Loved you.”


    She cleared her throat and raised her head. “I get the point.” But didn’t believe it if her skeptical expression was anything to go by.


    He would never have pegged himself as a sap, but he’d give up every ounce of his pride if it meant he won Maddie. He kept going. “Adored you. Needed you. Protected you. Respected you.”


    “You can stop now,” she huffed.


    “Fucked you.”


    That one finally drew an audible gasp from her. His enhanced hearing caught the increase in her heart rate. Finally, a visceral reaction from the woman.


    “I’m done with this game,” she choked. She struggled to push to her feet, tangling up in her own legs.


    Damn. He’d gone too far. Panic dropped into his stomach like ice dousing his fire.


    He jumped to his feet as well, though he didn’t approach her, not wanting to spook her more. “I will never regret anything more in my entire, long life than letting you walk away. Dragon or not.”


    “Yeah?” She tipped up her chin, back on the defensive.


    “Yes. I thought I was doing the right thing. We can fuck humans, have some fun, but a dragon who gets into a serious relationship with a human has to eventually tell her what he is, which is against the laws. We would be exiled and hunted down. Did you know that?”


    She gazed at him with wide eyes. “Is that true?”


    “Ask one of the Council members,” he encouraged. He didn’t suggest she ask Cole. What if the guy lied just to play things down? “We would have been on the run, and you might’ve been killed in the process. There are reasons why we do it all this way, and shifters who try to cheat the system are punished. I couldn’t risk that, Maddie. More than that, I couldn’t put you through a life where you aged and I didn’t. And I know I couldn’t have survived watching you die and not being able to do jack shit about it.”


    Even now his heart contracted at the thought because if she didn’t choose him, he’d witness that sooner rather than later.


    Fallon searched her face for any sign that she might listen, really listen, and believe him. Even if she did, she wasn’t guaranteed to choose him, but he certainly had a better shot at it.


    “I’d like to go back inside now,” she said.


    Dread punched through him as though he’d been skewered. He stepped closer, needing to touch her, but holding himself back with effort. “Don’t push me away, Maddie. I know you’re hurt and angry and scared, and I’m sorry. Just…don’t make a choice that will end up with you dead. Even if…” He swallowed, the dragon half of him choking around the words. “Even if you don’t choose me. Just don’t choose someone else.”


    He’d rather she stayed alive, even if she wasn’t with him. He’d sacrifice that bond, the extra years of life she could give them both…everything…to keep her from burning. The Mating Council could help her deal with the escalating dragon sign. But she couldn’t choose another. He’d never been more sure of anything.


    For the first time since yesterday, a crack showed in her tough facade as she bit her lip, glancing away. “You’re that certain we’re fated to be mates?” She glanced back.


    He held her gaze, trying to impress upon her how serious he was. “Fate brought you to me once, and I screwed it up. If you ignore it now, you’ll die. I can’t—” He lost his voice at the thought of her in agony and ashes. Fallon closed his eyes, reaching for control as his dragon side clawed to be released, to snap her up and fly away with her.


    If she mated Cole, she’d burn to ashes. Because Fallon knew, with everything he had inside him, that she was fated to be with him.


    Only him.


    He opened his eyes to find her watching him quietly. He stared into her eyes, needing her to understand this. “If you die,” he said, “I won’t be far behind.”

  


  
    Chapter Six


    Fallon


    Fallon flipped up the lid to his computer, checked the time, and dialed his brother via Skype. However, instead of Finn’s familiar mug, several faces showed up on screen. Had the entire Huracán team decided to say hello?


    He’d spent the last few hundred years with most of these guys, each handpicked by their respective king to serve as an enforcer within the colonies.


    “Hey,” Fallon said. “How’re things without me there to keep you all in line.”


    A round of protests and good-natured ribbing sounded, mostly about how Fallon was as far from the one to keep them in line as anyone, given his penchant for pranks.


    Levi, Finn’s second-in-command, shoved his face closer to the screen. One golden-hued eyeball, an indicator of his dragon lineage, took up the corner of the screen, and his normal-sized nose suddenly appeared huge as it was the closest feature to the camera. “How’s the mate thing going, kid? Did she run away screaming when she saw your ugly mug?”


    Fallon grinned. “You’re getting me mixed up with Drake. He’s the frowner.”


    The red dragon shifter leaned against the back wall in what was supposed to be an intimidating silence, something the entire team had grown used to ignoring.


    “All right you lot, clear out.” Finn came on screen, forcing them out of the room.


    “Good luck, kid,” Levi called over Finn’s shoulder.


    Fallon lifted a hand in acknowledgment. Once the crew was gone, the door closed behind them, Finn took a seat in front of the computer. “How’s it going?”


    Fallon didn’t feel like going into how he’d royally screwed up his time with Maddie. “The waiting sucks.”


    Finn’s mouth kicked up in a half smile that, for once, didn’t immediately morph into a bitter frown. “I remember. I hated knowing Phoebe was with other men.”


    “I had my time with her yesterday. Waiting all day today has been…” Fallon ran a hand round the back of his neck.


    The other men he wasn’t worried about, but Cole… Maddie’d obviously gotten to know the guy, had placed her trust in him.


    “She came here assuming Cole is supposed to be her mate,” he told Finn. “How do I fight that?”


    Finn glanced away, expression shutting down. “I’m not the best person to tell you. I trusted the process, was sure Phoebe was it for me.” He shrugged.


    Finn rarely talked about his unsuccessful mating. All Fallon remembered was how his brother had come home and hadn’t said a word for months. Being selected to come regulate dragon shifters in the American colonies had saved Finn’s life, given him purpose and a family of brothers. Fallon knew that for sure. The missing piece of his soul was another matter.


    “So, no advice?” Fallon asked.


    “At this point…”


    Fallon waited, having a feeling he wouldn’t love the answer.


    “You get one last chance to address her before the drawing tomorrow.”


    “Yeah,” Fallon agreed, drawing the word out. Sort of. It would be in front of everyone as they gathered for the narrowing.


    Finn shrugged. “Beg.”


    “Beg?” That concept went against everything he was as a dragon shifter, a Huracán, and a man. Especially in front of witnesses.


    Finn raised a single eyebrow. “If you’re that sure she’s yours, do you want her to die if she chooses wrong?”


    …


    Maddie


    Maddie stepped inside her room and turned, bringing the door half closed so Cole knew he wasn’t being invited in. “Thank you for such a lovely evening.”


    Blue eyes closer to a whitewashed denim color searched her face, and she did her best to keep her emotions from showing. Because she knew for certain that she couldn’t choose Cole as her mate.


    Their time together, while lovely and thoughtfully planned, had been nothing she particularly enjoyed doing—fancy dress-up dinner, carriage ride under the stars, a huge bouquet of flowers. None of it her.


    Granted, they hadn’t had much time to get to know each other, but shouldn’t a fated mate connect with their other half in a way that made them instinctually know each other? That’s what Moira had described. Maddie might have been able to overlook that part if it weren’t for a kiss that left her cold.


    With Fallon it had been all heat and need. More, if she were honest—like his soul connected directly to hers, as if they were jacked in to each other. She didn’t feel the same thing with Cole. Quite the opposite, actually.


    The comparison might be unfair. She’d wanted Fallon before all this, when she’d thought they were both just human. But still, she couldn’t face a lifetime of hoping it might get better with Cole.


    “Will you be asking to see anyone tomorrow?” Cole asked, hope obvious in his voice.


    Maddie shook her head. “No. I think I’m going to take tomorrow to think through everything. I want to make sure. You know?”


    An emotion flashed in his eyes, so fast she wasn’t positive she saw it, but Maddie shivered nonetheless. However, Cole only nodded. “I understand.”


    Did he? Tonight he’d acted as though they were both just going through the motions of this process for the sake of tradition. That he was a sure thing.


    Before they’d come here, she’d taken his attitude as a sign that she should trust him about their being destined. Cole was handsome, smart, driven. Beta of the small group of dragon shifters he lived with in the States, he had a future ahead of him. He’d make any woman a good partner. She’d be lucky to have him.


    Except for the odd feeling that they didn’t quite fit. A puzzle piece that looked like the right shape, but you couldn’t quite force it into the spot you’d picked out for it.


    “I’ll see you at the selection tomorrow night,” Cole said.


    Maddie wanted to tell him her decision now, in private, so he wouldn’t have his hopes up, but she’d been strictly warned to keep her decisions to herself until the narrowing. Not that they could probably do much about it, but she also still needed time to think. “Thanks, Cole. For everything.”


    He paused in turning away, gave her a serious, searching look, then gave a sharp nod and left.


    Maddie closed her door and locked it. She hardly noticed the splendor of the large room. Too much was on her mind. Instead, she walked through the sitting area and through massive French doors onto a private patio. She plopped into a cushioned chair and stared out over the immaculate grounds, the landscaping softly illuminated by professional lighting all around.


    “What am I going to do?”


    The other two men the Council had sent her were never in the running and pretty much knew that from day one, and their time together had felt like that. She wasn’t worried about them. Cole was a definite no as well.


    Which left Fallon.


    A small part of her soul fluttered with anticipation. Their attraction was off the charts, but more than that, a deep-seated coming home sensation washed through her when she was with him. Before, she’d thought he was a good man, one who made her laugh, and she could see herself with him. Yesterday, he’d proved that he’d been paying more attention than she’d ever thought.


    But he’d let her go without a thought when she’d moved away. Yes, he’d thought her human at the time, and that he was doing the right thing. But shouldn’t that have been harder for him if she was truly his mate? Shouldn’t instinct have made that separation agony?


    Maddie closed her eyes and dropped her head back against the chair. She couldn’t ignore her draw to Fallon, but what really held her back now was the knowledge that if she chose wrong, she’d die in the mating process. Burned alive from the inside out by his fire.


    Almost worse was the fact that if she died, Fallon would still live, though not for long if he meant what he’d said… that he wouldn’t be far behind if she burned. Even if he didn’t follow her to the grave, he’d lose a part of himself in the process. The risk of stealing even a small part of the spark that made Fallon who he was made her stomach clench in a fear. Nausea rolled in her stomach in waves.


    For his sake, she refused to make the wrong choice and saddle Fallon with her death and risk his. How could she trust her life and his based on feelings alone?


    Tears stung the back of her closed eyes, one slipping out to run down her cheek.


    I would rather not choose any of them and keep Fallon safe. Herself, too.


    Choosing no one and living with the consequences for herself was the only way forward she could see that made any sense.

  


  
    Chapter Seven


    Fallon


    About damn time.


    If waiting all day Thursday had been torture, getting through today had been worse. Most of the day had been set aside as extra time for Maddie to meet one more time with any of the men she wished to. Fallon had not been called, so he’d spent his day twiddling his thumbs like an asshole while his dragon paced inside him until his head was pounding.


    The only break had come when Jagar and Macon had arrived at his room for an impromptu visit. He still didn’t know what that was about. They’d been pleasant, bringing him coffee even. However, the questions they’d asked, and a few comments, had sat wrong with him.


    Was his loyalty as a blue dragon being questioned? The brand on his hand between his finger and thumb—the mark of his king—showed otherwise. Or were the rumors right and the blue clan and anyone associated with it was coming under question?


    Fallon entered the large ceremonial room with an eerie sense of déjà vu. This was where they’d started, with Maddie on the dais. She was seated this time in a fancy chair that resembled a throne, Jagar’s mate no longer at her side, and looking so damn alone. The Council members and the other three shifters hoping for a mate all stood around in small groups talking amongst one another.


    In addition, several other men had joined the group along with the Council members’ mates. Anyone on the Council was required to already be mated, to eliminate any complications.


    Apparently, Fallon was the last to arrive. “No time like the present,” he muttered, and made a beeline for her.


    Maddie was sitting quietly, her face turned away from his approach. Only her tapping toe under the hem of her dress showed her agitation. She was gorgeous in a green gown the color of new grass that flowed around her and made her eyes more green than grey. Her serious lips were pink as primrose petals, slick and glossy, begging to be kissed. The second he approached, she turned her head and flinched at the sight of him.


    Pain shot through the region of his heart as though he’d been struck by a poison-tipped arrow. Damn.


    He didn’t touch her. He couldn’t have without the other men dragging him away before he got this said. Instead, he went down on one knee in front of her. He plucked at the fine material of his charcoal grey suit, which didn’t stretch well when on bended knee apparently.


    “What are you doing?” she muttered under her breath harshly, glancing around.


    “Begging.”


    Her mouth dropped open.


    Fallon took a deep breath. Then, loud enough to fill the cavernous room with sound, he launched into it.


    “Madeline Thompson, you are the love of my very long life. I am here, on my knees for all to see, to beg you.”


    The low murmur of voices that had previously been an undertone silenced. Her cheeks blazed red, and she flicked another nervous glance over their audience. He had no doubt every eye was on them now.


    “Fallon—” she started.


    “Don’t say no. Don’t say anything. Just…”


    This wasn’t working, he could tell by the flat light in her eyes. Fallon closed his eyes. “If you choose another, I’m finished.” He opened his eyes. “I’m begging you,” he said in a voice lowered, for her alone. “Everything about you is made for me, and I’m made for you. I want to spend the rest of my remaining years making you happy.”


    Maddie swallowed.


    “Just give me the chance,” he implored her. “Choose me.”


