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There were lots of good things about working in science, Rachel reminded herself as she zipped up her snowsuit. She got to go out and see blue sky and green trees. She could breathe fresh air and see things no one else saw. She didn’t spend all her day inside a climate-controlled lab. Sometimes she had funding to do the work she loved the most.
Those were all good things. Wonderful things.
If only it wasn’t so cold out today, she could really enjoy all of that.
Today was the first day it hadn’t been dangerously cold. For most of the past week, the weather forecast had advised that people not go out at all with uncovered skin and avoid doing anything outdoors that could be avoided. So she’d stayed back at the lab with her gear, waiting for the temperature to drop and checking the instruments for the next rumbles and cracks.
Anders Peak was a solid Adirondack mountain that had been there for centuries without the faintest sign of seismic activity. It had settled into a nice, stable place in its formation, its craggy white peaks above the treeline making it a popular challenge for hikers.
That is, until a month ago, when the mountain had started rumbling.
The rumbles didn’t seem to be earthquakes. It wouldn’t have made any sense for them to be earthquakes, anyway. This wasn’t the kind of mountain that would undergoing substantial tectonic change.
But the rumbles kept happening, and even the residents of the nearby town had started noticing. The most plausible explanation was that someone was up to something they weren’t supposed to be doing, but what that something could be in the middle of an Adirondack winter was open to question. Aerial surveillance hadn’t given them any clues, so Rachel was going to snowshoe up and take a good look. It’d only be a few hours up and down, as the mountain had a gentler slope on the east face and there was a good snowmobile trail the locals used that would get her pretty high up. It was probably too cold to try taking any samples, but she’d carry a light field kit anyway.
It should be a simple up and down, and there probably wouldn’t be anything worth noting. Just a little mountain air, some beautiful scenery. It’d be fun, really. She just wished the temperature hadn’t dropped quite so low.
Get in, take some samples, get out. Easy. Maybe she’d even get a start on figuring out what was causing all this shaking in the first place. That would be nice. Usually she was just one person gathering pieces that would be put together later back at the university, but it was always nice when you were the person with the key piece.
Maybe she could get coffee or something with her friend Karen later, though she’d been busy lately with her new baby. It seemed like everyone around her was busy with something—their family, a new boyfriend or girlfriend. Rachel was too busy to be lonely, but sometimes…
Stop spacing out and get to work, she told herself. She checked her gear again. Snowsuit, snowshoes, heat packs, a pair of flares in case things went wrong. Her field kit. Her camera battery was already charged. The radio would run off a solar panel or the snowmobile battery, if things took an unexpected turn for the worse. Might as well head out.
She picked up the radio. “Keller here, I’m heading out.”
“Okay,” came Karen’s voice from back at the lab. “Check in when you get to the site.”
“10-4,” Rachel said, and got on her snowmobile.
 
The trip up to the landing was uneventful. She parked her snowmobile, put on her snowshoes, and took a quick look around. She could see nothing unusual about the mountain at all. It didn’t even look like the shaking had affected the characteristic patterns of snowdrift, which…well, that was probably a good sign.
She made sure her gloves were tight and headed up the trail. It had snowed a little overnight, which meant she was walking through light, fluffy powder. After a while, she was warmed up, and the cold bothered her a lot less.
About halfway up the trail, there was a spot where people could look out over the mountainside; a sheer break in the rock that exposed a spectacular view. She always liked to pause there a little while. She noticed the small metal fence that usually served as a last-ditch stop against falling had broken with the winter snowfall.
That was all right. She had her snowshoes, and it wasn’t that slippery, anyway.
The mountains were beautiful up here. You could see how colossal they really were, and get a sense of their history, all their changes and transformation. Sometimes Rachel thought she could almost see what had happened, the rocks staying behind while the massive glaciers melted—
She felt a brush of wind, close to her shoulder. Almost like a bird, though it felt larger than that—
She didn’t have time to turn her head and look before something—someone pushed at the center of her back, so hard she stumbled forward, toward the cliff.
Her foot dropped into air.
She scrambled for purchase, to get a hand, foot, something to steady her, to stop the fall—
Nothing worked. Her gloves were too slippery on the snow. She fell, down, down—
Something crashed into her back. Stone, hard, painful. The rough edges were ripping at her snowsuit, and she felt cold sneaking in.
She tried twisting her body to lessen the impact, but it was hard to tell which way was up. All there was was down, faster and faster.
How long would she have to fall before the speed of the descent would kill her? She might not even have the chance to—
She fell into something painful before she finally crashed to the ground. She struggled to catch her breath. Her ribs were on fire. Still, Rachel thought. It’s not as bad as it could be. She could tell she’d fallen into a snowdrift, not on sheer rock. Rock might have killed her.
Of course, now the cold and ice would probably kill her.
First, she needed to get up. A few seconds to catch her breath, that was all she needed. Just a little time to take stock. Her snowsuit was ripped, in at least one place. Her hat and gloves were still intact, and one boot was still on. She couldn’t tell if the boot or her snowshoes were anywhere near her without lifting her head.
She wiggled her fingers and toes, without much additional pain. Then she tried lifting one arm slowly, then the other, then one leg after another.
Okay, Rachel told herself. This is as good as it’s going to get. Now I just need to sit up—
When she tried, pain exploded through her ribs, taking her breath away.
Maybe she just needed to rest a little longer. Not too long—not so long as to be dangerous—but enough to give her ribs a little time to recover.
For a second, she allowed herself a fantasy—someone strong and protective, coming to her rescue. Pulling her out of the snow and keeping her warm and safe. It was ridiculous, but it made her feel a little better. Maybe a shifter; she’d never met a shifter, that she knew of. It could be a giant eagle, like in the books. Or a dragon, or griffin…were there griffin shifters?
She’d be fine, in just a few minutes. Just a little rest. That was all.
She closed her eyes.
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Something strange was going on at Anders Peak. Uncle Doug had asked Brad to take a look before the next snowfall hit. The mountain was far too close to the family lair for the clan to want anyone wandering around, and the rumblings were too irregular and strong to be natural activity. Someone was up to something.
Brad tried not to be annoyed that Doug had asked him to go out ‘right away.’ He was less than a week from his twenty-fifth birthday, which meant that he was running out of time to meet his mate.
If a Banik didn't meet his mate by twenty-five, he was going to live his life alone. Like his uncle had. Those were the terms of the family curse, and everyone in the clan knew it. That was why Brad had been to half-a-dozen parties in the past month, including two excruciating ‘shifter mixers’ for unattached young people from shifter families. Why his mom had sent him all those links on FaceMatch. She hadn’t given up hope, that was for sure. His brother wanted him to come over and meet one of his friends—a long shot, but worth a try, Brad had figured.
But less than a week was still time, and he’d still managed to hold on to his hope, even as his birthday drew closer. There had to be something, some way he’d find her.
Maybe Doug figured that Brad was already out of luck, just like he was. But Brad hadn't given up. And now he was wasting time flying out to Anders Peak. Whatever was out there was certainly not his mate.
He stretched out his wings. It was cold, but despite that—and despite his annoyance—it was still good to be flying. He spent most of his time these days indoors and in a suit. This was a chance to be a dragon again, to feel his magic, to be close to the family hoards. It wasn't
all
bad.
Hell, Doug was probably right. He'd felt the same disappointment, probably, as the days came closer and closer to the big two-five—hope that maybe, against all odds, he'd meet the person he was meant to spend the rest of his life with. And fear that he'd spend the rest of his life alone.
It was a hard thing to think about.
Doug had retreated. He managed the family business and looked after the clan, but he did most of it from his home out in the middle of the Adirondack forest, by phone or email. His emails were terse and to the point, and as far as Brad could tell he didn't have many friends. Brad knew he wasn't going to close up his life like Doug had—his family was too important to him, and he couldn't imagine a life where he didn't spend time with his brothers and sister—but the thought of everyone else moving on, getting married, having families and kids while he stayed alone…it sounded almost as lonely as spending the rest of his life up a mountain.
He'd spent his whole life thinking about his future, about a mate of his own. He'd never had that stage some boys had where girls were 'icky.' He'd always wanted girls to be his friends. He'd dreamed of getting married and having a family of his own someday, even when he was too little to know exactly what that meant. When he was thirteen he’d even made a list of what he wanted: someone pretty, someone interested in the world and how it worked, someone who liked dragons. He’d even picked out her eye color, though he couldn’t remember what it had been. Most of the list had stuck.
He'd dated a little in high school, hoping that lightning would strike him and he'd find the woman he was meant for. He kept his eyes open all through college. But no lightning had struck. Nothing had even come close. He'd tried with a couple of girls in college, girls who were curvy and smart and made him smile, thinking that maybe he just didn't feel the mate sense as strongly as his father and older brother had, but in the end he'd known he was just fooling himself.
He didn't have a mate. And in six days he'd know if he ever would.
He rode the wind currents, cloaking himself in the bright, clear blue of the sky, trying to lose himself in the pleasure of flight. The storms had subsided for now, and the sun was bright, almost blinding against the snow.
The Adirondacks were beautiful; Brad was glad the family had chosen this location. The Banik clan had other lairs in North and South America, divided to keep them secure, but nothing beat the bracing cold of these mountains. On days like this it felt like he could fly forever, white mountains below him, endless blue above.
The clan kept their hoards carefully guarded by magic, invisible to human eye or even those of other dragons. There was no reason for any unusual shaking or disturbance to be happening there. And yet the shaking kept coming.