    “Get up, man,” Cole scoffed from behind him. “You had your shot. You’re just pathetic now.”


    Fallon ignored him, his gaze on Maddie.


    “What if you’re wrong?” she whispered. “What if choosing you kills us both?”


    He could hear the finality in her voice. She’d already decided. Still, he had to try. “What if choosing me leads to a lifetime together? That’s a risk worth taking.”


    She shook her head, paused, shook her head again, then waved a hand. “Get up. Please.”


    Devastation twisted inside his gut, the toxic emotion stinging his throat as bile rose up. Gods, he had failed. In every way.


    In a fog of defeat, Fallon nodded. He pushed to his feet and moved to the back of the room, near the door so he could escape quickly.


    Jagar stepped forward and started to explain the process about to take place. Maddie would submit as many names as she wished. Each man would submit either Maddie’s name or “withdraw” on their paper. Any instances where both matched meant that couple would continue on to the next phase. In a perfect world, the Council wanted the new mate to have two men remaining in the running.


    The theory was, some destined mates needed to feel each other out to be sure. How they did that when distracted by false mates and other people observing their every move was anyone’s guess. It certainly hadn’t helped him out any.


    No way could he watch his mate walk right to her death, but intervening would get him killed, too.


    As Jagar talked, a man Fallon hadn’t noticed earlier made his way across the room to where he stood propping up the doorway. With narrowed eyes, he considered the man’s face, which seemed oddly familiar. Eyes a shade of dark blue they almost appeared black returned his stare.


    “Asher?” Fallon asked slowly, as recognition struck.


    A nod confirmed it, and Fallon held out a hand, despite not feeling like being sociable right this moment.


    Asher was one of the best fighters Fallon had ever seen. He’d almost been sent to the Huracáns about the time Finn had been assigned. Instead, Asher had been assigned to King Thanatos’s personal guard, a position Fallon had been surprised Asher accepted. He’d been under the impression that the navy-colored dragon shifter was not a huge fan of the king, though Asher’d never said as much.


    “What are you doing here?” Fallon asked.


    “I’ve been sent as a temporary representative of the Blue Clan for this mating since we have a new blue dragon mate to welcome.”


    “You may be mourning a dead mate,” Fallon muttered.


    Asher lifted a single eyebrow.


    Fallon kept his gaze away from Maddie. Looking at her hurt too much. He’d take distraction anywhere he could get it. Something about Asher’s comment penetrated the numb haze settling over him. It seemed off, especially when paired with his earlier visit from Jagar and Macon. Fallon ran it through his mind again.


    “Does this not happen often? A blue dragon mate?” he asked, low enough to fly under the hearing of the shifters in the room as their focus was turned elsewhere.


    “Not lately,” Asher affirmed, lips flat.


    How was that possible? Whatever color brand the dragon mate showed would dictate which clan was selected. No way would the Council risk the fallout by doing something questionable with the women who showed dragon sign. Sure, having a mate meant a longer life span, and even a bit more clout in the scheme of things, since they could provide more dragons to a clan, but the Mating Council had one representative for each clan here to keep things balanced.


    Asher checked over his shoulder again, but no one was paying them any attention. “I’m also here to warn you and the others. Something is about to happen in our clan that could potentially cause problems if you’re still here when it goes down.”


    What problems? “Can you tell me more?”


    Asher twitched a shoulder. “Not yet.”


    Jagar’s gaze passed over them, assessing.


    Fallon raised his voice to a deliberate pitch to be overheard. “How long are you staying?”


    Asher also raised his voice. “Only until the mating process is complete.”


    Jagar moved on.


    “How long do I have?” Back to low murmurings.


    “It’s a fluid situation. A day, maybe two.”


    Shit. “Do I need to get Maddie out of here?”


    Asher crossed his arms. “Will she go with you?”


    Good fucking question. Not after she chose a different mate. No way could he let that happen. He’d risk exile to keep her safe and alive. A plan started to form in his head. “Keep me posted.”


    Asher tipped his chin toward the front of the room. “You’re up.”


    Sure enough, Jagar had called Fallon’s name. He walked up to the table set in front of the women. On a slip of paper, he wrote one word only.


    Maddie.


    He handed his request to Macon, who’d apparently pulled clerical duty, probably because of Asher’s arrival, which knocked the self-important Alliance member down a peg in the rankings. Clans trumped colonies every time, at least for dragon shifters.


    Fallon was the last of the men to enter his choice. Every muscle in his body thrummed in tense anticipation as Maddie also submitted her names. Macon input all the submissions into a database. Then the Council, Asher included, gathered. Not that it took long.


    Jagar sighed and took center stage. “Perhaps we didn’t explain the process well enough. You want to be sure you have chosen the right mate, and the extra time with each other will help assure that.”


    He passed his reddish-brown gaze over those gathered, including Maddie. Were they supposed to feel like children taken to task? Fuck. Had Maddie chosen only Cole? That would make Fallon’s plan harder to execute. He needed to get near her.


    Without preamble, Jagar went into the final results. “The men who would like to continue are…Cole, Jorrah, and Fallon.”


    “Oh,” Maddie whispered, but they all caught it. Had one of those surprised her? Jorrah, maybe?


    “Are you okay to go on?” Jagar asked her.


    That was the first time Fallon had heard quite that tone from the man—soft, sincere. Amazing what a dragon mate, so fragile in her human form, could bring out in dragon shifters. Possessiveness, yes. But also kindness and the ingrained need to protect, even if they weren’t her mate.


    “Please go on,” Maddie said.


    Jagar nodded. “Finally, Madeline submitted one choice only.”


    Fallon lowered his head as black pain gouged his heart out and left it bleeding in a mutilated heap at his feet. She’d chosen Cole and begging had done nothing.


    The rest of Jagar’s announcement sounded as though it came down a long, echoey hall. “Madeline selected…Fallon.”


    The words almost didn’t register through his pain, so it took a second for Fallon to yank his head up and stare at Maddie, who watched him with eyes still heavy with doubts, drawing him across the room to her.


    She chose me.


    Disbelieving shock warred with indescribable joy, squeezing his lungs of all oxygen. Inside his head, his dragon roared with pleasure. Fallon needed to touch her, hold her, hear her confirm that she’d chosen him.


    His mate. His.

  


  
    Chapter Eight


    Maddie


    “What the hell, Madeline?” Cole’s voice cracked through the silence in the room like a thunderclap. The hair on her neck stood straight up. Maddie’d never seen this side of the dragon shifter, who’d been kind until this point.


    Fallon started across the room, but before he could reach Maddie, Cole was already trying to get to her, a darkness descending over his expression in a way that had every instinct on red alert.


    Jagar stepped between them, and Moira jumped onto the dais to stand beside her. A preplanned move? Did this happen often?


    “This is Madeline’s choice.” Jagar turned his reddish-brown gaze her way. “Do you wish to change your mind?”


    Maddie’s body trembled. Damn, she hated hurting Cole. “I’m sorry,” she mouthed, unable to get sound past frozen lips.


    She shook her head at Jagar, who nodded. “Her decision stands, and the Council will uphold it.”


    “But—” Cole started.


    He stopped when Jagar aimed a blazing stare his way, crimson flames leaping into the Council leader’s eyes. “It’s done.”


    Cole went hard and cold…and still. Except for the faded blue flames that leapt into his own eyes. The heavy scent of smoke, thick and choking, filled the room.


    Every other shifter in the room went still as well, watching him closely, the creature in each of them suddenly obvious. Even the air seemed to freeze. Everything…except Fallon.


    Slowly, with the smooth prowl of a predator, he moved forward, intent focus never wavering from Cole. He’s trying to get between me and Cole.


    Maddie had been raised by her daddy, who’d taught her how to hunt. How to survive. At least, he’d taught her that before he’d died when she was twelve. Those lessons came back to her and an eerie calm seeped into her.


    “Would you kill me, Cole?” she asked quietly.


    A prick against her palms told Maddie her nails had shifted to talons, probably drawing blood, but she didn’t glance down to check. No one looked her way, but the focus shifted to her to her regardless, even as every shifter kept Cole dead to rights. If they had been cats, she’d bet she’d see their ears twitching back and forth. The hush in the room was almost palpable.


    The flames in Cole’s eyes glowed eerily, giving his face an almost sinister cast. “You’ll die if you mate him, Maddie.” His voice was unrecognizable—a low rasp of sound that made her skin crawl.


    “Maybe,” she acknowledged. She was still terrified about that—for herself, for Fallon. “But I know for sure I’ll die if I mate you.”


    Conviction leant strength to the words. She tried to tell him gently, but there was no easing into it. Not in this situation. Now she wished like hell she’d said something yesterday.


    Cole didn’t say anything, those blazing eyes searching her face. He must’ve seen her certainty because he dropped his head forward. At that sign of submission, the others eased up. Not that they’d moved or anything, but as though the group as a whole took a collective breath.


    Without any warning, Cole snapped his head up and rushed Fallon. Four shifters jumped in to restrain him.


    “I’m going to rip your goddamn head off,” he screamed at Fallon.


    Maddie wrapped her arms around her stomach, skewered by the image of a man she no longer recognized behind the fury. A true monster.


    Cole’s body started to shimmer, a sign he was shifting, and Maddie slowly stepped back, not wanting to draw his attention but knowing she was the most vulnerable person in the room right now. She needed the distance.


    Before he could do more than hint at his coming change, Jagar got in his face. “You shift in this space, you’ll be executed immediately. You know how this goes. All rejected candidates accept the mate’s decision and go.”


    Cole’s body seemed to vibrate as he fought with his own rage, but finally, the mirage-like waves around him stopped. The four men holding him dragged him away.


    “You’re going to kill her!” he snarled at Fallon over and over and over, getting louder as they disappeared out the door before the sound finally faded away down the hall. The smoke lingered in the air behind him, an acrid tint to it.


    Fallon, who’d remained in a defensive crouch the entire time, ready for whatever came at him, held that position for several beats after the shouts disappeared. With what appeared to be monumental effort, he shook his head and straightened.


    Maddie had zero doubt the dragon in him wanted to take out the threat.


    He turned his head, and she gasped to find his eyes, like Cole’s, glowed with blue fire. In several long strides, he crossed the room and pulled her against him, one hand tangling in her hair. Sensing he needed this, Maddie wrapped her arms around his waist and closed her eyes, letting herself relax into him.


    Just for a second. They still had a lot to work through.


    A cleared throat had Fallon growling, vibrating against her.


    “Hey,” she said.


    He leaned back to look down at her, eyes back to normal, eyebrows raised in question.


    “I think they need us to pay attention.” She canted her head in the direction of the men standing behind him.


    “They can all go to hell as far as I’m concerned,” Fallon muttered. Then his lips quirked in that teasing smile of his and he turned, though he kept one arm wrapped around her.


    Jagar raised a single eyebrow, but didn’t comment, instead moving into logistics. “Now that that’s over, the rest of the men not selected are dismissed from these proceedings. We wish you the best.”


    Jorrah and Paolo left without hassle. After Cole, even if they wanted to protest, they probably stuffed that reaction down deep. Jorrah approached, hands up in a non-threatening manner. Maddie went to step forward, but Fallon tightened his grip. She shot him an annoyed glare even while she secretly reveled in his possessiveness.


    Jorrah knew better than to get too close and kept his distance. “I’m sorry you didn’t choose me.”


    Fallon grunted, and Jorrah flicked him a quick, wary glance. “I wish you all the best. Together.”


    “Thank you,” Maddie murmured. Jorrah had been easygoing, kind, and casual with her. She hadn’t realized he’d liked her enough to want to stay. Not that she would’ve changed her decision.


    “Maddie, you may take your selected mate to your suite,” Jagar said.


    In theory, she would spend a night and a day with any of the men she’d chosen, assuming they chose her. Just Fallon in this case. Sex was not expected, though neither was it forbidden. If the couple chose to, they were allowed to start the mating process with the Council’s blessing.


    Beside her, Fallon tensed, but a quick peek at his expression told her he was holding back a smug grin.


    “You better not be smiling behind that sober facade,” she said.


    “Am I still in trouble?” he asked.


    “Just don’t take anything for granted,” she warned seriously.


    Her reaction to his show of total humility—being willing to beg for her in front of everyone—had been instinctual. A coming home of the soul. Like when her father used to take her to their cabin, her favorite place to be. She’d step out of the car and inhale that pine scent, feel the cool mountain breeze, and she was home.


    Fallon was like that for her. Which had to be what they’d told her she’d feel—that she’d know they were destined. That didn’t mean she was ready, though, or over her fears.


    “I’m not taking anything for granted,” he said. “But I’ll never let you go now. You know that?”


    Maddie searched his face, finding a sincerity there that settled her clanging nerves. She nodded and held out her hand. “Shall we?”


    “Just remember,” Jagar’s voice stopped them both. “You may not leave until the Council has confirmed the mating has happened.”


    Wait, what? They were stuck here until she was ready? What happened to some time to get to know each other? To be sure?


    Fallon didn’t change his expression or posture, but something in the air tensed around him. “Is that a new rule?” he asked.


    “Fairly recent.” Jagar’s expression gave nothing away.


    Why would they need that rule?


    Fallon gave a nod of understanding, then took her hand and led her out of the room. They didn’t speak until she closed her door behind them.