Doug had even said the local seismologists were starting to get interested. That was something no one wanted—even the strongest field magic had its limits. At some point the dragons or the scientists would start noticing one another, and then they'd have to re-site the lair all over again. That work was harder and harder to do in the age of the Internet and satellite photography. Better to stay on top of things and keep the hoards safe.
As he drew closer to the peak, he focused on the patterns he could see in the snow. Most of them looked like normal snowdrifts, the effects of hard wind and shifting weather. He could see where a few tiny avalanches had happened—hardly worth the name—but nothing that stood out. Whatever was going on on the side of their mountain, it wasn't written in the snow. He'd have to get down on the mountainside and take a better look.
There was a snowmobile trail at the base of the mountain; Brad decided he'd better take a look and see if it had been recently used. To his surprise, once he turned to the east face of the mountain, he saw it had been more than recently used—there was a single snowmobile, still steaming a little from use. It was decorated with the logo of the local college; he couldn't remember the name, and couldn't read it from the sky.
We're already too late,
he thought.
We've got humans poking around.
That just made it all the more imperative for him to find out what was going on. If they could figure out the cause—and stop whatever was causing the problems—right away, the scientist would leave confused, but empty-handed. There wasn't usually funding for 'our readings were funny for a few weeks, but everything seems to be fine now.'
This was going to be an easy problem with an easy solution. And maybe he'd go into town afterward, warm up in front of a fireplace somewhere and have a nice cold beer. Meet the girl he'd always meant to meet. Live happily ever after.
Yeah. Right.
The first thing he needed to do was locate the scientist. Investigating the problem could wait until he knew he wouldn't call any extra attention to himself. One snowmobile, which meant it couldn't be more than two people, and it looked like it was loaded for one. That would be easy to avoid once he knew where they were. He dove, letting his wings ride the current, to get a closer look. One set of footprints, that was good. A small man, or a woman. Doug probably could have guessed their height and weight just on the indentations that had been made in the snow, but Brad wasn't nearly so skilled.
He was skilled enough to follow the scientist's path up the mountain, though, on good snowshoes that left level, criss-cross patterns in the snow. The scientist worked their way up steadily, following a trail that Brad himself knew well. It was the easiest way to get up the mountain.
Brad thought about shifting back to human form, but he couldn't handle the cold as well with human skin as he could as a dragon. Plus, he hadn’t bothered with cold weather gear. Showing up on a mountainside in a sweater and jeans would, at the very least, look suspicious.
Better to glide closer, carefully. People could notice the wind from his wings, so he had to make sure he had a safe distance from anyone on the mountain.
The tracks led up the hiking trail, which was safe enough as long as you had good cold weather gear and the weather wasn't too bad. Brad followed the tracks up, up—
The fence on the lookout point had been broken. That could have just been the snow, but the snowshoe tracks stopped so abruptly that the scales lifted up on the back of Brad’s neck.
Someone had fallen.
Or maybe they’d been pushed.
Brad would have to get in closer.
Where was the human now? Could they have survived the fall? He looked carefully down below the broken fence, and his eyes caught a spot of bright blue. He swooped down, his heart pounding.
As he got closer, he could see the subtle movement of the scientist's breathing. Alive, still, but probably cold. He could see where her snowsuit had ripped on her way down.
She'd been lucky, though. A deep snowdrift had broken her fall. If she'd hit the rocks instead of the deep drift of snow she was lying in, she would almost certainly have been dead, or close enough to it to be beyond Brad's help. As it was, it was obvious she was losing body heat fast, aside from any other injuries. One of her boots was missing, which would make her even colder.
He needed to check her over, and quickly. He landed in the snow next to her, as gently as he could; his dragon's claws worked similarly to snowshoes, spreading out his weight and lessening the impact. He extended his hands and let his magic flow through her, looking for injury.
Her head and spine were uninjured. She had some scrapes and minor bruises, but the greatest injury was to her ribs, which had taken more of the impact of her fall. He could mend that later. The first priority was to get her out of the cold, before she froze to death. He went to gather her into his arms. She had long, dark hair that fell in waves around her face, and he could feel her soft, generous curves. He wrapped his wings around her to keep as much heat in as he could.
He'd have to take her back to the lair; there wasn't enough time to get her to a hospital without risking frostbite or worse. The questions would come, but he could deal with them later, with magic if he had to. Saving her life came first. He could heat the lair easily enough and give her a chance to recover.
The easiest way to carry her would be between his arms. He turned her slightly, to make sure he had a good grip on her.
There was something on her back, a tear in her snowsuit that was smaller from the rest. He almost didn't notice it, until he saw something sticking out of the rip. It might have been a twig, and someone without a dragon's eyes might have thought that was all it was.
Brad recognized it immediately.
It was the nail sheath of a dragon. It must have caught on the woman's snowsuit as—
Brad's stomach tightened.
This woman hadn't fallen down the mountain.
Another dragon shifter had pushed her.
I have to tell Doug,
he thought, as he took to the air. Dragon lairs were carefully guarded, by custom and treaty. No other dragon was supposed to be near a lair without permission—and usually not without an escort.
And hurting a human was forbidden. Hurting a human near another clan's lair? Unthinkable.
Were they dealing with a rogue? Rogue dragons were rare, but when they appeared they could be a huge problem. Literally. Getting into hoards, causing trouble with humans, setting clans against one another. People got hurt.
Dragon lairs were hidden in the mountains, in caves that weren't detectable by human instruments. Every dragon had the key to his own hoard, programmed by magic to open only to their hand or claw. If the dragon died, the key passed on to the clan head, to be kept safe for any heirs or distributed among the family.
Magic normally kept humans and dragon shifters alike from seeing any sign of the lair. Brad wasn’t sure what had gone wrong.
It felt strange carrying a human toward the lair. He felt more aware of the warm, human burden he carried with every step. He held her closer, to keep more body heat in, or so he told himself. Fortunately, she'd worn a warm sweater and jeans under her snowsuit, though Brad hadn't gotten his eyes on her boots or snowshoes. He could look for those later.
She's a practical woman,
his dragon noted.
I like that.
She's a scientist. She was working.
I like that too. You need to get a look at her face once you get her into the lair.
All that can wait.
He landed and carried her into the lair.
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Rachel woke up shivering. She was cold. So cold. The last thing she remembered was closing her eyes. Where was her snowsuit? Where was any of her gear?
She was—
Okay, Rachel. Settle down. Take stock.
What did she remember? She was hiking up the mountain when—
The push. The fall.
She was lucky to be alive.
She still had her sweater and jeans on, but her snowsuit and gloves were gone. There was no sign of her boots or snowshoes, either. Her hands and feet felt like ice, even though her wool glove liners and socks were still in place; even wet, they kept the heat in. She hurt all over, but the worst pain was around her ribs, which felt—well, she’d never had bruised ribs but it felt like what bruised ribs were supposed to feel like.
She was a
geologist. She’d just been doing work.
Why would someone try to kill her?
Because that was—that was certainly what had happened.
The room she was in was warm. That was good. She was pretty sure she’d never seen the room before, which was…a lot less good. Still, whoever had brought her here must want her alive, right? Or they would’ve left her in the snow to die.
Her socks were damp. The wool kept the heat in, but even so they felt gross. She was warm enough now that she felt safe peeling off the socks and her glove liners.
She was in a bed. Just an…ordinary-looking bed with a reasonably firm mattress and blue cotton sheets and a warm blanket on top. She sat up and looked around the room she was in.
It was…ordinary. It didn’t have windows, but otherwise it was an ordinary square room with white walls. It didn’t look like a hospital room. Or a cell.
She wasn’t frostbitten. That was good.
I probably should have checked that before I started pulling things off,
she realized.
Oh well. No harm done, I guess.
She pulled her hands and feet back under the blanket, which was the most unusual thing in the room. It was thick and warm, almost like a thick polarfleece or wool blanket, but much softer and lighter. It felt as soft as the pelt of a beautiful animal, but it didn’t look like that either.
At any rate, the warmth was amazing. She flexed her fingers and toes to try to bring more warmth and flexibility to her joints. She still didn’t know where she was or really how she’d gotten there, but at least she was alive and warming up. That was a start. Hell, anything was better than freezing to death.
She stayed under the blanket for a while longer to warm up. If she was still in danger, a few minutes one way or another wasn’t going to make much of a difference. And every minute she spent getting her body close to normal was probably going to be well worth it.
She wished she could at least
see
her gear. Her boots, at least. She didn’t want to walk around barefoot for too long when she didn’t even know where she was.
She couldn’t see any heat source, but it felt like the warmth was all around her, like a radiant heated floor. Maybe the floor
was
heated?
She put her hand down; it was smooth and looked like marble, and felt warm to the touch. Well, that made walking around barefoot sound a little better. She let her feet escape the bed and touch the floor. She was grateful that whoever had rescued her had decided to crank up the heat.
She was pretty steady when she stood up.
How long have I been out?
Her phone had been in her snowsuit but she had a Fitbit on her wrist. She’d headed out around ten in the morning, and now it was four in the afternoon. Well. That…sucked.
She took her hat off. Her ears felt nice and warm anyway, and her sweater had kept her body warm for a while, snowsuit or no snowsuit. She was grateful she’d chosen to wear her flannel-lined jeans.
Where was—
Did this room have a
door?
She looked around again. No windows. No door.
What the hell?
She had to have gotten
in
somehow, right? So there had to be a way
out.
She tried the floor next, and the space under the bed. She looked up at the ceiling, and realized it was the same carved stone as the floor. The walls were stone, too.
She was starting to get a little nervous. Not scared, not yet—someone had saved her, and it wouldn’t make any sense that they’d save her just to trap her back in—but it definitely felt weird to not know how to get out.
Okay. There has to be a way in and out of here. Otherwise I wouldn’t be in here. This isn’t…an Edgar Allen Poe story or whatever. It’s just—
It’s just really, really weird.
She started feeling the walls with her hands. They were as smooth as the marble floor and felt like they’d been carved from a single piece of stone. She started working systematically, making sure she felt every trace of the stone, in a circle around the room.
There.
There was a crack in the stone, on the opposite wall from the bed. She couldn’t see it, but she could
feel
it. Encouraged by the discovery, she started tracing the full width and height of the crack. It felt like a doorway; she couldn’t even reach up to the top of it, and it was much wider than a regular doorway, but it still felt right. If she could only figure out how to open it. She tried stroking her fingers along the inside of the doorway, looking for a knob or a latch. She found a small indentation a few inches in, where the doorknob would be, on the right-hand side of the door. She pressed it.
Nothing happened.
She tried hooking her finger into the indentation. It felt a little scary, since she couldn’t see it, but she’d come far enough she didn’t want to stop. There was something…a lever? It felt like metal. She tried, gingerly, pressing back on it, then down when she felt resistance from the latch.
Down seemed to get her a result; the lever pushed down at her touch, and then dropped down. She heard a faint click.
Did that mean the door was open? She pushed against it, to see if the door opened out, then pulled, and the door shifted just a little inward.
It opened in. All right.
There was a door, and that meant she could get out, and maybe figure out where she was.
It was a
heavy
door, though, and one finger alone wasn’t going to cut it. She tried putting all her fingertips in the hole and leaning hard back, putting more and more of her weight into the effort until the door finally pushed open just enough to let in a crack of light.
She felt immensely better. Still trapped, still confused, but she’d managed to find and open the door, even if it was only a little.
She went back to the bed to see if there was anything she could use for leverage. It appeared to be one piece of stone, like the walls, but now she knew there was something—a trick of the light? Some kind of hologram?—that made things look different than they actually were. She felt the pillow and blankets and mattress with her hands, then started reaching underneath the mattress. It felt like the bed really was made of warm stone, but she wanted to be sure.
That was when the knock came at the door.
She froze.
“Hello?” came a man’s voice, echoing against the marble walls. “Um…you’re awake?”
“I’m awake,” she said. She hoped her voice felt steadier than she felt. “Are you—who are you?”
“My name’s Brad. Brad Banik,” he said. “I found you—in the snow. Do you remember what happened?”
“Someone pushed me,” she said. “And I fell. Do you—do
you
know what happened?”
“I have some guesses,” he said. “But the first thing I had to do was get you safe. Is it all right if I come in?”
She hadn’t expected him to ask. It made her feel much better. “Sure,” she said, turning around and sitting on the bed. “I’d better meet you, if you saved my life.”
The man who came in was tall, close to seven feet by Rachel’s estimation, though it was hard to get a sense of scale in a room that didn’t even have a door.
He was also the most handsome man she’d ever seen. Like an old movie star come to life, with dark, wavy hair and sharp cheekbones. His eyes were dark, too, with long lashes. He was wearing a green wool sweater, and she could see how broad his chest and shoulders were underneath the soft fabric.
She didn’t quite dare take a good look at his jeans.
“I’m Rachel,” she said. “I work at the university.”
So they’ll be looking for me, if you’re some kind of crazy person.
But the man in front of her didn’t seem like a crazy person at all. He seemed warm. Trustworthy. “Where am I?”
When he met her eyes, he hesitated for a second, almost like he was shocked to see her face. He recovered quickly, though, returning to the casual, concerned attitude he’d taken with her at the beginning. “You’re at my family home,” he said. “It’s…kind of a long story. You weren’t bad enough for the hospital, so I thought it would be safer to warm you up here—the hospital’s a long trip, and I’m not sure where the men who hurt you are. I’m sorry—I know it most have been a shock to wake up here.”
“I thought I was going to freeze to death,” she said. “So this is definitely better. Though it scared me a little when I couldn’t see a way out.” Her heart was still pounding, though Brad’s presence was soothing.
“You did find a way out, though,” he said, looking back at the door.
“I felt it before I saw it.” She lifted up her hands and wiggled her fingers. “The door’s really heavy, though.”
“It’s, um, heavier on the inside. It’s…kind of a long story.” He was still looking at her a little strangely. Almost like you’d look at someone you recognized but couldn’t place. “Are you hungry? You must be thirsty—I can get you some warm tea. First thing is to get you warmed up. Then we can think about getting you back home, letting your co-workers know you’re all right.”
She nodded. “They’ll be wondering where I am. Is my phone still in my snowsuit?”
“I don’t know,” he confessed. “I didn’t want to go through your things. Do you want me to bring it in? I think it’s dried out, at least enough for you to deal with.”
“That’d be great, thank you. And—my boots, everything else?”
“I found one boot, but not your snowshoes. I can have a look now I know you’re all right.”
Great. Just great.
She’d probably have to borrow some gear just to get home. And that was leaving aside the whole
someone had tried to kill her
bit.
“I’m happy to have you stay here as long as you need to,” he said. “Did you say you wanted a drink?”
“Sure,” she said. “But just water.” She was afraid anything hot would slosh around in her stomach. Though looking at Brad Banik was going to warm her up quickly enough. “Not…not ice water.”
“Wouldn’t dream of it,” he said sincerely. “I’ll be right back. And I’ll leave the door open.”
“Thank you,” she said. She didn’t really want him to leave, but she was incredibly thirsty, and she wanted her snowsuit back. Her colleagues would be worried. She should have at least checked in by now. She watched him go, watched the muscles shifting under that green sweater.
He had a nice butt too.
There were worse guys to get rescued by, that was for sure. Now if she could only figure out exactly what kind of guy he was—and exactly what had happened to her.
She looked around the walls again after he’d left. Was this some kind of storage room? If it was, why did it have a bed? He still hadn’t told her where she was—she couldn’t think of any kind of estate or hotel around the mountain that would have a room literally carved from stone. It wasn’t exactly what you saw every day, that was for sure. Maybe it had been some crazed millionaire’s secret room.
Maybe
Brad
was the crazed millionaire.
He didn’t look or act crazed, of course. In fact, she still couldn’t shake the feeling of trust she’d had from the second their eyes had met. But Rachel was a scientist. A rational woman. She couldn’t just act based on feeling. She needed evidence, too. She’d had some good evidence: he’d saved her life, after all. But she still didn’t have enough to be 100% sure.
Her hands were starting to feel warm again; moving them around and flexing them had brought some life back. It was a relief.
It was funny, just meeting Brad and hearing his voice…it made her feel like things were going to be all right. That she was safe, even though she still didn’t know where she was or really what had happened to her.
He came back with a full glass of water. “Not too cold,” he said. “Didn’t bother with ice.”
“Thanks,” she said. “I really appreciate it. I mean…not just the water, you saved my life.” His fingers brushed hers as she took the glass, and she did her best to ignore the spark of pleasure the touch ignited.
You almost died. Get a grip and drink your water.
The water was close to room temperature, the kind of crystal-clear water that was common in the Adirondacks. The glass was solid. It felt expensive.
“I couldn’t leave you out there,” he said. His voice was steady. “I wouldn’t leave anyone out there. It’s supposed to storm pretty soon. Even if you’d come to, I’m not sure you would have made it back into your suit and off the mountain. Are you going to be all right by yourself? I’d like to check and see if I can find your things before it starts getting dark.”
She didn’t want him to leave—she wanted him to pull her close and never let go—but she knew she would need her boot back. “I’ll be okay.”
“I’ll show you where the bathroom is, and the kitchen if you want more to drink. You can go through your snowsuit out there, too.”
“Thank you,” she said, getting up. She hadn’t even thought about a bathroom or kitchen. The room she was in was so sterile she couldn’t imagine anything beyond it. “Um. It’s okay for me to walk around? This feels—”
“It’s kind of like a vault, I know,” he said, wryly. “I probably should’ve put you somewhere nicer, but I knew this would warm up quickly, and that was my first priority. The radiant heat works really well in this space.”
“I love how warm it is,” she confessed. “That was exactly what I needed.”
He smiled at her, warm and bright and sweet, and that sent more heat through her, too. “I’m glad. Come on out, it’s warmed up out here, too.” He swung the door all the way back as she toward him.
She stepped out into a hallway. It was as light and bright and featureless as the room she’d been in, and she realized that she wasn’t sure where the source of light in the building came from. It was a warm, soft light, like from a coated lightbulb, and it seemed to be coming from above her, but she couldn’t really see any kind of lighting fixture. Maybe the lights were recessed?
“The bathroom’s just down the hall here,” he said, leading the way again. That was considerate of him, considering how much she wanted to look at his strong back and nice butt again. “There’s some more doors, but they’re locked. You don’t have to worry about going in the wrong room by mistake or anything. Basically, you’re in a long corridor, with the kitchen at the end. There’s a lot of storage, so it could get confusing, but as long as you keep track of where you come into the kitchen, you should be fine.”
“You keep saying we,” she said. “Are you—”
“Oh, no,” he said, quickly. “I’m single, this is a family…I guess you’d call it a family getaway. With family storage, too. Anyway, bathroom’s right here.” He gestured to the bathroom, which unlike the room Rachel had been in, seemed to be an ordinary bathroom, albeit one with fancy brass trimmings. “And here’s the kitchen at the end of the hall. I’m not sure exactly what’s in the cupboards, but I know there’s plenty of food, so help yourself to anything that looks good. I’ll be back as soon as I can be, but I want to get a good look, see if I can find your stuff before it’s buried. It won’t be easy getting you out of here without that. I’ll bring your snowsuit in when I come back, that’ll give it a little more chance to dry and warm up. It’s pretty torn, and I’m not sure there’s it can be fixed, but it’s worth a look. And you can get your phone.”