    He took a moment to appreciate the palatial rooms she’d been given. The space was more like an apartment with a living area, separate bedroom suite, and even a small kitchen and dining room. Like the rest of the grandiose place, it had been restored in decor to the opulent time of human kings. Which meant way over the top, but she didn’t care what the room looked like, just that he was in it.


    Not that they didn’t have things to work through.


    With an eager smile, he turned to her, and she knew exactly what he was thinking. Disappointment swirled in with the mix of knowing this was right, but still needing time. A trash can punch of emotions. Fallon pulled up sharply when he found her standing there, arms crossed, observing him with a serious expression.


    “Mads?”


    “You think we’re just going to jump to the good stuff?” she demanded.


    …


    Fallon


    Fallon paused.


    Kind of. Especially after Jagar’s warning, and Asher’s hints of coming trouble. Not to mention Cole was still out there. Couldn’t explanations wait? If he didn’t mate her now, she wasn’t safe—frailly human and Cole still out there. Just because he’d left didn’t mean he wouldn’t try what Fallon had been thinking. Kidnapping.


    Now was better. Much better. “You chose me,” he pointed out.


    Her eyebrows raised, obviously not impressed. “What if I chose you to get out of choosing anyone else?”


    Fallon froze, his heart included, which slammed to a halt only to race to catch up. “Did you?” he asked quietly. Only the way she’d burrowed into his arms after Cole’s little display kept him from outright terror.


    She sighed, dropping her arms. “No. I picked you because I knew.” She glanced away. “Though I have no freaking clue how I knew. I never believed in magic or soul mates before.”


    He didn’t step forward. Too much hesitation lingered in her voice. “You’re obviously not sure of something. What?”


    She shook her head. “This entire thing, Fallon. Until a few weeks ago, I was a normal human woman… Now I’m supposed to pick a mate. Not just for a human lifetime, but for centuries. And I’m going to turn into a dragon—” She broke off, her voice cracking. The words were pouring out of her now, like a faucet on full blast. “And I’ve only had a week to decide. Not even that. And part of me feels like I know you already, but the logical part says I don’t. Not really. And what if I’m wrong. You said if I die you would, too. And you’d lose part of yourself—”


    Fallon crossed the room, folding her into his arms, his tight muscles relaxing as soon as he held her.


    “It’s a lot to take in so fast,” he murmured into her hair.


    She nodded against his chest, but at least she’d curled into him, rather than pushing him away.


    “It’s insane,” she muttered.


    “You’ll look beautiful in scales,” he teased, needing to see her unwind.


    She smacked him in the arm. “I’m serious.”


    He chuckled “I know you are. We can take it as slow as you want.”


    As soon as we’re mated, he wanted to amend, but she didn’t need to hear that right now. She didn’t need to know that staying human was almost as dangerous as mating. His dragon side was roaring with the need to protect her by claiming her, but Fallon refused to rush her. He’d figure this out.


    She raised her eyes, gaze watchful. “Slow, how?”


    It would take everything he had in him to honor it, but his mate was worth it. Fallon stepped back and held out a hand. “Hi. My name’s Fallon. I’m a dragon shifter.”


    She glanced down at his hand then back up at his face. Then she stepped into him, wrapping her arms around his waist. “Maybe we can skip ahead just a little, or do a fast forward version of that.”


    “Thank the gods,” he murmured, and received a quiet chuckle that made him grin. “So, what does fast forward look like?”


    “Hmmm… It’s late. How about we go to bed.”


    He tried not to get too excited about that, except his dick was not cooperating. “Just to sleep?”


    “And talk. And hold each other.” She took a deep breath. “I’m exhausted from worrying and thinking and everything else.”


    As much as he wanted to be inside her right now, he was too happy to just have her at all. He would not mess this up again. “I can get into that.”


    “Just let me change.” She pulled out of his arms. “Your things should’ve been moved in here by now according to Jagar.”


    “Okay.”


    In short order, they brushed teeth and changed. He went with boxers. Usually he slept in the raw, but didn’t want her thinking he’d made assumptions. Maddie was adorable with her face scrubbed clean. Although the matching pink set of PJs that involved a tank top and short shorts, showing off her long, toned legs, might just kill him. “You slay me, luv.”


    She sent him a sparkling glance, then pulled back the covers. They both crawled in and he pulled her to him, snuggling her into his side, her head on his chest. Contentment settled deep in his chest.


    This is home.


    “When you say luv, you sound almost British,” she murmured.


    “That’s because I am.”


    She hitched up on one elbow to blink at him. “Really?”


    Fallon nodded. “Born and raised in the home base of the Blue Clan. Finn and I moved to the Americas in the early seventeen-hundreds.”


    In response, she gave a wide yawn, then pulled a face. “Sorry. I haven’t been sleeping well.”


    “Me neither,” he muttered. “Talk can wait.”


    He smiled, his heart full as she relaxed against him. Fallon placed a soft kiss on the top of her head, inhaling her wildfire scent, even smokier now than when he’d first arrived here. His mate, if not by deed, at least in his heart and by her choice. For now, that was enough.


    Tomorrow he’d worry about everything else. Though he doubted he’d get any sleep. Not with her in his arms and every part of him clamoring to plunder, claim, and pleasure.


    And protect, an insidious voice whispered, even as the dragon half of him clamored inside him, pushing to possess.


    Fallon doubted his animal side would settle until his and Maddie’s mating had been not only started, but until the bond solidified—his mark permanently branding her neck for all to see, and not just when dragon fire awoke the symbol—making her his forever.


    He held back a growl as discontent poked at him. Could he enjoy no part of finding his mate? He’d fucked up recognizing her, he’d missed the dragon sign, and he’d almost lost her to another dragon.


    Please don’t take her from me now. He sent the prayer out to whichever gods or fates were out there listening.

  


  
    Chapter Nine


    Fallon


    Maddie moved against him restlessly, pulling Fallon out of a light sleep. He checked the clock, noting the time was after one in the morning, which meant he’d only been asleep an hour or so. What woke him?


    Maddie moved, and her hand trailed up his abs and over his pecs.


    Ah. That’s what had woken him. Fallon wrangled his body with an iron resolve and closed his eyes, trying to go back to sleep.


    Suddenly, the woman in his arms gave a low hum, almost a moan, which had him hard and aching in less than a heartbeat. Then she brushed her lips across his skin, kissing his neck.


    Shit.


    “Maddie.” He gave her shoulder a shake. “Wake up.”


    Another whisper of a kiss had him clenching his jaw. He needed to do the right thing. He’d promised to give her time.


    “Maddie.” Another shake. “Come on. You’re killing me here.”


    She huffed a laugh. “I am awake, you doofus. What does a girl have to do to get some action in this bed?”


    She squealed as he rolled over, pinning her beneath him to search her expression with eager eyes. She was constantly surprising him. Gods, he hoped that never stopped. “Are you sure?” he asked. “Be sure. Because if I get started, no way will I be able to stop.”


    In answer, she kissed him. The sweet, sultry contact sent him soaring. This was the first time he was really getting to touch her. Those few other kisses had been about winning her, but he’d had to hold back. No longer.


    Gods how he’d needed this, to be released like this. Urgency drummed through him to the erratic thump, thump, thump of his heart. With a low groan, he took over the kiss, owned her lips, sweeping his tongue against her softness, which she parted for him on a sigh. Fallon hooked his arm around her waist and rolled, tugging her on top of him so that she lay along his body. Scents mingled and swirled—wildflowers, and smoke, and the musky scent of her arousal blending with his own. Her legs fell to either side of his hips and he cupped her backside, pressing her into his hard, throbbing length.


    She moaned into his mouth, grinding against him as he continued to devour those lush lips, the taste of her both familiar and achingly sweet on his tongue. He ran his hands up her back, over the curve of her waist to cup a ripe breast. She shuddered as he swept his thumb over the tight tip of her nipple through the thin cotton of her top.


    “I need you so much,” she murmured against his lips.


    He wanted to whoop, crow to the sky, but he was too busy divesting her of her top. Then he rolled them again so she was beneath him, and bent his head to take her nipple into his mouth, sucking hard until she writhed beneath him.


    “Fallon?” she whispered between sighs and moans.


    “Hmmmm?”


    “Don’t—” Her breathing hitched at another suckled and she moaned again. He smiled against her breast. “Don’t use your fire when…when…”


    That brought him to earth with a jarring thud. He released her breast to raise his head. With a gentle hand he smoothed back her hair. “You don’t want to start the mating process?”


    She swallowed, but shook her head. “I’m not ready.”


    She wasn’t ready for forever with him. The only thing holding the slicing, lay-him-open-and-leave-him-bleeding pain at bay was the knowledge that she’d still chosen him. He cupped her breast, kneading, his own need still riding him hard.


    “You need time?” he asked.


    She swallowed, arching up into his touch, but nodded.


    “Okay,” he murmured. Then he pressed a long, sweet kiss against those lips swollen with his kisses. They didn’t have time to wait, but he’d move heaven and hell to give her what she needed. He’d damn well breathe easier when she was fully his, but she was his mate. Hurting her in any way, even just rushing her a little, would level him.


    She twined her arms around his neck. “Good.” Then she pulled him into her, deepening the kiss, exploring his mouth with a boldness that lit him on fire, figuratively speaking.


    A soft tapping, as if someone was knocking on glass, sounded in his periphery. Fallon was so far gone, he didn’t stop what he was doing, his every sense tuned to the woman beneath him.


    But then another knock came. With a frown he lifted his head, cocking it to listen.


    “Fallon?” Maddie questioned.


    There it came again. Someone was definitely knocking on the glass doors in the living area which led out to a private balcony. Only one or two scenarios occurred to him as a reason for the interruption at this time of night. None good.


    He dropped his head to Maddie’s shoulder, breathing hard. Why now?


    “Fallon?” she asked again, hands exploring his ass.


    Of course, still human, she wouldn’t have heard. “Someone is at the balcony doors,” he murmured.


    “What?” she squeaked, eyes going wide.


    He held up a finger to her lips. “We might be in danger. I can’t explain right now, just know that it’s possible. I need to check it out. Stay here?”


    She nodded.


    As he rose from the bed, she snapped up her PJ top, yanking it over her head.


    Fallon left the door to the bedroom open as he went to the balcony doors. A face peered out of the darkness through the window, and part of Fallon relaxed. Not Cole. But still not good. Immediately he knew what was going on. “Shit.”


    “Who is it?” Maddie asked from where she stood in the doorway.


    “Asher.” His training kicked in, and Fallon went into “get it done” mode. “I’ll explain in a minute. Can you get dressed while I talk to him? Something warm.”


    Because they would be flying soon, unless he missed his guess.


    Maddie disappeared to do just that.


    She trusts me.


    He ran a hand through his hair. Damn his mate was incredible. No doubt she was apprehensive, but she was still levelheaded enough to know when to save questions for later. Fallon opened the door with a quiet click and Asher moved inside.


    “Is it happening now?” Fallon asked straight away.


    Asher nodded. “Do you remember a man named Ladon Ormarr?”


    “Yeah.” He could picture the guy, about the same age as Asher, so roughly a hundred years older than himself. “Decent guy. Scary fighter, but fair, as I remember it.”


    “He’s challenging Thanatos for the crown.”


    Holy shit. No one had challenged a king in centuries in any clan as far as he knew. The last one was for the gold throne a long ass time ago, and the man who won was still king today.


    “Exactly,” Asher said. Not that Fallon had voiced his thoughts, but he was sure the shock reflected on his face.


    “If he succeeds,” Asher continued, “then the other clans won’t trust blue dragons. Ladon is an open critic of Pytheios.”


    The Rotting King of the Red Clan—and the de facto High King—who all the other kings bowed down to, wouldn’t like that.


    “And that puts you and your mate…”


    “In a fuck ton of danger. Potentially.” Fallon ran a hand through his hair again as he thought through the ramifications and his position as an Enforcer. “Do I have time to get us back to my team?”


    “No.”


    “Damn. What’s the plan?” No way would a man like Asher not have a plan.


    “We head to Scotland.” Where the Blue Clan was headquartered inside Ben Nevis mountain. “If Ladon is successful, we’ll find safety there.”


    “And if he’s not?”


    “Then we pretend you’ve decided to bring your mate home, rather than return to the colonies.”


    “The Council will refute that.”


    Asher shook his head. “Macon has decided to stay, siding with the current regime of kings. He wants to retain his position as an Alliance member in the Americas. If Thanatos wins this fight, he’s…agreed”—Asher gave a grim smile—“to inform the Council that you were eager to show off your new mate to your king and you left with me.”


    Fallon put his hands on his hips, eyeing the man in front of him closely. “Who are you to Ladon Ormarr?”


    “Right now? I’m his insider. When he wins, and make no mistake he will win, I will be his Beta.”


    “Why aren’t you there fighting?” Fallon asked, not bothering to hide his suspicion.


    Asher cocked his head, though a grim light darkened his already fathomless eyes. “Plausible deniability should this thing go south. Ladon will still need me on the inside.”


    Fallon relaxed, dropping his arms to his sides. Made sense.


    “Besides…he said he owes your brother.”


    Finn? Since when? “What about the others?” Jorrah, Paolo, even Cole.