“Okay,” she said. Her stomach was rumbling a little more now, so food would probably be a good idea. There still weren’t any windows, even in the big, spacious kitchen. Were they underground or something? What kind of family getaway was this?
Brad slipped out yet another almost invisible door. She listened for the sound of him putting on his gear, but the walls must have been too thick for that. The whole place was weirdly quiet. There weren’t even the kind of echoes she would have expected from the thick stone walls and floor. She wished she had her phone, just for a little music. Anything to break up the silence.
If Brad was back here it’d be less quiet. It’d feel warmer again. She couldn’t escape the picture in her mind of Brad pulling her close. Keeping her warm all over. Instead, she was alone, left to wonder about the person who had hurt her, and what they might have wanted.
He’s coming back,
she reminded herself.
Eat up and you’ll feel better.
Maybe there was a radio—?
Food first. She didn’t want to open the refrigerator—she was through with cold—so she checked the cupboards. There was a lot of canned food, mostly meat and fish: chicken, tuna, sardines, herring. Well, the protein wouldn’t hurt her. She pulled open drawers until she found a fork and opened up a can of lemon pepper sardines. The kitchen had a counter with pull-up stools, so she sat at one and started eating.
She’d never liked sardines much, but she was hungry enough that it tasted pretty good. Maybe it was the lemon pepper, or just the whole almost-dying thing. As she ate, the world came into sharper focus. She’d been in pretty rough shape when Brad had brought her in, and everything she did—warming up, getting hydrated, and now getting some food in her stomach—was bringing her back to life. She finished the first tin and got out a second, this one in tomato sauce.
This time as she opened up the tin, she noticed a small device underneath the microwave—a control panel with buttons, that looked like a radio. She pushed the power button on the left-hand side, and it lit up.
The panel appeared to control the whole—house? Building? Cave? She still didn’t know—but there was an option that said ‘music,’ so she pressed that.
Soft classical music started playing, from speakers that—like the lights—she couldn’t see. She didn’t want to mess with anyone’s settings, so she settled for that and sat back down at the counter with her sardines.
She’d recovered enough to look, really look, around the kitchen now. It was a big space, with gleaming dark counters and light wooden cabinets. Everything looked spotlessly clean; the metal faucet shone, and even the stainless steel refrigerator didn’t have any visible fingerprints. There was a small island with a stand mixer on top and drawers for storage below. Everything seemed particularly spacious, though the mixer and appliances were mostly standard-sized. Rachel thought for a second that someone in the family must use a wheelchair—maybe two people—then realized the counters were too high for that.
It was the kind of kitchen that her sister
would have loved to cook in, and even Rachel found herself wanting to put something warm and delicious in the double oven. Muffins, maybe. Or some hearty bread.
Whoever Brad’s family was, they had money. Lots of money. Nothing about this kitchen came cheap, and that was leaving aside the fact that it looked like the entire space was carved from solid marble.
What is going on?
Rachel wondered. She’d almost been murdered, and now she was in a warm, safe place with the most handsome man she’d ever met. It felt like something out of a fairy tale. A fairy tale with canned fish, but still.
The music was pretty. She didn’t know much about classical music, just what she’d learned playing band in high school, but it was nice. It wasn’t any piece she’d heard before, but that was fine. Something different.
She wished she didn’t feel so alone, still.
I guess that’s natural. Someone tried to kill me.
Brad hadn’t said she couldn’t follow him, had he?
Maybe she could just open the door and see where he’d gone. She walked over to where he’d gone out, feeling again for the door with her fingers. Now she’d gotten the idea, it was easy to find the latch and push it down. She swung the door in, which wasn’t easy—the doors were incredibly heavy, and big enough to usher a small pony through. It opened to a deep, cold alcove. Kind of a landing, almost, as she couldn’t see any path up or down. There were several stone benches, and she could see gear that might have been hers stacked carefully on one of them, but the view was what caught her attention. She could see the mountains opening up around her—
Then she saw the dragon, flying in a slow, careful circle.
She froze in place, blinking her eyes a few times. She’d almost frozen to death. She’d been through a huge shock, and her ribs were still throbbing. Maybe—
No. There was no doubt in her mind.
She was looking at a golden
dragon.
It wasn’t big—not much larger than an adult man—but it was still…a
dragon.
It was scanning the landscape like it was looking very carefully for something.
It dove lower, and to Rachel’s surprise, she realized it was coming closer—
Closer to her.
She stepped back a half-step, but it was too late to react more than that. The dragon landed on its hind legs, as easily as a bird fluttering to a halt.
It fixed its golden eyes directly on Rachel.
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His mate was looking at him in shock.
There was no doubt in Brad’s mind: this woman was the woman he was supposed to spend the rest of his life with. A woman who had almost frozen to death in the snow and had, as soon as she woke, mentally walked right through dragon illusion to find a door. She’d even managed to turn the lair stereo on and open a door that shouldn’t have responded to her touch.
And now, she was looking at his dragon form, her eyes wide, her face frozen.
This was going to take some explaining.
He wanted to kick himself. He could have secured the door more tightly. He could have warned her to not try to open the door. He could have—
You didn’t want to do any of that. Because you knew she was your mate. You wanted her to see us. Because you knew—
His father had told him once that mates weren’t afraid of dragons, that that was one of the ways you knew it was right.
Hell, he’d known it was right as soon as his eyes met Rachel’s. They had been pale blue, cornflower blue his mother would have called it, and he’d
known.
She had been pretty, curvy, and just his type when he picked her up out of the snow. But when their eyes met, when he’d seen the spirit and intelligence in her eyes, the mate sense had kicked in. Kicked in
hard.
She was just who he’d been looking for, and just in time.
And now…here she was. Staring.
Okay. She’s not going to be afraid of dragons. Probably. Now what?
He couldn’t see any way out of it. He had to shift back.
At least his shifting would be covered by illusion. Casting an illusion was particularly effective this close to the hoard, because he could draw from the family magic they kept stored. His mother had said that it was hard to watch someone shift for the first time, especially if they weren’t prepared. So instead, Rachel would see a strange blurring before her eyes. Not ideal, but better than the whole truth so soon.
He let the illusion fade once he appeared fully human again. “Hi,” he said.
“Hi,” she echoed. She sounded stunned, but not afraid. Her breathing had picked up, and he wondered what it was like to be with her in bed, to make her heart beat fast for a completely different reason.
“I’m a dragon shifter.” It felt redundant, but he also wanted to start simple. “Seems like a good time to tell you. Since, you know. You just saw me as a dragon.”
She nodded, slowly. “I just saw you as a dragon,” she said. “And…you’re a dragon. And a human.”
“I am,” he said. “The good news is I found your snowshoes and boots, and we can get them heating up now.” He just wished he’d found any evidence of where the dragon who had hurt her came from or where it had gone. Rationally, he knew that he needed to be calm, that this would have to be put in Doug’s hands for the Council to manage. But in his heart…they’d hurt his
mate.
That was unacceptable.
Wrong.
Whoever it was, they’d see justice. He’d chase them to the ends of the earth if he had to.
“A
dragon,”
she repeated. But she didn’t sound scared. Just…confused. Maybe there was even a little wonder in her voice. “Um, I should let you in. I guess that explains why these doors aren’t any trouble to you. Because…they’re really heavy doors.”
“It does,” he confessed, as she stepped back. She really was beautiful. Her blue sweater brought out the color of her eyes, and her jeans were filled out by her soft, sensual curves. He longed to touch her, pull her closer. “Come back in out of the cold,” he said, “and we’ll talk more. Did you eat?” Bad enough he’d left her alone, if she was hungry, too.
“I was just about to have my second tin of sardines,” she said.
“Oh, yeah. Dragons like strong flavors. My uncle’s responsible for keeping the pantry stocked, so I knew there’d be
something
in there,
start new sentence
he’s always prepared for the worst. Are you warmer now?”
She nodded. She still looked stunned. He wished he could put a hand at least on her shoulder, but she’d just seen him talons, scales and all. Maybe not the best time to start touching her, no matter how much he wanted to.
“I—I’m sure you’ve got a lot of questions. But let’s get you back into the warmth first.”
She smiled back, which made his heart warm. Well. Not just his heart.
He kept his focus on his heart. “ I—I wasn’t planning on startling you. I was just getting ready to shift back. I’d been trying to find more signs of the person who did this to you. Well…the shifter who did this to you.”
“A shifter?”
He nodded, keeping the anger that flared in his chest tamped down. “There was a claw sheath in your snowsuit, from a dragon shifter like me.”
“Oh,” she said. Her face fell.
“That was the other reason I was out there. I wanted to find who did this to you. Dragon eyes are a lot sharper than human eyes, and I was hoping—” He sighed. “But we’ll find out who did this to you. Make them see justice.” Human justice or dragon justice, he didn’t much care which at the moment. “Let me get that snowsuit, and
you can finish eating.”
“Okay. Is it storming yet?”
“Not yet,” he said. “But you can feel it coming in.”
“I’ll need to tell my team, if I can. They’ll be worried. Though I don’t know what I could tell them….” She looked back at the counter. “Another tin of sardines will help me think. Can you get cell service, wherever this is?”
Her arm was so close. He wanted to press his skin to hers, feel her warmth. “This is our family lair,” he said, forcing himself to focus on his words. “Kind of a dragon thing. There’s a place where you can get reception, as long as the storm hasn’t gotten in the way, and we have a radio for emergencies. Worst case scenario, we’ll call someone up, say we’re in the area. There’s enough hunting cabins out here that we can probably get away with being vague. Especially if we get in touch with a ranger or police station, say we just want to pass on a message that you’re safe.”