    “All the other blue dragons have left here.”


    Instinct had kept Fallon alive for this long, in a job that saw more fighting than most among his kind. The desire to get back home to his team dragged at him, but that instinct also told him Ladon would win and the other clans would immediately hold all blue dragons for questioning. What if the Council members separated him from Maddie? Just not worth the risk. Not with his mate—who wasn’t completely his yet—in the mix.


    “If you’re coming, we need to move quickly,” Asher said.


    “Yeah. We’re coming with you.” Fallon spun on his heel and hustled back to the bedroom. Maddie was already dressed and, to his surprise, filling a backpack with clothing.


    “What did you hear?” he asked.


    “Enough.”


    And she was ready to go with him on the basis of that alone? Gods he loved this woman. He crossed the room in a few long strides and gave her a long, hard kiss. “You’re amazing.”


    “True.” She grinned.


    He stepped back and happened to glance down, then grinned because she was wearing a black T-shirt that read, “Surely not everybody was Kung Fu fighting.”


    He had his Maddie back.


    “What about Cole?” she asked, pulling him out of his head.


    He just barely held in a growl. She was still worried about that asshat?


    His opinion must’ve shown in his eyes, because she swatted his arm. “He was a friend and took care of me. I can’t just leave without at least trying to help him. Even after his little display earlier.”


    Fallon had to grudgingly admit she was right. “He’s already gone.”


    She grimaced but nodded. “Okay.”


    After that, everything was a rush. He pulled on jeans, a dark shirt, and boots, then stuffed what things he could in Maddie’s backpack. He couldn’t carry his duffle when he was flying. It would be too small for him to grasp with his talons.


    Ready to go, they followed Asher out into the night. The balcony had a spiral staircase leading to the ground floor. They took it, then, sticking to the shadows, made their way away from the castle into the countryside beyond.


    Just beyond the long, still reflection pond, Asher changed direction, heading outside the fencing into a field beyond. Once they were far enough away, Asher stopped in a clearing. “Here.”


    Last chance to back out and choose to stay, give the Mating Council the benefit of the doubt. Jagar had upheld Maddie’s choice today. Fallon trusted the system and the clans—hell, he’d been upholding their laws—for centuries. He should trust them now.


    Except Maddie wasn’t his yet. Her vulnerability in this scenario scared the shit out of him. He should’ve insisted they mate. She’d understand better if she’d could feel connected to the shifters their bond would make her part of, and she’d be harder to kill. Harder to take away from him.


    Did taking her away, thrusting her so immediately into the violence of his world, mean he would lose her? Death or injury weren’t the only risks. She could witness something that might make her run from him.


    But if she asked him to let her go, no way he could ever do that. He’d go rogue, forsaking his kind to be hunted by them all his life, so that he might live as a human by her side, helping her with escalating dragon sign. But let her go? Never.


    We can’t stay. He knew the decision was right. Man, did the timing suck balls, though.


    Fallon nodded and turned to Maddie. “Have you seen a dragon shift yet?”


    …


    Maddie


    Was it bad that she was a little eager to see Fallon as a dragon, even when she knew they were in danger? Maddie nodded. “Cole had to show me to convince me.”


    Fallon grimaced at the mention but didn’t comment. “Good. Once I’m done, I’ll lie on the ground so you can climb up on my back. Use the spiked ridges as an anchor.”


    She nodded, though the way he’d kept her close, tension riding his lean body, as they snuck through the shadows had her own danger radar pinging off the charts.


    He took her face in his hands. “Don’t worry. I would never let anything happen to you.” He gave her another hard kiss and she leaned into him, chasing more, but knowing they didn’t have time.


    The one thing she’d asked for was time, but maybe she’d made a huge mistake.


    He backed up and shifted, watching Maddie closely as he did so. The silent process took a small amount of time to complete. According to Cole no pain accompanied the change, no sensation, just the odd realization of the change in size and perspective.


    To Maddie on the ground, shimmering disturbances in the air surrounded his body, giving him a blurry sheen, as though he were disappearing from her sight while staying right there. Skin and clothes disappeared, replaced by steel blue scales, almost grey in the darkness. His wings flared out from his back, then settled with a sound like the crinkle of leather against his back. He wrapped his tail around his body, only just avoiding felling a few trees with the dangerous spikes that shot from the tip.


    Maddie couldn’t help it. She’d seen Cole shift, but had been focused mostly on not being terrified and the new reality that dragons really did exist, inside human bodies no less. But with Fallon…the raw power and subtle grace combined to make a beautifully formidable creature. She stared at him with an open mouth and he waited, watching her closely, and somehow she knew he was nervous for her reaction.


    “You’re beautiful,” she murmured.


    Fallon snorted a laugh, smoke curling out of his nostrils with the sound. “Not the word I would’ve chosen.”


    She jumped a little as his voice sounded in her head. In dragon form, Cole had told her his kind was able to communicate telepathically, aiming the thoughts to individuals or to groups as needed.


    “That was a bit loud,” she complained. More like piercing.


    “Sorry,” he said in a quieter tone.


    “Let’s go,” Asher broke in.


    The dragon beside Fallon was dark navy, appearing black in the moonless night. One side of his tail was missing, as though someone had cleaved the tip of his tail in two, leaving only half of it. There had to be a story there, but Maddie knew better than to ask right now.


    Fallon lowered to the ground, and, with zero hesitation, Maddie scrambled up his side and squeezed herself between two of the series of spikes forming a ridge from the back of his skull to the tip of his tail. She sat at the juncture of his shoulders and his long neck. The spikes were surprisingly smooth, while his scales were both soft and hard beneath her, shifting slightly with each breath he took. Below she imagined she could hear a low rumble of the flames burning inside him.


    “Hold on tight,” he instructed.


    She wrapped her arms around the spike. Following Asher’s lead, he unfolded his wings. Giving a great heave, he launched his body into the air, the force of the action making her glad for the spikes to hold her in place. Quickly, they gained altitude.


    Maddie wondered if night was better, or maybe day for these two. During the days before the mating process, Cole and then the Council had given her a crash course in dragon shifter-ness. Of all the dragons, blue dragons faded into the sky the most, though that applied most during the day. Black dragons were more camouflaged at night.


    They circled the castle from the air, and she didn’t dare speak to ask why. Not given shifters’ enhanced hearing. At a guess, Fallon and Asher were checking for any sign that they’d been discovered or followed.


    After a second go round, Asher tipped his wings, heading due northwest, and Fallon followed suit. After a few minutes shivering, a sudden warmth beneath her surprised her. A glance down showed Fallon’s scales glowing ever so slightly, like a faint nightlight. His fire keeping her warm. From high in the air to those below, she imagined he appeared like another glittering star.


    “Hold tight, luv. This will take a while.”


  


  
    Chapter Ten


    Maddie


    They’d had to stop several times for Fallon and Asher to rest. Dragons’ bodies were big. They took effort to keep aloft. Apparently, that meant they couldn’t go great distances without pausing. No ocean crossings for them.


    The last time they stopped, Asher brought them to a small cabin in what she thought had to be Scotland by now, tucked into the side of the mountain range that apparently held their intended sanctuary. The structure was barely a single room with a roof.


    “Stay here while I find out what’s happened,” Asher said.


    The navy dragon had been silent most of the trip. Fallon had explained to Maddie who Asher was and what was happening. Leaving the fighting to his friends while Asher had no idea of the progress couldn’t be easy.


    Fallon inspected the cabin from top to bottom, which took less time than it took to extinguish a tea light, then flopped to the ground, as the space held no furniture. He scooted back to lean against the wall and waved Maddie down to him. She dropped the backpack then sat and curled into him, giving a contented sigh. She hadn’t done any of the work but was exhausted nonetheless.


    In seconds, wrapped in each other, they were both out.


    She had no idea how many minutes or hours had passed when Fallon jerked against her, pulling her out of her sleep. With a hiss of pain, he sat up, gripping his hand. “What the hell?”


    Maddie sat, too, listening for signs of disturbance and danger. “What’s wrong?”


    Rather than indicating an outside threat, Fallon pulled away one hand to reveal the mark between his finger and thumb to be glowing white hot. As she watched, the intricate design shifted, like a den of slithering snakes, until a new design formed.


    Fallon’s lips pressed flat, but she couldn’t tell if pain had him grim or something else.


    “What does it mean?” she asked.


    “A new king for the Blue Clan. The house of Ormarr.”


    Given what Fallon had told her, Ladon Ormarr must have won the throne. What did that mean for blue dragons the world over?


    Including me. As soon as they mated. The impact of that fizzed through her in an odd combination of anticipation and reservation.


    Grogginess fading fast, Maddie glanced around. Darkness had fallen again, which meant they’d been here for hours. Fallon smiled, tucking a strand of hair behind her ear, caring in the small caress transmitting through his fingertips to her heart.


    Her mate.


    “Damn, you’re the most precious thing I’ve ever seen,” he murmured, low and gravelly. Flames lit his eyes for a millisecond before dimming, his smile faltering. “What kind of world am I bringing you into?”


    Maddie snuggled into him, her heart melting at his sincere concern. “A world I was born to be part of. I’ve felt the truth of that since the moment I found out what I was.”


    “Good.” His breath stirred the hair at her temple.


    If they weren’t in a cabin with zero furniture, she might think about taking advantage of being alone.


    Before she could make a move, Fallon loosened his grip. “We have company.”


    A sharp rap preceded the door opening. Asher entered, both hands lifted. “It’s me.”


    “What the hell happened to you?” Fallon asked, as he got to his feet, helping Maddie to hers.


    She’d been thinking the same thing. The man was covered head to toe in blood.


    Asher’s lips flattened, his eyes going dead and glassy. “We won.”


    Not with ease, by his appearance and the fact that he’d joined the fray against Ladon Ormarr’s orders.


    “Are you injured?” Maddie asked at the same time that Fallon stepped forward. “Do you need my blood?”


    That’s right. He was a healer. “How does your blood help?” she asked.


    “Dragon blood has healing properties,” Fallon explained. “I’m a universal donor. Every dragon can take my blood.”


    Handy.


    Asher shook his head. “This is not my blood.” Before she could absorb the fact that a man was soaked in someone else’s blood, he held the door open. “Follow me.”


    They shifted outside and Maddie climbed up onto Fallon’s back. As soon as she was settled, they took off into the brisk night air. The crisp scent of snow drifted on the winds, and Fallon again warmed his scales for her.


    “How much longer?” she asked.


    “Not long. Just another—”


    “Fuck. Dive!” Asher yelled.


    …


    Fallon


    Trained to obey orders like those without hesitation, Fallon slammed his wings back and arrowed down. Maddie screamed at the sharp drop, but managed to wrap her arms around him and hold on. The navy dragon did the same, keeping pace with him.


    But they didn’t move fast enough.


    Three blue dragons screamed a challenge above them. One of them almost to Fallon’s tail. The faded jeans color of the dragon caught his attention. Holy shit, that’s Cole.


    The asshole had to be here for Maddie. Fallon had no clue who the other two dragons were, but he wasn’t waiting around to politely exchange information. “Maddie, hold on. This is going to get rough.”


    He needed to get her to the ground. No way could he manage a fight with her on his back.


    Cole was gaining. He opened his maw, the hiss of gathering fire Fallon’s only warning. At the last second, Fallon ducked beneath Asher, letting the navy dragon take the brunt of the flames. He just hoped any wounds the other man had sustained in his earlier fight weren’t on that side. Fire couldn’t penetrate scales, but if it found an opening through that living armor to the flesh beneath, it would devour Asher, burning him from the inside out.


    Asher used the momentary cover provided by the fire to flip over and flare his wings. Cole didn’t catch the maneuver and slammed right into Ladon’s Beta. Fallon didn’t pause to see how it turned out. The man had bought him the time needed to get Maddie safely on the ground.


    He clamped down hard on fear for his mate and a roaring tide of murderous intention aimed directly at the threat. Cole was willing to kill Maddie? Because he couldn’t have her? That made this a hundred times more dangerous for her.


    I should have mated her the second she chose me.


    He landed hard, the motion jarring him, and hopefully not hurting her. “Jump down.”


    She was already scrambling down his front leg.


    “Hide.” On that brusque order, he leapt into the air. Asher would need help, and he needed to keep Cole from getting to Maddie.


    Fallon was barely off the ground, searching the dark skies for the dragons fighting it out. There. Two wrestled with another one mid-air. With long strokes of his wings, he flew toward the fray. Where was the third? Where was Cole?


    That’s when he located the fucker. The beast was below him, bearing down on where he’d just left Maddie—vulnerable and unable to run fast enough to get away.


    No.


    Fallon flipped and followed. He’d never flown as fast as he pushed himself now. If that dragon released his fire on his mate, she’d be gone in seconds. If that happened, Cole could damn well take him, too.


    In an agony of what felt like slow motion, Fallon bore down on the threat, catching up to him. Scales glittered with inner fire, the monster’s belly expanded as he drew in breath, preparing to let loose an inferno.


    “You want me, asshole? I’m right here.”


    Fallon jerked as Maddie’s yell reached him. A quick search showed her up on a large boulder, jumping and waving her hands. What the hell was she doing?


    He increased his speed—then realization struck. His smart mate had forced Cole to adjust course. The move was slight, but enough to slow him down, giving Fallon a chance to catch him.


    With all the rage of a mate protecting the most precious thing in the world to him, Fallon barreled into Cole. They tumbled through the air, each grappling to sink teeth or talons into a vulnerable spot of the other.


    They came apart just before striking ground, and Cole took off into the sky. All blue dragons flew fast, their bodies built for it with extra strength in their arms and their shoulders rotating to set their wing backward. Fighter jets had nothing on his clan of dragons. Unfortunately, thanks to a wing span slightly longer than Fallon’s, Cole had the advantage.


    Seeing the distance inching apart, Fallon shot his wings wide, coming almost to a halt to hover where he was. Normally, he’d go after an adversary, but keeping himself between Cole and Maddie was his prime directive.


    Hovering, Fallon kept his gaze on Cole, who continued to fly. Finally, the greyish-blue dragon turned to find him not in pursuit.


    “Give up,” Fallon taunted.


    “Never. I’d rather die than know she burned in your fire.” A sliver of hysteria inserted itself into the hard-edged words.


    Shit. I’m going to have to kill this guy.


    With Maddie watching.


    Cole would never stop. Fallon successfully mating Maddie might put an end to it, but Finn had warned Fallon that shifters had been known to lose their shit over a mate—all reason lost to the monster their humanity tempered and held at bay.


    Immediately Cole changed directions and tucked his wings in close to dive, arrowing straight at Fallon.


    Fallon held his position and prepared to slip to the side. Timing his move would be critical to ending this. Except a massive force slammed into him from the side, a spike of pain blooming, probably a cracked rib from the force of the impact. One of the other dragons, and he hadn’t seen him coming.


    Rookie move not to see that coming.


    Wind whistled by his head, buffeting his body as they dropped. The other dragon pinned his left wing to his side awkwardly. Rather than struggle to be released, Fallon swung his other arm over and sank his talons deep into the dragon’s shoulder. Using that leverage, Fallon whipped his long tail like a cowboy spun a rope, gaining speed, then used that momentum to fling the spiked end into his attacker.


    His first hit struck true, the metallic stench of blood permeating the air around them. The dragon screamed and released him. Fallon didn’t give a shit about that guy though. Where was Cole?


    Before he could steady his body in the air and search the skies, another dragon flew into him, the impact knocking the air from his lungs. The discomfort from that broken rib spiked into the agony zone, but Fallon had been trained to block out pain in a fight. His position as an Enforcer required it.


    All those centuries of fighting kicked in, and calm settled over him. Seeing the ground rushing up at them, he knew Cole’s end game. Hit the ground hard to crush Fallon and take him out once he’d been weakened.


    Hell, no.


    They grappled and tumbled as Fallon tried to get out of that grip. The ground rushed up at him in a blur of motion, as though someone took the entire planet and threw it at him. At the last second, Fallon managed to stick out a wing, whipping them around so that Cole slammed into the ground first, snapping trees and laying out a long groove in the land as they skidded.


    His position on top gave Fallon the advantage, and he struck hard and fast, clamping his jaws around Cole’s neck. Holding tight, he jumped and let their combined momentum fling him up over the other dragon’s shoulder, the move twisting. With a satisfying crunch, Cole’s neck snapped. A whimper of sound escaped Cole’s throat before he went limp in Fallon’s grasp.


    The thrill of victory wanted to claim his blood, but he couldn’t ease up yet. The worst threat was eliminated, but they still weren’t safe. This wasn’t over. One down, two to go. Fallon looked to the sky. Only a single dragon remained airborne. He couldn’t tell who though.


    “Asher?”


    “I’m here.”


    Satisfaction punched through Fallon. “Damn good to hear you, buddy.”


    “Thanks for the assist. I took care of the other two. Looks like you got the third.”


    Fallon let the cool relief flow even through the dulling ache of his rib as his body started to heal already. The important thing was Maddie was safe. “Assist, my ass. I had a human on my back.”


    “Your mate,” came the dry reply. “I expected you to stay out of it and protect her.”


    “We really gotta work on your communication skills in battle, my friend.”


    A snort reached him as the other dragon neared, then landed, trees bending under the force of the wind his flared wings created.


    “Is that Cole?” Asher asked, sniffing at the prone form of the kill Fallon still stood over.


    Fallon stared at the body already turning gunmetal grey as Cole’s internal flames consumed him from the inside out. “Yeah.”


    “Thought I recognized him.” Asher didn’t sound too surprised.


    Honestly, Fallon wasn’t either. Dragon shifters had been provoked by less when it came to mates—the desperation for these rare women driving them hard, the violence of their natures too close to the surface to contain when it came to finding one. Hell, most of the fights and broken laws he enforced in the colony were about mates. Rune Abaddon, once part of his team, had turned traitor because of mates. The decorum of the mating process was only skin deep.


    The question was, how would Maddie feel about his killing a man she’d considered a friend? “Who were the other two?”


    “Not everyone in the clan agreed with Ladon’s coup. Primarily those in power with the most to lose—half of Thanatos’s Curia Regis, a few his personal guard, about a tenth of our fighters, too. They must’ve followed me here after the fight.”


    “Were they after Maddie? Or you?”


    Asher gave a ragged growl. “A bit of both, probably.”


    Which meant they were still in serious shit until they managed to get safely inside the mountain where the Blue Clan ruled. Even then, Fallon wouldn’t rest easy until no one could take Maddie from him ever again.


  


  
    Chapter Eleven


    Maddie


    Silence.


    Good silence or bad silence? Maddie could hardly make out Fallon’s form from the distance across the foothills that separated them, the darkness obscuring him from her view.


    “Fallon?” she called.


    She stood at the edge of the ruined earth he and Cole had cleared when they’d hit the ground with all the power of Thor’s hammer. Not wanting to distract him if he was still fighting, she tried to keep the panic from her voice. Not sure she succeeded. Fallon whipped his head around, and a hissing noise reached her. Crawling across the ground on all fours, his wings tucked back out of his way, he made his way to where she stood.


    Two things struck her at the same time. Fallon was safe. He’d survived the attack. And… He’d killed Cole.


    The dragon shifter’s body lay limp and lifeless and appeared to be turning to ash before her eyes, smoldering like coals on a spit.


    Logically, she guessed she should be broken up over that. She’d thought of Cole as a friend. At one point, she’d even thought he’d be her mate. Though now, with the way Fallon drew her, she couldn’t believe she’d ever considered that. Still, had Cole not just tried to kill her, or kidnap her, she would’ve been struggling with the heavy burden of guilt. But all she could feel was…relief. Followed by horrible realization.


    Maddie went dizzy with it, putting a hand to her head.


    Fallon could have died protecting her. She would have lost him before she ever could truly have called him hers. Why was I waiting?


    The rightness of their union settled into her with such fierceness, she ached with the need to complete it. Yes, this process was crazy fast, and they still had a lot to figure out, but holding back from this only made them both weaker, more vulnerable. Forcing them to wait denied them both something spectacular.


    She didn’t care anymore how she knew “spectacular” would be the end result. Maddie let go and trusted her instincts. All the weight that had been holding her down and holding them back lifted, like being filled with air and floating away.


    The instant they were alone and somewhere they had time, she’d let Fallon know. She wanted to be his mate like nothing she’d ever wanted before in her life.


    “We can’t wait around for more,” Asher said, before Fallon could shift. “They probably followed me here.”


    Shit. Just not right now.


    “That’s okay,” Maddie said, even as she grappled with disappointment and a need to hold her mate, make sure for herself that he wasn’t harmed. That would have to wait. “Let’s just go.”


    Fallon nuzzled her with his snout, only relaxing a little as she attempted to wrap her arms around him, not that she could. She kissed one of his scales, firm and smooth against her lips, then scrambled up onto his back.


    The next hour passed in a blur. Maddie stayed silent, knowing both dragons needed to focus. Scanning the air constantly for more attackers, Fallon followed Asher into the mountains and through several narrow canyons which hid the entrance to the Blue Clan’s stronghold. A series twists and turns and some glimpses of sheer drops in the night had Maddie gripping tighter.


    Good thing I’m not afraid of heights. Maybe next time she’d be flying this path herself.


    They landed on a circular platform that blended in with the rock if viewed from above. Maddie climbed down and both Fallon and Asher shifted. No one greeted them. In fact, it appeared as though the mountain was deserted.


    In silence, Asher walked them through a small door with a hidden electric panel that required his palm print to unlock. Then they made their way through massive hallways large enough for dragon shifters in full form to traverse. Hewn from the natural cave system, the rock rounded out above them, chambers leading to other halls marked by stalactites. The space showed signs of a horrible battle—smears of blood, gouges from talons, scorch marks from fire or explosions. Hell, even she could smell the iron of blood in here, the scent so thick metal almost seemed to coat her tongue.


    They didn’t encounter a single person, and she knew they were moving deeper inside as the temperature turned to a steady coolness, though warmer than outside. Maddie walked at Fallon’s side, her hand in his, and tried to absorb yet another new world she’d be expected to exist in.


    Finally, they wandered down human-sized hallways with doors spaced every so often, the living quarters if she had to guess. Asher opened a door and waved them inside.


    The apartment appeared to be a single bedroom with a bath and comfortable living area. A small kitchen opened off to the side. Like in the halls, doorways were formed by smaller cave entrances. A balcony led out to a massive atrium with perches that jutted out over a dizzying drop. Empty now, Maddie hazarded a guess that dragons could fly up or down to their living quarters, which was probably faster than walking.


    “These are your quarters,” Asher said. “Remain here until someone comes to collect you.”


    Fallon nodded, and Asher closed the door, leaving them alone, truly alone.


    Finally.


    Now. She needed him right now. Maddie dropped her backpack to the floor and stepped into his arms. “That was…intense,” she muttered into his shirt. She breathed in the spicy scent of him along with the underpinnings of charcoal, and her being settled even as heat spilled through her, pooling at the juncture of her thighs.


    He tipped her chin up with a finger. “You okay?”


    She nodded slowly. “But I need you to do something for me.”


    “If I can,” he said slowly.


    She searched his face. “I need you to mate me. Now.”


    …


    Fallon


    Fallon’s animalistic side, already at the surface after spending hours in that form, not to mention killing a threat to his mate, roared to the forefront. Every instinct inside him pulsed with the need to do as she asked. But he had to know more.


    “Are you asking because you’re scared?”


    Her grip on him tightened. “I won’t deny that this is overwhelming, and, yes, scary. But no. I realized while we fought those dragons that I can’t lose you.” She took a shuddering breath. “What if they’d managed to separate me from you? What if they’d killed you? I’d be alone for the rest of my life knowing—” She choked.


    Pain laced the words. Pain at the thought of not being with him. Triumph shuddered through him. “I would’ve fought to get to you, no matter what.”


    “And maybe died,” she whispered. “There’s a bond between us. I’ve felt it since the first time we met. Something that goes beyond the physical. I want to be your partner, at your side with you by mine. I can’t do that as a human. Not really. You had to protect me tonight, and that put you in more danger.” She took his face between her hands. “Make me a dragon. Make me your mate in every sense of the word.”


    He didn’t say anything for a long moment because Maddie stole his breath the same way she’d stolen his heart.


    “Please,” she whispered, begging now.


    He swept her off her feet and into his arms, striding with purpose to the bed waiting for them in the smaller cavern beyond. “You won’t ever have to beg me,” he murmured as he lowered her feet to the ground.


    He gave her a swift kiss, then grinned. “Except maybe to make you come.”


    In response, she whipped her shirt over her head and had her bra off before he could swallow. With a groan, Fallon bent to take one rosy-tipped peak into his mouth. She tossed her head back, her fingers spiking through his hair as she moaned.


    That one little sound tipped him over the edge. He’d held back the need to claim his mate for way too long. A year since the day he’d first met her. Eons for a creature who could wait centuries to find their destined lover.


    She gave a little growl of frustration. “Too many clothes.” Her hands plucked at his shirt, trying to tug it from his jeans.


    In a blur of desperate hands and mouths, they undressed each other, then he tumbled her back to the bed, chuckling as she giggled. Time seemed to slow as he took in her naked body for the first time. Slender hips, curving waist, breasts a man could palm, nipples begging for his lips.


    Perfect as far as he was concerned.


    And he needed to be inside her. Right now.


    He crawled over her and settled between her legs, right where he wanted to be. With hands that shook slightly, he cupped her breasts, then tweaked the nipples, drawing a ragged gasp from her. At the same time, he rubbed his hard, throbbing shaft against her core, and she shifted to make the contact just right, already wet for him.


    With a groan, Fallon claimed her lips, slipping his tongue inside to mimic what he’d shortly be doing with his cock.


    “I need you, Fallon,” she gasped against him.


    Her urgency stoked the flames inside him. “You have me, luv,” he answered between kisses.


    “No.” She hitched her hips. “I need you. Now. I’ve been thinking about this since you walked into that throne room. Longer, when you count before.”


    Demanding little thing, his mate. Fallon grinned, happy to oblige, his own urgency demanding satisfaction now. He reached between them, slipping on finger inside her.


    “Oh yes,” she hissed.


    She was wet and tight. Ready for him.


    He lifted so that he could align to her entrance, then slid into her in one long, agonizingly slow stroke.


    As soon as he was seated deep inside her, the breath he’d been holding punched from his lungs.