That seemed to reassure her. “Thank you. Again.”
“It’s the least I can do,” he said, honestly. “We’re obligated to help people. It’s…kind of an honor thing. I can explain more, but right now you want your snowsuit.”
“Please,” she said.
He opened the door to the landing and got her snowsuit from its spot on the bench. He handed it back to her and took a second to concentrate on the illusion that had protected her from seeing the…more unique aspects of the house. It had been built to accommodate both human and dragon bodies, with wide spaces for wings and latches that could easily be opened by claws. The rounded ceilings with recessed lights were made to be easy on dragon eyes; the bulbs were covered with soft glass, etched with dragons and words of protection in the ancient language.
More distinctly unusual were the long, deep scratches in the wall by the kitchen. Brad had seen human families where the children measured themselves with pencil marks, just behind the door. Dragons did things a little differently. Brad could see his own claws, third from the top, when he’d finally reached become an adult. He could still reach up and put his claws back there, remembering how proud of himself he’d been when he’d turned eighteen. Though he’d still been a little jealous he hadn’t reached the claw marks his uncle had made on his eighteenth
birthday.
Then Arthur had reached higher than any of them. So much for his “little” brother.
Most of the rooms were large, so young dragons could be in the lair in any form; once they got past eight feet or so in dragon form, usually by the time they were in their late twenties, it wasn’t feasible anywhere but at the bottom level of the lair. Brad could still manage to walk in the kitchen in dragon form for now, but Arthur wouldn’t be able to by twenty-five.
“I’m going to get rid of the illusion that covered…some of the dragon things here,” he said. “It’ll just slowly fade away. So when the walls change, you’re not losing your mind or anything. It’s just magic. I hope that’s not too weird, but I thought you’d want to see the place as it really is.”
“I would,” she said. She grinned. “That way I can find the doors, right?”
“Right,” he said, and smiled back at her. “Did you find your phone?”
“In my snowsuit pocket, right where I left it,” she said. “That’s the good news.”
“What’s the bad news?”
“It’s wet. It’s turned off—I don’t know if the cold killed the battery or the wet got to it—but…do you have any rice?”
“I’m sure we do.” He turned his attention to the cabinets and found a Tupperware container that seemed right. He picked it up and shook it. Sounded like rice. “I’ll check my cell phone for signal, and
we can always use the radio to let your people know you’re safe. We’ll get your phone in the rice, hopefully it’ll dry out.” When he opened the container, he was gratified to see he’d been right—it was filled with rice. He found a small container near the sink to pour the rice into, enough to cover the phone. She handed him the phone—they didn’t quite brush skin, and he wasn’t sure if he was relieved or frustrated by that—and he put it in and sealed it.
“Thanks,” she said.
She was so beautiful. All he wanted to do was stare into those blue eyes of hers for the rest of the night.
He was together, with his mate. He couldn’t believe this was really happening, that he was really that lucky.
He was staring. “Um, sorry,” he said. “Um—you okay? The sardines all right?”
Her face had reddened a little. “Oh, yeah, they’re fine,” she said. “Sorry about the smell.”
“Oh, the fish?” He shrugged. “We all like fish, it’s a dragon thing, I guess. And none of us have very good senses of smell. That’s definitely a dragon thing. That’s why we like strong flavors so much.”
“So…a little like birds?”
He smiled. Sometimes people compared dragons to lizards; Brad much preferred birds. Probably vain of him, but there it was. “Like birds,” he said. “Well, we can smell better than birds, they can’t smell at all. But…anyway, the sardines, they smell fine to me. Do you want me to cook something? You’ve only had, what, two tins of sardines.” He was a little hungry himself. “There’s probably…something. Rice, we already know. And Doug’s probably got enough in the freezer for us to eat for a month.”
“Don’t open the freezer door yet,” she said. “I’m not ready. I thought I was, but opening that door to the landing—” She shuddered. He wanted to draw her into his arms, tell her she was safe, and warm. To promise her that nothing like that would ever happen to her again.
“We should get the radio working, too,” he said. “I’ll go up and see if I can get a signal with my phone, and try the radio if that doesn’t work. You going to be okay if I take off again?”
She nodded. “But don’t take too long. It’s…it’s nicer with the music on, but it still feels kind of isolated here.” For a moment, she drew her arms around herself, and his longing to pull her close only got more urgent.
“I’ll take you around after I get the radio on,” he said. “It’s…kind of a weird place, but hopefully you’ll like it.”
“I like it so far,” she said. “It’s…I like it more now, that you’ve—changed things. It seems more like a place people—dragons? I’m not sure what to say.”
“‘We’re people,” he said. “We’re just dragons too.”
She took a moment to think about that, rubbing her arms with her hands. “Well, now it seems more like a place where people actually live. Before it was more like a prison. Not just because of the disappearing doors.” She pointed at the painting over the sink, of the legendary patriarch of their clan. “People don’t put big paintings of dragons in prisons.”
“Not that I’ve ever seen,” he said. “No.”
Something had shifted in her; she was clearly more comfortable as she pointed around the kitchen. “And those scratches on the walls—are those dragon claws? I always thought you guys got…bigger than that.”
“They are, and we do,” he said. “We mark the wall as we grow. It’s kind of…a ritual thing. Our dragon forms keep growing as we get older, but—eh, I guess it’s just like people who are full human. We don’t bother once we’re 18.”
“How many dragons are in your family? Um, can I ask that?”
“Of course,” he said. “Our clan is large, but there aren’t that many people in our branch. Just Uncle Doug, my parents, and my brothers and sisters. My grandfather…he’s been gone a long time. We’re not exactly estranged from the rest of the family, but we’ve lost some of our connections with the old country. So it’s just the eight of us.”
“‘Just’ the eight,” she said.
“My grandfather was the second eldest of eight, just in his family,” Brad said. “Clans run on the big side.”
“So how many brothers and sisters?”
“One older sister, the rest brothers. Twin brothers, they turned twenty-one in October, and my youngest brother—that’s the tallest set of scratches up there, Arthur—is seventeen, just in his last year of high school. A lot of lairs have generation after generation marking the walls, but this was new when Dad and Uncle Doug made it.”
“Made
it?” Rachel asked. “What…carved the walls?” Her eyes were roaming over the room in fascination.
“It’s not quite what you’re thinking, I’d guess,” he said. “Mostly magic and heat, but there’s some stonecutting skill there too.” He wanted to stay, keep talking with her, touch her hand…well, he wanted to do a lot more than that, but talking would be a good start. But he’d told her he’d let people know she was safe, and that would keep people off the mountain for a little while, too. “I should go up. I think we’ve got the local frequencies up on the wall.”
“Great,” she said. “Thanks again. Just…don’t be too long, please.”
He retreated up the main stairwell, his mind full of questions. How could he begin to tell her all he needed to?
Relax,
the dragon insisted.
You’ll have the rest of your lives together.
But he wanted her to feel nothing but happiness at that. No confusion, no fear. Not an easy task when they’d only met because someone had tried to kill her.
And there was the question of the other dragon, as well. Not for the first time, he wished that Doug and his father had figured out a better communication system if the lair was threatened and a storm affected cell phone signals. Brad was even more certain of it when he pulled out his phone and couldn’t get a single bar. He’d have to try to reach Doug on the radio, and hope he was paying attention.
As he’d remembered, there was
a list of emergency frequencies on the wall in the tower. He started with Fire and Rescue and soon found a pleasant, if confused, dispatcher who promised to pass the message to Rachel’s colleagues that she was safe. “How’s the weather out there?” he asked. “I’m trying to decide if we should get ahead of the storm or wait it out.”
“Bad and worse by Watertown,” she said. “It’s moving fast. As long as you have shelter and clean water, I’d vote for waiting it out.”
“We’ve got everything we need,” he said, ignoring the dragon’s obvious delight, “so we’ll wait.” He thanked her, and then tried Doug’s frequency. No answer.
He’d have to try it again. He could bring Rachel up to the radio room too. She might like the view.
He sure hoped she would. It’d be no good to be a dragon with a mate who didn’t like heights.
Now he just had to decide what to cook for dinner, and hope that she wouldn’t mind staying the night in a proper dragon lair. So far, so good, right?
She’s going to love you. She’s your mate.
I sure hope you’re right.
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Rachel got up after Brad left and checked the cupboards. There was dried pasta in addition to the rice, canned beans, even some canned vegetables. They could definitely get a decent meal together, even without opening the freezer. And it was a really, really nice kitchen. Marble countertops and expensive cupboards with unusual latches. Rachel realized they were the kind of latches that could be opened with fingers or claws, just like the doors. And it explained why there was enough room for a wheelchair to move around comfortably; dragons were big, even young dragons like the ones who had made those scratches on the walls.
Rachel tried to picture it: a whole family of dragons, just walking—did they walk?—around the kitchen. Were they more comfortable as dragons or humans?
Brad seemed willing to talk about it all. He’d taken her learning his secret well. That was a relief, since they were going to be alone together, at least for a little while longer. Hopefully he at least got a signal and her team would know that she was all right.
What was she going to talk with him about? “Hey, you’re really handsome” probably wasn’t a good conversation starter. She hadn’t asked him what he did for work yet, if he did work. Did dragons hold day jobs? Or did they just sit on…big piles of gold or something? He’d called this place a ‘lair.’ Did that mean there was treasure? Was she in a big marble treasure chest?
This had been one hell of a day.