    He gazed into those grey-green eyes that watched him with hungry abandon. Could she feel how he already throbbed inside her? “You ready?” he asked.


    “Stop waiting for me,” she said. “I’m already there. I’ve been there for months and months. I was just too stubborn and too afraid to admit it.” She sunk her nails into the flesh of his ass, trying to get him to move.


    For that, Fallon drew back and slammed into her.


    She arched beneath him. “Like that,” she moaned. “Exactly like—”


    He repeated the action, blood thundering through his veins as she moaned again. Fallon set a punishing pace, pounding into his mate, driven by her reaction to every stroke, grunting with the effort to hold back his own climax, which was already rushing at him.


    As he felt little ripples inside her, pulsing around his cock, indicating her oncoming climax, he had to warn her. “I’m going push my fire into you, to start the mating process.”


    She nodded, her gaze feverish on his. Total trust. Total belief. “Do it.”


    Please the gods, let this be right.


    Fallon slowed his hips. He took her hands and lifted them above her head, where he twined their fingers together. What if she died, like Finn’s Phoebe? He’d never survive it.


    Maddie smiled up at him. “This is right.”


    That’s all he needed to hear. From deep inside, Fallon sparked the flames, heat stealing through his body, only edging the pulsing desire burning through him higher. Gently, he kissed his mate, savoring her sweetness, her scent, fear churning with the flames. Please don’t let this be the last time.


    Opening his mouth, he let the flames flow from him into her, breathing them down her throat.


    No going back now. Gods, please let us be right. I couldn’t face it. Fuck, how had Finn survived when his one try ended in ashes?


    Fallon pulled back to watch Maddie’s face, his heart slamming into his chest, though the dragon half of him remained smugly calm.


    Maddie opened her mouth, and his heart dive-bombed to the bottom of his stomach. No. Please no.


    Only, she didn’t scream in agony. Instead she gasped and rocked her hips. “Oh my god, I’m going to come without you if you don’t—”


    Elation and relief flew through him, lifting him up even as her words tumbled him deeper into his earlier urgency. Fallon resumed their frenzied coupling, pumping his hips and holding on to his sanity with an iron fist. Suddenly, her body clamped around him like a vice. Maddie arched beneath him, crying out with each wave of ecstasy that washed through her. Her orgasm dragged him under, and his own exploded through him, more flame pumping from him into her through that most intimate connection.


    Maddie screamed as she came again, her body accepting the transition in a rush of pure pleasure. He continued to move inside her, drawing out their mutual pleasure until, with a groan, he collapsed over her, the flames that had poured from him and over both of them absorbing back into his body.


    For long minutes, their heavy breathing was the only sound, then he drew back to smile down into her face. “I love you, Madeline Conleth. With my whole soul, I love you.”


    A sensation akin to brain freeze had him wincing as neurons seemed to explode inside his head.


    Oh the gods.


    The mating bond—a magical, inexplicable link between mates that formed over time after the female was turned—one that could take months for some couples or minutes for others—had snapped into place for them in an instant. Then Fallon could feel her. Feel Maddie—her emotions, her presence were as real to him as his own.


    Primal possessiveness joined the elation at their mating, that she was his and he was hers. But the fact that the bond solidified so fast…nothing but death could ever part them now.


    “What was that?” Maddie squeaked.


    “That was the bond, mate.” He grinned, happiness fizzing through his blood, and kissed her long and hard.


    Her eyes went wide. “I thought that was supposed to take time?”


    Finn rolled to the side, needing to see his mark on her almost as much as he’d needed to claim her. He tipped her chin so she’d turn her head and brushed the hair away to see. Everything inside him clamped down at the sight. The swirling mark of his family, now a permanent brand on the back of her neck. He leaned forward and kissed the spot, drawing a gasp from Maddie.


    He wrapped an arm around her stomach and tugged her in close against him. “I guess fate decided we’ve waited long enough.”


    “I can feel you,” she whispered. Those grey-green eyes on him. Was that a tiny bit of blue close into the iris? Already?


    Fallon’s body skipped recovery and went straight back to hard and needy.


    “What do you feel?” he asked.


    “You’re happy. You…” Her eyes went wide. “You love me.”


    He raised his gaze to the rock ceiling. “I already told you I did. You love me, too.” The last bit came out smug, but he couldn’t help that.


    Maddie gave a euphoric sigh and snuggled into him, contentment flowing from her into him through that link. “I guess that’s it then.”


    Perfection. That’s what this moment was.


    Maddie gasped suddenly, and he could tell she’d finally picked up on his need to claim her again.


    “Already?” she tried to act shocked. Only he could feel the answering need building in her.


    Fallon chuckled, only to be cut off by a knock at the door.


    His mate dropped her head back to the pillow with a groan. “Not again,” she exclaimed. “Can’t we get one night together without being interrupted?”


    Fallon agreed, but he still got up, slipping his jeans on. This could be important. He went to the door, checked to make sure Maddie was decently covered, then opened it.


    Outside in the hallway with Asher stood a tall man with bright blue eyes and midnight black hair. An open gash ran the length of his face through his left eye, most likely a remnant from the bloody battle in which he’d won the crown.


    “I don’t know if you remember me,” the man said. “My name is Ladon Ormarr.”


    Fallon bowed his head in a sign of respect. “My King.” He glanced over his shoulder at Maddie, who watched with wide eyes. “If you give us a second to dress, I would like to introduce you to my mate.”


    Ladon didn’t smile, but Fallon got the feeling the king was pleased nonetheless. “It would be my pleasure,” Ladon said. “And I’d like to discuss you taking on the role as the healer for the clan as well.”


    Stay? Permanently? Leave his brother and his team behind? Leave them without a healer? Titus could act as a medic for any human injuries they sustained, but no one else on the team was a universal donor like Fallon. Could he do that? Did Maddie want to do that? With the team, she could use all that experience as an arson investigator to help them track down dragon shifter offenders, but here, what would she do?


    He glanced at Ladon’s expression, which gave nothing away. The previous king, Thanatos, would’ve ordered, but this didn’t feel like an order.


    Did they have a choice?


    He wouldn’t risk traveling with Maddie right now anyway.


    Fallon nodded and closed the door, leaving Asher and the king in the hall, then crossed the room to sit on the edge of the bed, taking Maddie’s hand. “Given everything that’s happened, travel for blue dragons might be dangerous for a while. We can’t go back to the states. Not right now at least. But we can make a home here. I think we should stay until we know it’s safe.”


    She listened quietly, no particular emotion reaching him through that new bond. “Are you ready to forge a new life in this place with me, luv?”


    Maddie sat up straighter, the covers falling back to reveal her gorgeous breasts, but her smile was what held him captive. “Where you go, I will go. Where you stay, I will stay. We’ll figure the rest out. Together.”


    Absolute certainty reached him through their link.


    He kissed those inviting lips, then leaned his forehead against hers. “Always.”
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    Prologue


    My mate.


    Finn Conleth had never experienced wonder, but this moment, looking down at the sweet, gentle human woman the fates had deigned to grant him as a mate, must’ve been it.


    Fear niggled at the back of his mind, but he pushed it away. This woman was a rare and precious thing. Fewer were discovered each year, especially for his clan. And not every attempt worked, resulting in deaths of potential mates.


    Finn told himself to remain confident. The Council had matched him and Phoebe. He’d chosen her, and she’d chosen him in return.


    It had to be right. It was supposed to be right.


    “Are you ready?” he asked.


    She gave an eager nod, and her wide blue eyes gazed back at him with total trust. He’d known her only a few days, but he was sure she’d fit in with his Blue Clan back home.


    Slowly, purposefully, he stoked the fire within his body—the inferno every dragon shifter carried inside themselves, even in human form—then stilled. The sound of his swirling fire, similar to the heaving of a forge’s bellows, broke the cadence of their breathing.


    She blinked up at him and smiled. “Finn?”


    What are you waiting for? A mating was a huge deal, but he was acting like a nervous virgin. Pushing through his hesitation, Finn placed his mouth over hers and released his flame into her body, starting the process that would turn her into the dragon shifter she was meant to be, and bond her to him for the rest of their extra-long lives.


    Those blue eyes widened, and Finn breathed a sigh of relief. There. Only death could separate them now.


    She opened her mouth, but instead of sighing with happiness, Phoebe tipped her head back in a silent scream as her body arched off the bed, lifting him with the force of the spasm.


    Panic gripped him so hard, pain ripped through his muscles.


    No.


    She took a shuddering breath and this time her scream forced its way out of her, piercing the air with such agony his insides withered. Down her throat, he could see hateful blue flames consuming her from the inside out. Eating her body alive.


    No, no, no. This can’t be happening.


    The familiar, rich scent of fire turned sour as her flesh charred from the intense heat. On the outside, her skin turned black, then started to glow eerie red through ragged cracks—like lava with a dry and broken crust over the top of the red-orange liquid magma flowing below.


    “No.” Finn’s voice broke over the word as he pulled her into his arms, rocking her.


    Her soft skin became hard and rough against him. He couldn’t stop this. He couldn’t protect her from his. All he could do was hold her until the end. Helpless. Useless.


    “I’m here. I’m here. Don’t be scared.” Gods, how could he tell her that? She was dying. Because of him. Could she even hear him?


    Her screams abruptly cut off as her lips sealed shut. In his arms, she stilled. Her eyes, now ash black, stared back at him.


    “I’m sorry,” Finn whispered. “I’m so sorry.”


    As her spirit left her body, a part of Finn’s soul burned with her. The strangest sensation—like something tugged a part of his essence out of him him—overtook him, and he grew colder, harder with each passing moment.


    The glow inside his false mate dissipated, leaving only a charred body that slowly disintegrated, turning to cinders on the bed. Not even an ember remained of the woman he’d believed was his.


    How could he have been so wrong?


    Numbness consumed him as he curled up in the bed. Pain would come, he knew, but right now, he welcomed the nothing. Only one word echoed through his mind.


    Murderer.


    As he lay in her ashes, Finn made himself a vow. He would never try to mate again. He would never risk more of his soul or another woman’s life to this excruciating, unbearable death.


    He’d rather cut out his heart and feed it to the fire himself.

  


  
    Chapter One


    “Not good enough. Get your asses up here.” Finn barked his displeasure through the telepathic link that enabled his men to hear his orders while in dragon form.


    He beat his massive blue wings to hover in the air as he watched his team of shifters run through the training exercise he’d set up. The dragons below him, a rainbow of colors against the greens and golds of the Sierra Nevada mountainside, circled the flaming oil drums, but they pulled up on his command.


    His team was the best for a damn good reason. And they were about to be reminded why.


    Rivin and Keighan, the team’s two white dragons, snapped and dueled playfully as they made their way to Finn.


    Finn shook his head and sent his Beta, Levi, a mental message. “Take care of Heckle and Jeckle, will you?”


    “My pleasure, boss.”


    Despite him dwarfing them in size, the white dragons were too distracted to notice Levi’s giant body closing in until it was too late. He buzzed overhead and smacked both on the head with a downbeat of his wings.


    “Hey!” came twin protests.


    Levi snorted a laugh as he flew away, his dark gold scales reflecting the morning rays of light.


    Aidan, blending in with the sky around them, flew past the drama without paying the white dragons any attention. Finn had to give the rookie credit. The young blue dragon was smart not to get dragged into Rivin and Keighan’s shenanigans, which was more than he could say for some of the more senior members of the team.


    Hall and Drake looked to be arguing. Again.


    The pale-green dragon spat a hissing stream of lime-green tinted fire at the larger dark-red dragon flying off to his left. For his part, Drake evaded the flame with practiced ease and answered by performing a flip maneuver that swung his spiked tail dangerously close to Hall’s head. A warning shot.


    With Kanta, the other green dragon on the team, back at headquarters instead of running interference between the two shifters, Hall was going to get himself thumped. Served him right, though. When would he learn not to pick a fight with the biggest badass of the bunch? Before joining the Huracán Enforcers, Drake had been part of his king’s personal guard. And Pytheios, Rotting King of the Red Clan, only chose the deadliest warriors for that job.


    Titus came last. Black as an oil slick in the sky, a feature that made him damn near impossible to track at night, he quietly inserted himself in the group, ready for orders.


    “That was a pathetic run,” Finn snapped.


    Immediately all squabbling and goofing around ceased, and each dragon hovered in the sky at attention, only their wings in motion, keeping them aloft.


    “You should’ve put those drums out on the first pass. And Hall, I could see you outside the smoke again.”


    Drake shot Hall a clear I-told-you-the-fuck-so look, but Hall at least knew better than to break ranks when Finn was addressing them.


    Training to handle wildland fires started by dragons—one of his team’s primary tasks—was a daily task, keeping them sharp. The entire point when they dealt with fires in dragon form was getting in and out unseen by humans, allowing them to pull the fire into a swirling vortex and absorb the flames into themselves before the situation escalated into an all-out disaster. Shifting into human form to battle a blaze was a last resort, but necessary if one of the human crews got too close.


    They’d train on that next.


    For now, they needed to work on being fucking invisible, even in daylight. Especially in daylight. The scales on their bellies reflected whatever was above them, helping them hide when flying at altitude, but he and his team worked close to the ground. They needed to do better.


    It was easier for white and blue dragons who could camouflage in the sky and clouds. Somewhat easier for Titus who could hide in the darker smoke, and for Levi and Drake who could blend with the reds and golds of the flames. Harder for Kanta and Hall, being green. But really, since Kanta’s forest green color at least blended with the tall pine trees they often dealt with, Hall had it the hardest. There was no way to make lime-green blend with anything.


    “Run it again. This time, I want the fire out on the first pass, and I don’t want to see any of you do it.”


    Finn tucked his wings in close to his body and arrowed toward the earth, slowing only slightly to level out just above the ground. He blew a torrent of blue-tipped flames over the barrels, bringing the blaze back to full force, then angled his wings to shoot back into the sky where he joined the team.


    “Go.”


    His team went to work. Finn watched closely. If he couldn’t see them with the sharp vision all dragon shifters possessed, humans would never notice them. That was the point.


    “Boss?” Kanta’s scratchy voice, like he’d inhaled too much smoke every day for years, broke into his head.


    “Can it wait?” Finn asked, still focused on the team below him.


    “No, boss. We have a heat signature.”


    Shit. “Dragon?”


    “Yeah.”


    “How big?”


    “Barely a blip on the screen, but it’s growing fast.”


    Kanta was manning their war room, which was filled with specialized equipment that monitored their territory, the Western half of North America, for any sign of dragon fire. Their mission was to put out the flames, punish the dragons responsible, and hide the evidence.


    Basically, they were the dragon version of enforcers. Police, judges, jury, and sometimes executioners, all rolled into one.


    Sounded easy on paper.


    In reality, keeping peace among dragon shifters felt like trying to herd geese with a helicopter.


    North America was one of several colonies over which the six clans of Europe and Asia—Blue, Red, Gold, Black, White, and Green—shared control. Unlike back home, the dragons in the colonies lived in mixed groups. Distance from their kings, sometimes-contradictory orders, and loyalties split between clan and the colony in which they now lived resulted in a shit show. Conflicts and rebellions were a constant.


    And where there were conflicts and rebellions, there was fire.


    “Where?” he asked Kanta.


    “Close. Really close. Apple Hill area just west of here. A winery. Looks like one of the structures, but still too small to tell.”


    Fuck. A dragon dared to set a fire that close to their headquarters? Worse, that area was populated. A structure fire put him in an awkward fucking position. Human crews that handled those types of fires would be sure to show. Finn needed to get his team in and out fast before the humans got involved.


    “Right. We’re on it. I’m sending Hall back to you.”


    “Yes, sir.”


    Finn called to the men below him. “Boys. Put out those drums, we have a real fire to deal with. Hall, back with Kanta at headquarters. Everyone else, pick up your packs. Follow me.”


    Finn angled toward the ground and scooped up the gear he would need if he had to handle this in human form. Given the location and type of fire, that possibility was high. The others did the same.


    He filled them in on the way.


    “We’ll use the smoke to drop in, and then circle around, shift, and pretend to come from the parking lot.” Any humans on the scene would most likely be too panicked to notice that the firefighters who arrived did so on foot. They’d be too happy to have help. “I doubt we’ll have long before the structure guys get there. This one is going to be a huge pain in the ass.”


    So much easier to eliminate the flames when they didn’t have prying eyes watching their every move.


    “Boss,” Kanta’s voice came through, projecting to all of them now. “The fire appears to be coming from a barn, or similar structure, on the grounds.”


    Shit. If a human life was taken by this fire, that would make their jobs a thousand times harder.


    “You heard the man, boys,” Finn said. “Move your asses.”


    …


    The distinctive crackling of flames pulled Delaney out of a dark abyss of unconsciousness into a nightmare. With a slow blink, she tried to focus through stinging, watering eyes. Wooden beams overhead came into view, even as black smoke slunk along like a predator in the dark and crept into her lungs.


    She blinked again and turned her head. Sure enough, angry, weirdly black-tipped fire licked at the back of the barn in which she lay. Flames slithered up the wood walls to the roof high overhead like a thousand snakes, hissing and spitting as her body warmed from the heat.


    Oh God, not again.


    In her panic, Delaney made the mistake of gasping in a breath. Pain burst in her lungs, and she jerked upright, heaving and coughing as the heavy, heated smoke singed her from the inside.


    Way too many experiences with fire kicked in and Delaney forced lethargic limbs to function. She pushed to her knees and looked around, orienting herself. A vague light pierced the dark haze, like peering down a train tunnel.


    The door. Crawl dummy.


    Sayings she’d heard all her life—in grade school or on TV, and meant more for children—scrolled through her head like a ticker tape parade: Don’t delay, get out of fire’s way. Small fire will be tall soon. Never hide, get outside. Stay low and crawl like a baby.


    Why hasn’t the damn sprinkler system gone off? The barn had been converted into a modern winery storage facility. Surely there was some sort of fire suppression system in place.


    A frantic mewling caught her attention over the sizzling of the flames. Was that an animal? Arm over her mouth and nose to try to filter the smoke, and eyes watering like a son of a bitch, Delaney paused and searched for the source.


    There, ten feet away. The damn cat that hung around this place. Probably feral.


    Moving faster, Delaney crawled her way over to the animal that had frozen in fear behind a stack of empty wine barrels. At least he didn’t run from her.


    She wrapped her arm under the animal’s belly, then yelped as the thing went bat shit crazy. It clawed and bit her like she was the most dangerous thing in its world.


    “I’m trying to save you.” The words came out husky, strained. Immediately a hacking cough racked her body.


    Teeth clenched and determined not to let go, no matter how much the cat bit and scratched, Delaney crawled with one hand while trying to hold the flailing animal away from her face with the other. She grunted as its claws sank deeper.


    Her lungs did not thank her for inhaling that much smoke.


    Finally, she managed to get to the barn doors, tumbling out on limbs weak with relief when they opened at her push. The brightness of the day had her squinting. Once she cleared the building, she stumbled to her feet, shaky from her near miss, and ran across the gravel drive to the winery tasting room, still holding the damn cat. She scared the shit out of the smattering of customers when she burst inside, if one lady’s scream was any indication.


    “The barn’s on fire. Call 9-1-1,” she wheezed at her new boss and friend, Sera, who was serving behind the bar.


    She stumbled past the counters to shove the cat into the closest back office, locking it in, and then dashed back outside. Plumes of smoke seeped out the door she’d left open, but the flames were still hiding inside.


    Oh God, I have to fix this.


    Delaney had thought she’d be safe here. She’d thought the fires that plagued her in Vermont wouldn’t follow her across the country.


    She’d been horribly wrong.


    She ran to the water faucet that stuck out of the ground about twenty feet from the barn. A long hose lay coiled beside it, already attached. With a twist, she turned the water on full force and dragged the hose toward the barn.


    I can’t let Sera’s wine burn.


    That reason, more than her own safety, drove her actions.


    Carefully, she moved closer to the building. Her aching eyes and fuzzy vision didn’t help, but she kept going. She inched inside until she glimpsed flame, then she aimed her hose at the spot and sprayed, using her thumb to focus the water. The fire appeared to laugh at her pitiful effort like a crazed, caged animal. Flames receded in fizzling, smoldering protest before lunging for her with renewed vigor.


    I’m not even making a dent.


    Delaney stepped forward, not giving up, dousing more of the blaze.


    A snap of sound was the only warning she had before the beams above her crumbled. With a scream, Delaney jumped, feet scrambling as she tripped and fell backward. Luckily the beam didn’t land on her, but it lay so close, heat singed her skin. Grabbing the hose, she crawled back to her feet and turned the spray on the beam.


    “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” a deep male voice thundered in her ear a second before a strong arm banded around her waist.


    Delaney found herself hoisted over a shoulder, the air punching from her lungs with a whoosh as her middle connected with a broad shoulder, and she was bodily carried from the burning structure.


    She didn’t struggle.


    She also didn’t think to let go of the hose.


    Her rescuer stumbled over the line and jerked to a halt.


    “Damn,” the same deep voice swore and he yanked the hose from her hands.


    Realization sank in that she’d been dousing the firefighter who’d “rescued” her, and a completely inappropriate giggle escaped her.


    He took off again, not letting her go, jostling her none too gently as he ran across the gravel drive to plonk her on a boulder beside the main winery building. Delaney lifted her gaze up, way up, over his green flame-resistant pants, yellow long-sleeved shirt, and white helmet. A firefighter, but not any kind she’d dealt with before, not based on the clothing. He pinned her to the rock she sat on with the bluest eyes she’d ever seen.


    Delaney blinked.


    Anger and frustration pulled his brows down in an intimidating glower. “Are you hurt?” he asked. Yelled more like, his voice a harsh growl.


    Delaney blinked at him again, shock taking over and slowing her brain way down—like molasses in the winter.


    When she didn’t answer, his severe expression softened. “Are you hurt?” he repeated, no less urgently, but more gently.


    Pull yourself together. Delaney shook her head.


    “Is anyone else in there?”


    “No.”


    “Any animals?”


    “No.” At least, she assumed the cat she’d saved was the only creature in there. “It’s for wine. State of the art with temperature control.” No way should fires be happening in the building.


    He nodded. “I’ve got this now. Don’t go back in there. Wait here for the paramedics.” He straightened and anything soft about him disappeared behind granite determination. “Aidan?” he called out to someone she couldn’t see. “Take care of her.”


    The flicker of annoyance that her rescuer was leaving her, dumping her on someone else, was completely ridiculous. He had a job to do.


    A serious-looking individual stepped up, took off his helmet, and gave her a nod. “Ma’am.”


    She blinked up at him. As tall as her rescuer, the younger man had dark Middle Eastern good looks, which made his light blue eyes that much more striking.


    Jeez, two sexy firefighters with amazing eyes. What are the odds?


    Only, unlike the zing of awareness still tingling through her thanks to firefighter number one, nothing happened with this guy. And the fact that she reacted to her rescuer at all irritated the hell out of her. She shoved that thought away and searched for something, anything, else to focus on. “I need to get the cat out of the office.”


    The guy named Aidan frowned and he cleared his throat. “Sorry. The cat?”


    Delaney pushed to her feet, determined now. “I don’t want it messing up Sera’s office.”


    Aidan glanced over her head.


    She half turned to see where he was looking only to find her firefighter had stopped to watch their interaction. He gave a small nod then turned away. She spied a word stenciled on the side of his helmet: Boss. She’d been rescued by the guy in charge? Or was that a nickname because he was bossy?


    She flicked a glance at Aidan. Probably a bit of both.


    The boss and several other similarly dressed men—though most of them wore yellow helmets instead of white, and one wore red—assembled off to the side. The firefighters had gotten here fast, faster than she’d expected given where the winery was situated on the gentle western slopes of the Sierra Nevada Mountains.


    Except…


    “Um. Don’t you need a fire truck?” she asked Aidan.


    He shook his head. “No ma’am. We’re a hotshot crew, not structure. But we were close by and saw the smoke, figured we could help until the Placerville boys can get their asses out here.” He cringed. “Excuse me. Get out here.”


    Oh. That explained her not recognizing the uniform. She’d heard of hotshot crews—teams of firefighters whose sole purpose was to fight the massive wildland fires that regularly devastated entire forests, especially here out west.


    She turned her gaze back to the boss who barked out orders, total confidence radiating from those broad shoulders and the calm set of his expression.


    These guys had it.


    Relief surged through her followed immediately by the prick of tears that had nothing to do with the smoke.


    Why does this keep happening to me?

  


  
    Chapter Two


    What the hell had that woman been thinking? She was either very brave or very stupid—probably a bit of both—trying to tackle that fire with a fucking garden hose.


    Finn tried to put those wide dove-gray eyes, red-rimmed from smoke and tears, out of his mind as he went through the motions of getting set up to contain the beast with his men. The easiest way to handle the fire, shifting to fit into the limited space and drawing it into their bodies, wasn’t possible with this many human witnesses around in broad daylight, and they didn’t have the gear to deal with a structure fire. The most his team could do was try to contain it and keep it from spreading until the local fire department arrived.


    He eyed the smoke billowing through a hole in the roof.


    Why had a dragon shifter gone after a human location? And why just this building? If it’d been an accident, more buildings would be part of the blaze.


    No, this had been deliberate.


    Smoke banked down to the ground around him, because, as always seemed to happen, the wind blew toward them as if Mother Nature herself was pushing the flames toward the only creatures who could control it.


    Yeah, this place wasn’t going to make it long enough for the fire department to save it.


    Time to move.


    Equipment already in hand, he headed for the building. “Titus with me,” he barked. “We’re going in through the main door.”


    The black dragon was as stealthy as a ninja. If the structure crews arrived before they got out of there, Titus would be able to slip out unnoticed the easiest.


    “Levi, you run the guys out here.”


    His Beta acted as foreman when they tackled fires as humans. Levi immediately turned, issuing orders. “Rivin, I want you on the saw. Keighan and Drake with me. Start clearing any shit you find.”


    Unlike in the wilderness where there was tons of overgrowth that needed to be removed, creating a wide swath of land free of anything flammable, there probably wasn’t much they could do around the barn. But they’d try. This fucking fire was caused by a dragon. They couldn’t let their kind be discovered.


    The familiar spike of adrenaline had him firing on all cylinders. He ticked off in his head what they’d do as he and Titus entered the building.