She was aware that her mind had chosen not to deal with the worst part of the day for now, though her ribs were still aching. She remembered the panic, the falling, the cold. But it didn’t scare her or upset her. She knew it might later. But for now her body was content to be warm and dry, with food in her stomach and an incredibly good-looking guy looking after her. A good-looking guy who could turn into a
dragon.
One hell of a day, indeed.
She heard Brad’s footsteps echo down the steps before he spoke. “I got someone,” he said. “They’ll pass on to your team that you’re okay. She said the snow’s already coming in, so we’ll be safest if we sit tight for now. Will the snowmobile be okay?”
“Sure,” she said. “Not the first time it’s been caught in a storm, that’s for sure.”
I should probably say something about how awful it is we’re stuck in the storm,
she thought.
But she didn’t really feel that way. She was certainly in no rush to go back into the cold; she’d just started warming up.
She didn’t really want to leave this place, either. Or Brad. It wasn’t every day you had your life saved by a bona-fide dragon. And she was pretty sure most dragons didn’t look as handsome as Brad did, or make her heart beat quite as fast. They probably weren’t as thoughtful, either. “There’s rice and beans and a lot of canned stuff in the cupboards,” she said. “I figured you wouldn’t mind checking the freezer.”
“Nah,” he said. “You mind if I do it now?”
“I’m warm enough,” she said. Now that she had a warm body and food in her stomach, she felt plenty warm. Especially when she looked at Brad. He walked past her and opened the freezer door, and she got a good look at his broad back and excellent ass. Not a bad view at all.
“Frozen lasagna, if we’re feeling really lazy,” he said. “Homemade, too.”
“I don’t mind cooking,” she said, “but that sounds like a lot less work.”
“I agree,” he said. “Lasagna for now, I think.”
Rachel caught a glimpse of the freezer over her shoulder; it looked very carefully packed. She saw a lot of labeled freezer containers. “Is that your uncle? All those labels?”
“It sure is,” he said. “My uncle is…very particular.”
“I see,” she said, and couldn’t help grinning at the picture that formed in her mind. She wondered if Uncle Doug wore suspenders, or if that was just her fancy.
Maybe a bow tie, too.
“Anyway,” he said, pulling the lasagna out and checking the label, “Doug says if we put it in the oven frozen it’ll be ready in two hours. That sound good to you?”
“Sounds fine,” she said. Her stomach was full enough for the moment. And lasagna hot from the oven sounded pretty appealing.
“I can make us breakfast in the morning. Wish we had eggs, but there might some sausage in here. Or bacon. You—do you eat meat? I know you eat fish, but—”
“No, it’s fine, I eat meat.”
“Sausage it is,” he said. “And there has to be bacon. No way he left this freezer without—ah, there it is.” He smiled. “Reliable as ever. Bacon, sausage, maybe there’s some cheese, too, I think cheddar freezes, right?”
“Yeah, any hard cheese freezes, I think.” How the hell was she having an ordinary conversation about cheese with a dragon shifter she’d just met?
But that was the weird thing. He didn’t really feel like a stranger. He felt like someone she’d known her whole life. Like this was basically just an ordinary night, just two people together figuring out what to eat.
“Can I…ask you something? Something kind of weird?”
“Sure,” he said. “I guess I should put the meat in the fridge—”
“Is it—do dragons have any kind of effect on people? Like, is it normal for me—I feel like I should be freaking out, but I’m not. I’m just…it feels totally normal to be with you.” It felt
right.
“Well, some people…let me take care of this stuff. I want to look at you while I’m talking.” He turned the oven on, opened up the refrigerator, and put in the meat. Rachel glimpsed some sodas and what might have been beer on the shelves. “Okay.” He turned around and walked over to the counter Rachel was still sitting at. “Can I sit?”
She’d put her snowsuit on the stool next to her. “Oh, of course, just move it.”
He carefully took her snowsuit and moved it down the line, then sat on the stool next to her. He moved—she wouldn’t call it ‘like a dragon,’ because
she didn’t have any idea of how a dragon moved. But there was something solid about him, something powerful. He was secure in his movements, deliberate. Sexy.
But maybe that went without saying.
“So this is going to sound kind of weird,” he said. “But you already saw me turn from a dragon to a human, so maybe not as weird as it would’ve sounded a couple of hours ago. There are humans who—well, my grandfather always said that they had harmonics with dragon shifters. That they weren’t scared or distrustful. So it’s normal, if that’s any consolation.”
“I’ve got harmonics,” she said. “Really?”
“I don’t know if that’s the word I’d use,” he said, and his smile made her feel even warmer, all through her body, curling into her toes and making her ache a little for reasons that had nothing to do with her bruised ribs.
Harmonics. Maybe that’s it.
“I think you’re pretty great, though.”
She couldn’t help but feel skeptical about that. “You just met me.”
“And you’ve already felt your way past our magic. That’s impressive.”
He was using a lot of…very complimentary words. Her face reddened a little. “That’s—that can’t be that big a deal.”
“It is,” he said. “Our illusions are very powerful. Most people don’t even think about looking beneath them. That’s how we’ve managed to stay hidden all these years.”
“People know dragon shifters exist,” she said, skeptically. “I’ve even seen some.”
On television.
“They do,” he said. “But not much more than that, right? Have you ever seen a lair before? Do you have any idea where we are?”
“I know we’re in radio distance of fire and rescue from what you’ve told me,” she said. “But no, I don’t know more than that.”
“When dragons go public, things can get…complicated,” he said. “Treasure hunters. Sometimes even the government, wanting to get their hands on gold and jewels. Every clan’s got a story. It’s better to stay quiet about it. And that includes keeping the lair a secret. But…the people we trust? We don’t hide from them. Would you like to come up to the radio tower? I want you to see.”
“Okay,” she said, and stood up. “I’d like to see. It…it’s not bad in here, but I do feel a little like I’m in a cave or a secret lair.” She looked a little sheepish. “I mean, I am in a secret lair, I guess. But it doesn’t really feel like I
belong.”
“You’re my guest,” he said firmly. “That means you belong.”
She took his hand. His grip was strong and confident. She tried not to shiver, but his touch sure felt good, even if it was just his fingers against hers.
“So you’re a scientist of some kind,” he said. “But I haven’t asked you anything more than that.”
“Oh, I’m a geologist at the university. There’s been a lot of unusual seismic activity here, and they sent me out to take some samples, see if there was anything visually obvious. Sometimes out here in the Northeast, we’re so familiar with our mountains we kind of take them for granted. They do something unexpected, we’re suddenly all on our toes.”
“That’s why I was out here, too,” he confessed, opening the door he’d been coming in and out of and letting her take the stairs ahead of him. “And I’m afraid it’s connected to the person who attacked you.”
“What makes you think that?”
“It’s—no one messes with another clan’s lair. It’s almost unheard of. The kind of thing people used to fight wars over, though that was all a long time ago. We were all hoping the rumbling was just, well, what you figured, some fault deep in the mountains no one realized was there, or maybe the lair needed repairs. But if someone’s trying to push humans off mountains? They might be doing something to the mountain itself. And they sure aren’t trustworthy.”
“I see,” she said, not sure she actually did.
“It’s a lot to take in,” he said. “Especially when you’ve just met your first dragon shifter.”
“I have,” she said. They’d reached the top of the stairs. He’d left the door open, so she stepped up on the landing. “So this is…the radio room?”
“Basically,” he said. “Can you see out the window? There’s a defogger if we need it.”
“No,” she said. “It’s…it’s nice and clear. It’s beautiful.”
He stepped up beside her. “Thank you,” he said. “Can you see where we are?”
She looked out. The sky was spotted with stars, and the moon was out, so the light bounced off the snow, making the night less dark, at least for now. She had to take some time to get her eyes used to the darkness, but eventually she could make out the shapes around her: mountain peaks. They were high up, right in the Adirondacks, not far from where she’d been attacked. “We’re—this is carved right in the side of the mountain, isn’t it?”
“It is,” he confirmed. The lair was inlaid on the western side of the peak, so it would be illuminated by the setting sun every evening. It’d be quite a view. “Not far above the treeline.”
He was standing very close. Rachel wondered if he realized how much she liked that.
She focused back on the lair. “And it’s been here…how long?”
“This was the first thing we put in,” he said. “I don’t remember the exact date. We’ve expanded and changed it over the years, but the window’s been here from the start. It’s all protected by illusion.”
“That’s amazing,” she said. If she looked deep into the sky, she could see the fuzzy look of the storm starting to roll in, darkening the sky and starting to blur out the stars.
“It’s crafted so no one outside the clan can see it, not even other dragons, which is one of the reasons I’m not too happy to have any kind of strange dragon around here. It’s possible that they’re trying to build a lair of their own and just don’t know we’re here, but I wouldn’t call it likely. And whoever it was has violated our code of honor.”
“How so? If they didn’t know your lair was here—”
“Not that part of the code,” he said, and she could hear sharp anger in his voice. “They hurt a human.”
“Me?”
“You,” he said. “No matter who you were, when I saw you there, it was my obligation to help you. And to harm someone—” He shook his head. “That’s more than a breach of trust, it’s a break from our code.”
“Even if a human is dangerous?”
“You’re not dangerous,” he said. “Even if you’d seen through our illusion, we’d be able to talk to you. Try to persuade you. Any harm at all is a last resort, even if it’s for self-defense. My grandfather always described it as our obligation.”
She crossed her arms over her chest. How did dragon shifters see ordinary humans, then? “Obligation? Like caring for helpless animals?”
“No,” he said quickly. “Not like that at all. Like caring for each other. We’re not allowed to harm other dragon shifters, either. It’s just a little more challenging to for one dragon shifter to hurt another than a human. Our code is very important to us. Without it, we’re just—I don’t know. Beasts.” He clearly took this seriously.
“You’re definitely not a beast,” she said. He was so close to her. If she reached out—
She shouldn’t. She’d just met him. And as much as she knew in her heart that she could trust him, she’d been through so much today—she was still a little shaky from it all. She couldn’t just throw herself at her protector, no matter how hot he was.
“I’m glad you think so,” he said. Every compliment from him was making her warmer. If he said too much, she’d be floating on air…or melting into a puddle. She wasn’t quite sure which.
“I still—you seem pretty trusting. I mean, you just met me. And now you’ve showed me where you live.”
“With all respect, if you did start telling people, would anyone believe you?”
“I don’t know,” Rachel said. “But that’s a good point.”
“And the magic keeps us well shielded. If you tried to come back here, even with what you know, it wouldn’t be easy without any visual cues.”
It sure wouldn’t. “And..is it better to be a dragon? Or a human? Do you guys have—preferences?”
“Most of us spend most of our time as human, so we like to be in dragon form here sometimes,” he said. “But really, either way, the dragon’s here. Part of us.”
“Okay,” she said. “So. We eat, we wait out the storm—is there a place to sleep that isn’t the room I was in? It’s not very—”
Friendly. Comfortable. “I mean, it’s fine, I appreciate it—”
“There are real bedrooms,” he said. “Like the kitchen, they’re a little—dragon-ish. But you’re already used to that, so you should be fine.”
Dragon interior design was actually pretty interesting, even aside from all the ‘doorways and halls built for big dogs or small ponies’ thing. “That sounds fine,” she said. “I don’t suppose there are any rooms with windows, though.”
“A few, and I could create one in one of the rooms that doesn’t with illusion, if you’d like. I want you to be comfortable. Speaking of which, how are you feeling?”
“Achy,” she admitted. “Feels like my ribs are bruised.”
“I’m sure they are,” he said. “I don’t want you to feel uncomfortable about this, but we have healing magic, as well. If you’d like, I can…do a little work on your ribs, make them feel better. I can affect the pain, too, turn it down. There’s some painkillers downstairs, the normal kind. I should have offered them to you sooner, but I hadn’t realized you’d been so hurt until I saw you going up the stairs. I should have known it was painful—”
“I went down pretty hard,” she said, hugging herself a little, despite the pain. She could picture them, grabbing at her, holding her down—
“Hey,” he said, and touched her arm. “It’s okay. I’m here. I’m not going to let that happen to you again.”
She looked up at him. His face was serious. Determined.
“I promise,” he said.
It was enough to bring her mind back to the present. Back to the fact that Brad was looking straight at her, looking at her like she was something precious. Something he’d want to protect.
Despite the pain and the fear, warmth spread through her.
He seemed to have realized his intensity, and he stepped back from her a little. “I—did you want me to do anything? Help with the pain? We can go down and hit the medicine cabinet too. I won’t be offended, I promise.”
“If you can—it’d be faster than the pills, right? And it would…fix some of the damage?”
“It would,” he said. “I could do it right here and now. Won’t take more than a minute or two.”
“That easy?”
“It’s not a cure-all,” he said, “but it would take the edge off. And you won’t have to worry about re-injuring yourself. I don’t like the thought of you in pain.”
That was…well. It was nice. “Do I need to—do anything?”
“Just hold still,” he said. “It won’t take very long.”
“Move my arms, or—”
But he was already doing—whatever it was he was doing. His eyes were focused on her torso. She felt her face heating up again. She couldn’t remember the last time a man had looked at her so intensely. She couldn’t even remember when she’d
wanted
a man to.
He had his hands held out, just above her skin. Even though her ribs ached, part of her still wanted him to pull her close.
She wanted it even more as the magic took effect. The pain started slowly fading from her body, not completely gone, but muted. She could feel how close he was. He smelled clean, like soap. This close she could see the soft hints of waviness in his dark hair, the small, subtle variations from dark brown to near black. She could see how long and thick his eyelashes were.
She could feel how her heart was starting to pound.
Was dragon magic supposed to be a turn-on? Or was it just that she was so close to Brad now?
“My uncle,” he said, his eyes still glued to her, “could heal you completely, but I’m not skilled enough. Or old enough. Usually you only get that much power when you pass thirty.”
“You get better with experience?”
“That’s part of it,” he said. “Hold on—” He frowned a little in thought, and then put his hands down. The pain had faded pretty dramatically. “Better?”
“Much better,” she said. “Thank you.”
“Good,” he said, smiling at her. “Anyway, some of it’s experience, some of it is that our power really does grow, mostly, as we age. As we near the end of our lives, it fades again, but I’ve got a way to go before that.”
“Do you live—long?”
“We’re about the same as humans,” he said. “Generally a little more long-lived, and we’re less likely to die in, say, an accident. A little tougher.”
“Not as…thin-skinned?”
He laughed. “You could say that. I’m going to try to radio my uncle now, and
you’re welcome to listen in.”
“Sure,” she said. “It’s pretty up here.” It made her wonder what it would be like to be a dragon shifter, to soar up this high in the sky. They must be pretty good at handling high elevations, too. She looked out in the sky, up above the clouds, and tried to picture Brad out there. It seemed hard to believe, even though she’d seen him in his dragon form. How long could he fly for? Was it strange to be here on the ground as a human? She had so many questions, and they all felt intrusive and rude.
He’d been pretty generous to explain things so far, though. Maybe he wouldn’t mind if she just asked a few more things. He’d been kind enough to save her, to tell her the truth—even to help her with the pain from her injuries. That meant he trusted her, right? At least a little. She liked that thought. Tomorrow, she’d probably be back at work, pretending none of this had ever happened to her.
Oh, she probably would have to talk about getting hurt. She might even be able to say a little about her rescue. But this strange, fascinating lair, and the dragon shifter who called it home? Not a chance.
Maybe she could tell them about the man she’d met. But they probably wouldn’t believe how handsome he was. Rachel could hardly believe it herself.
She could just put her hand down and touch his hair. In her fantasy, he would lean back against the touch, maybe moan a little, and she could put her face down to kiss him—
Brad shook his head, startling her out of her reverie. “Just figures,” he said. “Doug’s nowhere to be found. Half the time when I’m up here, he’s calling for
me,
and now that I actually want to talk with him—” He sighed. “I’ll try again after we eat. But there’s no sense in sitting around here all night. Do you want to see the rest of the lair? It’s more interesting without the illusion.”
“It was interesting already,” she said. “But I’d love to.”
“Good, because there’s some things I want to show you,” he said, eagerly. “I hope you’ll like this place.”
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She blushed a little at his words, clearly flattered. He felt his cock react to her. He wanted to sit her on his lap right here, and—
Shit, that was just the start.
“I don’t see why it matters if
I
like it,” she objected.
“You’re special,” he said. “I want you to feel like this is…this is a place where you can belong.”
“I won’t pretend I’m not flattered,” she said, and he felt his whole body warming more at her pleased smile. “Though I’m still not sure why I’m so—special.”
“Well, there really aren’t that many dragons, honestly,” he said. “And even if there were a lot of us, we have to be a part of the world. Having humans as our friends, our allies—it’s incredibly important. It’s been important all our lives.”
“So you need, what? Men, women on the outside?”
“That’s…well, that’s a mercenary way of putting it. I guess my uncle would probably put it that way. Dad’s a little more—romantic, maybe? He says it’s about interdependence. Just like everything else in the world. We rely on each other. We’re not that different from humans who aren’t shifters, anyway.”
Rachel looked skeptical. “Except you have lairs carved out of stone.”
“Well, yeah,” he said. “There is that.” Probably not the best time to talk about what was in the hoards. Not yet. She was still getting used to a lot of things about his world. “Not just carved, if it’s any consolation. This isn’t all one big piece of marble. It’s joined, mostly. And if you look up in the ceilings there are a lot of small openings for ventilation, that sort of thing. It’s not as perfect as it looks.”
“Is that a dragon shifter thing, making things look perfect?”
“It’s…it’s not uncommon. But it’s not really my style, if you want to know the truth.” He wanted to slip his arm around her waist, but he wasn’t sure if it was the right time. “I guess I like things to feel a little less planned. Little more real.”
“I’m all for real,” she said. “Though I can’t deny that this is pretty.”
“It’s even more beautiful when the sun’s out. I can’t wait to show you.”
She walked ahead of him down the stairs, so he got to watch the gentle sway of her hips as she moved. She might have been wearing just a straightforward pair of jeans and a sweater, but the way she filled them out was still something to see.
With her walking ahead of him, he didn’t have to worry so much about his…interest showing. And he sure was interested. Dad had told him that he’d know, beyond all doubt, when it happened, when he saw his mate. Dad had been 100% right.
All he wanted to do was pull Rachel in his arms, kiss her passionately, and take her into his hoard.
“Brad?”
Oh. He hadn’t been paying enough attention. “Sorry,” he said. “Just thinking.”
“I’m just going to grab another drink before the rest of the tour,” she said. “I’m just—I guess I got dehydrated, with everything that happened. And the sardines were salty.”
“Of course,” he said. “And—”
His thoughts were interrupted by the rumbling, like an earthquake that appeared to start at the center of the mountain. He caught Rachel’s arm. “Hold on,” he said. “This place is solidly built, but—”
“This is why I came out here,” she said. “And it’s not—you’re sure it’s none of the work you’ve done here in the mountain?”