    His men—all dragon shifters—were impervious to the flames, but the humans watching didn’t know that, so they couldn’t appear to be trapped inside at any point. And with all the synthetic materials like polyesters and plastics in new construction, they’d have to contend with toxic gases—something dragon shifters were not immune to. Since this wasn’t a typical barn based on the smoky glimpse he’d had of tall silver containers and stacks of wine barrels, Finn didn’t know quite what to expect.


    He gestured to Titus and they entered the building slowly, hunched over, duck-walking their way in. Mostly for show for the humans gathered and watching.


    “I think that woman was fucking brave, trying to tackle this,” Titus yelled.


    “But at what cost? Her lungs might be burned.”


    Again, those eyes popped into his mind—captivating and almost pleading. Why pleading? Finn shook it off. Not the time or place to think about a woman.


    Using his enhanced sense of smell to taste the dense smoke they practically swam through, he determined none of it was toxic. Yet.


    “Do what you can to save the wine and equipment,” he instructed Titus.


    The man obeyed immediately, raising his arms. Most dragons could contain fire in either form by drawing it into their lungs, but the dragons on Finn’s team were specialists, trained to utilize their entire body for maximum effect. Titus was especially skilled.


    A sound like rushing wind whipped through the room as the flames stretched toward Titus, licking furiously at his body. Being a living, breathing thing, the fire fought him, but Titus was stronger, pulling the flames to his body and absorbing them through his skin.


    Finn did the same, while at the same time scanning the area for any evidence that might point to dragon shifters.


    It continued like that until Aidan’s voice came over the radio at Finn’s shoulder. “Structure crews are almost here, Boss. I can hear the sirens. You’ve got maybe three minutes.”


    “Copy,” he replied.


    Time to vacate. They’d done what they could.


    He and Titus slipped out of the building and around back, joining the rest of the men who were now covered in dirt and dust as they dug a trench around the perimeter of the structure.


    The next ten minutes were a blur as two water tender trucks arrived and set up. A quick word with the guy in charge, and Finn pulled his men back, letting the structure guys do their jobs.


    He and the team gathered a safe distance away to talk.


    “Good job,” Finn said.


    Chests puffed out a bit. That was the most praise they’d get from Finn, and they knew it. Today had been a good call. A tricky call—daylight, an audience, and not a wildfire.


    Levi glanced around at the structure, his coppery eyes serious. “Hope they’re insured.”


    Finn turned to do the same. Even with water pouring over it now, this thing was toast. Hopefully he and Titus saved some of the equipment inside, including the barrels of wine he was guessing were worth a lot to the winery owners. Not his problem though. “Yeah.”


    The crew in charge was going to have to call the local fire marshal, and with insurance involved, that meant calling the state fire marshal to investigate. This situation could’ve been a problem for Finn and his team if not for the man they had on the inside to help disguise them.


    “What do you think, boss?” Levi asked.


    “You smell it?” Finn asked.


    Levi’s lips flattened. “Yeah. Definitely dragon.”


    The scent of the accelerant matched the chemical all dragon shifters carried inside them to fuel the inferno in their bellies. No doubt about that. “Anyone we know?”


    If they’d come across this fucker before, they should be able to recognize the scent. He suspected he did but wanted confirmation.


    Levi grimaced, his brows scrunching under his red helmet. “Same guy who started that blaze over by Pyramid Falls a couple months ago, unless I miss my guess.”


    All the confirmation he needed. Finn sighed. “Yeah.”


    The first time they’d run up against this particular dragon had been in the wilderness, and their investigation had turned up nothing. The man was a ghost. Did that mean he was new to the area? Was he working alone? Or was he part of the growing network of assholes working for the man they’d once considered a brother—an enforcer turned rogue and traitor, Rune Abadonn?


    And why target this particular winery?


    “I don’t like this,” he muttered.


    Levi looked around. “Nope.”


    He gave his Beta a significant look. “Get everyone back to headquarters.”


    “What about you?” Levi asked.


    “Aidan will stay here with me. I’ll call Deep, fill him in. Then I want to talk to witnesses. Send Titus back with a truck to pick us up.” They’d make sure humans saw, holding up the lies that they’d happened upon this fire and stopped to help, once again hiding their true identities.


    Levi gave a thumbs-up. “Let’s go, boys.”


    They made a big deal of gathering up their gear, pulling off helmets as they walked toward the parking lot, cooling off in the crisp fall breeze. Once they were far enough away, they’d slip deep into the vineyards, then shift and fly home.


    Finn pulled out his cell and dialed the first number in the memory. It rang once before a gruff voice answered. “Finn? What do you need, son?”


    Finn could just picture his mentor, Deep, at the other end of the line: craggy dark skin, reddish-brown eyes clouded with age, a shock of white hair, and more energy than a tornado, despite his advanced years.


    “Is that Finn?” a female voice called from the background.


    Finn smiled. He had a soft spot for Deep’s mate. “Tell Calla hi.”


    “He says hi,” Deep shouted at his wife.


    “Tell him I expect him to visit soon. It’s been too long,” came the loud reply.


    Finn shook his head and chuckled.


    Deep and Calla had come here with Finn, Rune, Titus, and Levi shortly after humans had discovered the new world. The first enforcer team, as it were—not that they’d called it that at the time. Dragons had been faster on the uptake than humans to colonize here, coming over as sailors on ships since they couldn’t fly the distance required to traverse the ocean.


    Once here, they faked their deaths and stayed. The timing had been perfect. He’d just lost Phoebe and needed a distraction, a major change of scene. And Calla had taken care of him in her own bustling, inimitable way—making sure he ate, talked, didn’t withdraw too much.


    “What do you need?” Deep asked, back to business.


    Mated and settled, the older dragon lived among the humans in whatever role gave him the most chance of helping Finn and the team. These days, that was as the California State Fire Marshal. He directed them from behind the scenes at larger fires where human crews were involved and helped cover their tracks when needed.


    Quickly, Finn filled him in.


    Deep said nothing as Finn talked. He knew the drill. “Do I need to be up there for this one?”


    “Only if the state calls you.”


    “I don’t like it being so close to headquarters.”


    “Yeah.” Two fires this close to where enforcers lived. This dragon had balls.


    Silence greeted that, and Finn could picture Deep nodding. “All right, son. I’ll be in touch if anything looks tricky.”


    “Thanks, Deep.” After that there wasn’t much else to say, so they hung up. After hundreds of years together, they had a shorthand way of communicating that didn’t require hellos or goodbyes.


    Slipping his phone back into his pocket, he searched for Aidan. As the rookie of the team, Aidan wasn’t yet allowed to work directly with the men on calls until he completed more training, instead operating in a more logistical capacity. Usually that was Kanta’s job because the guy actually liked humans, but he’d been willing to step aside while they trained the rookie.


    Finn spotted Aidan standing across the road talking to a curvy brunette who stood among the winery guests. The woman looked as though she might melt in a puddle at the guy’s feet, but Aidan seemed oblivious to her regard.


    Finn gave a whistle and Aidan snapped to attention. He walked away from the giggling brunette while she was still midsentence.


    Finn crossed his arms. “We’re not here to flirt.”


    Aidan’s immediate frown told him everything. “No, sir. I was talking to witnesses while I waited for you.”


    He had no doubt Aidan was being truthful. “Good. Where’s the owner?” Finn asked. While the human crews were busy, he needed to do a little more investigation.


    Aidan pointed across the drive to a woman with short blond hair, arms wrapped around her middle, watching from a stone porch attached to what appeared to be the main building. “Sera Morrison.”


    “And the woman I pulled out of the barn?”


    That was a perfectly normal question. One Aidan wouldn’t find strange. As the person immediately on the scene, they would need to question her. No way was Finn going to admit to having already scanned the crowd for her face.


    Aidan canted his head off to the right. “At the ambulance.”


    A knee-jerk need to check on her kicked through him, and Finn pulled back in a mental pause. He’d spent fewer than five minutes in her company, been doused by her hose, and left her with Aidan. Protectiveness was a…strong reaction to be having.


    A wrong reaction to be having.


    “She okay?” Shit. That wasn’t pulling back, that was getting involved.


    Aidan nodded, not having clued in to Finn’s internal irritation. “Looks like it.”


    “Good.” Finn forced that weird reaction to settle. He had work to do. “Let’s talk to Ms. Morrison first.”


    After that, he’d tackle the garden-hose-wielding would-be firefighter at the ambulance. And no, his body did not perk up in anticipation.


    He clenched his hands as he deliberately turned his back on the ambulance and followed Aidan over to the petite blonde who stared at what was left of her barn with a white face. At least the owner seemed to be composed, though that could just be shock.


    “Ms. Morrison?”


    She dragged her gaze to him with obvious effort. Finn waited until she focused on him, pupil’s constricting. Then he held out a hand. “I’m Finn Conleth. I run the crew that showed up first.”


    “Thank you for your help.”


    He gave a cursory nod. The people side of things was not his strength, mostly because he didn’t deal with it often. He never had to receive thanks directly from those whose livelihoods were impacted. More often than not, he dealt only with Deep, maybe a crew supervisor or captain. That was about it.


    Humans were not his thing. Not since Phoebe.


    “I assume the barn is insured?” he asked.


    She pulled a face but nodded. “My rates will go sky-high after this, though.”


    Finn kept to the business side of things, emotions having no place in this interaction. “The good news is it looks like the fire won’t jump to other buildings or the grounds.”


    “Yeah,” she whispered.


    “Consider it hazardous and warn your people not to enter, even after the fire department is done. They’ll tape it off.”


    She bit her lip. “Okay.”


    “Did you call in the fire?”


    “Yes, but Delaney was first to see it. I was inside working the tasting room when she ran in and told me to call.”


    “Delaney?”


    Aidan cleared his throat. “Delaney Hamilton. The woman you pulled out of the building.”


    “She helps me manage the winery,” Sera added.


    Finn didn’t want to acknowledge the flare of suspicion that came with that information. He had no reason to suspect anything other than a dragon shifter so far, but was there a reason Delaney had both known first and risked her life to stop it?


    He glanced over his shoulder and collided with those incredible eyes across the expanse of the drive. Wary eyes. She watched him with an expression he couldn’t quite pin down but kicked over an instinct he thought he’d buried with his dead mate.


    This was a woman who needed protecting. He didn’t know how he knew, but he knew. And he shouldn’t give a damn.


    But he did.


    Finn kept his face devoid of emotion as he turned back to Sera. “They’ll have to call the local fire marshal to investigate.”


    “Already done,” Aidan said. They exchanged a glance and Finn gave him a small nod of acknowledgment.


    “Why?” Sera asked, voice faint.


    Finn dredged up what he hoped was a reassuring smile. “Because of the insurance involvement for what appears to be a valuable structure. I’m guessing this is a critical business situation…”


    That’s when the tears welled up. “Yes.”


    He hardened his heart to her plight. Other than stopping the fire, Finn had no other role here. He glanced at Aidan who got his message. “Aidan is going to ask you a few more questions and take your statement. Okay?”


    The rookie was smart, one of Finn’s better investigators, and a go-getter out to prove himself. Aidan would know to wipe the conversation from her mind. A handy trick dragon shifters had. One that only worked on humans but had saved their asses more than once.


    Sera nodded.


    Finn left Aidan with her and his gaze zeroed in on the woman he’d rescued.


    Delaney Hamilton.


    The name suited her, though he had no clue what led him to that conclusion since he didn’t know her. Maybe a woman who’d try to put out a big fire on her own earned a strong name like Delaney.


    She didn’t glance up as he made his way to her, giving him time to take inventory, unable to completely control his curiosity as his gaze skimmed over her form. Dressed simply in figure-hugging jeans and a red polo shirt with the winery logo, she was slender but with fantastic curves and long legs that gave him ideas that required squashing. Long light-brown hair shot through with gold was pulled back in a ponytail that draped over one shoulder. She was probably around five feet eight, tall for a human, though the top of her head didn’t reach his chin. He knew that from yelling in her ear earlier.


    Even with her face streaked in soot, he couldn’t miss her high cheekbones or the pouty lips that had a natural curve to them. Like she smiled a lot. A woman who smiled a lot but needed protecting. Definitely a woman to avoid.


    She had heart, he’d give her that, even if trying to douse the fire on her own did make her logically stunted. Survival instincts should’ve made her wait for the firemen she’d had called. Even animals knew enough to run from fire.


    So, the question was, why hadn’t she?
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    Darkest Heart


    a novel by Juliette Cross


    Anya—a stoic, blue-winged angelic warrior—was bitten by a demon prince in battle, and now she has precious little time to find a cure for his deadly venom. But the only archangel with the power to stop the dark poison from corrupting her body and soul is missing. She’ll have to trust her guide, the outcast high demon Dommiel, who is as handsome as he is dangerous if she has any hope.


    Her Alpha Viking


    an Odin’s Bastards novel by Sheryl Nantus


    Valkyrie Brenna Lund doesn’t know why she failed in her duty to reap Erik Harrison’s soul on the battlefield. He deserves his place with the other mighty warriors in Valhalla, and if she wants to return home, she has to kill him. There are consequences for betraying the gods. But the closer Brenna and Erik become, the more they both want to risk everything for a future together. If only an immortal hunter weren’t sent to kill them both.
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