“More than sure,” he said. “This place has been here for decades, and we’re well aware of the potential impact our actions have. The patterns don’t match up to any of our activity. I think—I fear—that it’s those other dragons. Anyone reckless enough to attack you might not care about what damage they would do to the mountain around them.” It certainly didn’t make much of a long-term plan. “I took a look when I went to find your stuff, but—well, they didn’t leave any calling card. I guess that’s not a surprise.”
He wished he’d seen what had happened. He wanted to know what his family was facing.
He wanted to throttle whoever it was personally, too, but that was another story. He couldn’t risk a war without having a better idea of what was going on, no matter how much he wanted to.
The rumbles faded, but he kept his hand on her arm, steadying her. The urge to pull her into his arms was almost too much to bear. “Are you all right?”
“I’m fine,” she said. “We need to know what they’re doing, though. As soon as we can.”
“Agreed.”
“Your uncle—well, is there anyone in your family with geological knowledge?”
“My younger brother’s studying mineralogy,” he said, “and Doug’s an engineer. Grandpa was a stonecutter. He learned it from my great-grandfather, who was from the old country. Slovakia
So—some? A lot of hands-on experience.”
“I’m worried,” she said. “If these people don’t have a good understanding of what they’re doing, they could do some real damage. Bring down the lair, and everything around it.” They both started walking down the stairs again. “Including us.”
That wasn’t an encouraging thought.
“So…what do you do?” Rachel asked. “When something like this happens?”
“It’s not common, which is good, but also why I have to check in with my uncle. There’s protocol. Complicated protocol.” The kind of thing he was glad that his uncle handled and not him. “He’ll have to ask the other clan leaders if they’ve seen this sort of thing, try to figure out who might be wanting to overstep their boundaries. A lot of careful discussion and negotiation. I don’t really have the patience for it. One of my younger brothers will probably take over as clan leader, when Doug passes it on. Or a grandkid.”
“Not your sister?”
“She’s not a shifter,” he said. “Most women aren’t, and not all men are, it can skip a generation. That’s one of the reasons it’s so important to honor our relationship with humans who aren’t shifters. Without them, we wouldn’t have many little dragons around.”
She smiled at the thought. “Little dragons, huh? Can you shift when you’re babies?”
“Not babies, but toddlers,” he said. “A lot of shifter families end up home schooling, because they don’t want any embarrassments. We went to public school, though. Doug and my dad were pretty adamant about that, actually. They thought it was worth the tradeoff. It’s not like people don’t know shifters exist.”
“Did you ever—blow your cover?”
He grinned. “We did not, which just made them feel more vindicated that if a dragon shifter was just raised right they’d never screw up and shift as little kids. I’m…a little skeptical about that, myself.” Accidents could happen to anyone. “One of my best friends ended up shifting on a playground in first grade, just before he fell off the jungle gym. Didn’t want to break anything, so he went soaring. Flew all the way home. His mom came back from work, found him crying in his bed.”
“No one from the school called?”
“She’d just gotten a job, and the school didn’t have her number yet. From how Jace tells it, there was a lot of yelling.”
“I bet,” she said. “I’d freak out if a kid of mine had been home alone all day, for sure.”
But not about the dragon part. Brad felt his heart warming, along with everything else.
I told you,
his dragon said.
They’d reached the bottom of the stairs, and he resisted the urge to take her hand in hers. “So,” he said, settling for standing at her side, close enough to feel her warmth. “I promised you a tour.”
“You did. I confess, I’m looking forward to it.”
He offered his arm. It felt old-fashioned, but he wanted to touch her, and it seemed like an offer that would be easier to say no to.
She smiled, a gentle, sweet smile that made his insides tighten and his dick twitch, and took it. Her arm felt warm in hers.
“So, let’s start where you started, the room you woke up in, at the end of the hall. You’ll find it a little it different than it was. The…special features were pretty well hidden.”
“Special features,” she said, and he could hear pleasure and curiosity in her voice. “That sounds very interesting.”
“I’m not sure it’s
that
exciting,” he said. “But everything here is custom-made for shifters in both forms, dragon and human. Which means that they have to be big, to accommodate wings, and the lighting is pretty soft.” He opened the door to the chamber. “Dragons have excellent eyesight, which can make harsh lighting—well. Harsh. Also…we like gold.”
The recessed lights had golden fixtures, and there was a line of deep gold trim about a foot down from the ceiling.
The real treasure was the floor, though. It was a patterned marble inlay, with gilt covering the mortar. Totally impractical, of course, which is why it was only in the guest room.
“What the heck?” she said. “How did I not notice that?”
“You didn’t notice it because our magic told you not to,” he said.
“Wow,” she said. “What else didn’t I notice?”
“Not much, honestly. Using your fingers meant you saw how to get out of the room early. And I didn’t show you more than here and the kitchen and bathroom.”
“I still haven’t seen the bathroom,” she said. “You just showed me where it was, and I—I guess I was too busy being hungry.”
“You needed to eat, for sure,” he said. “I wouldn’t apologize for that. You’ve been through a lot today.”
“I guess you’re right. It still doesn’t really feel real yet, and I still don’t know why. I mean, all I had was
a few instruments. I can’t believe I posed any kind of threat to them, you know?”
“The kind of people who would do what they did to you—” A shadow passed over his face. “They’re not the kind of people who make smart decisions. Clan law is pretty clear about getting close to another clan’s lair, and we don’t have much patience for hurting innocent people. Whoever it is, they’re either desperate or dumb. Maybe both. With a side of just plain evil. If they show up again—” Anger flashed over his face for a second. “Well,” he said. “After dinner, I should be able to talk to Doug…even he’ll be getting worried that he hasn’t heard from me. We’ll start getting things straightened out, and get you safe.”
“Thank you,” she said. “I honestly don’t know how I’ll explain it all, when I get back.”
“We’ll have to figure out a cover story,” he said. “You’ve probably got some pretty good bruising, so we can probably do something with that.”
“Thanks, I think.”
“Come on,” he said. “I want to show you the rest of the lair. The individual hoards are off-limits, but you can see mine.”
“You…you really have a hoard?”
“I’m a dragon,” he said. “There are expectations to live up to.” He pointed at the doors in the hallway, showing his well-muscled arm in the process. They were big, too, though they didn’t seem as spacious as the main doors were. “So all of these are family hoards, and they’re locked. Mine’s next to the kitchen.”
Of course.
The hoard next to the kitchen.
He said it as matter-of-factly as saying he had the top bunk when he was a kid.
“I have a window, so that’s nice,” he said. “Little bit of a different view than you get from the radio room, if it hasn’t gotten too dark.”
“That sounds nice,” she said. “Is it getting too dark?”
“Maybe,” he said. “But at least you can see the room.”
Without the magic obscuring the real lair, she could see the claw marks that sometimes scraped the marble floor. She could see the brass hooks hanging from the walls next to the lighting; something for young dragons to hang from, perhaps? “You came here when you were a kid?”
“We used to visit pretty often,” he said. “If you’re wondering if I hung off those rings when I was a little dragon, the answer is yes. I went to college in Florida, but then I didn’t have much luck finding the job I wanted, and Doug asked me if I could take a little time working in the family business. He’s right that I can build up my resume that way, even if I did want to break out on my own to start.” He shrugged. “You know how it is. You don’t want things handed to you.”
“I get that,” she said. “My mom still wants to know why I didn’t just take over the family business. She says out here’s no place for a lady.”
“That’s…old-fashioned,” he said. “What do you say back to her?”
“Not much any more,” she confessed. “She—I love her. I’m proud of her. She’s worked really hard to run her business, and to help her community. She—I feel like she doesn’t believe me when I say that, but I do. But I can’t—”
“You wanted to do your own thing.”
“I wanted to be a geologist,” she said. “I wanted to work with mountains. Not smile at customers until my face ached.”
“She’s got a store? A restaurant?”
“Little general store,” she said. “I come from a tiny little town in New Hampshire. Not much goes on there. I spent most of my time out in the backyard digging up rocks and pretending to write scientific papers in my notebook.” Of course at her age, the scientific papers were generally “This rock is cool. It is bluish-gray,” but hey, she’d been little.
“So you’ve wanted to be a geologist your whole life.”
“Well, not my whole life,” she confessed. “I wanted to be a scientist, always. But sometimes it was rocks, sometimes I wanted to work with animals. I
definitely
didn’t want to work at the store. Guys were leering at me before I even hit puberty, I swear. And after that—” She’d always been curvy. And men didn’t know how to keep their mouths shut, especially when your job was to smile through whatever crap they threw at you. She sure wasn’t going to stay in town and put up with that. And if she ever had kids of her own—they were
never
going to have to put up with that. No more rotting away in a town small enough to suffocate you.
The university was a pretty small town too, but it felt different. More open, less crushing. And she got to do what she loved. Every day.
She wouldn’t trade that for anything.
“Anyway. I wanted a career in science, and I would have worked just about anywhere else in the world but at that store. So I got a scholarship, and I got out. But she was counting on me to run the store, and I guess she’s never really forgiven me.”
“Were you her only child?”
“No, but I ended up…kind of holding the bag,” she said. “My older brother had a free pass because he was the boy, there was nothing he could do to disappoint her. And my little sister uses a wheelchair, so Mom decided she couldn’t do—well. Anything. Got her out of working at the store, but getting her into college was almost as much work as doing it myself. And of course she wouldn’t give us any help.” They’d both had to file a ton of paperwork that basically said ‘Mom doesn’t want us to get an education.’ “My brother liked working with his hands, building. He’s a master carpenter. I don’t know if Mom would’ve kicked up a fuss if he’d wanted to go to college or not, but I
do
know she didn’t expect him to smile for the customers 24/7. That was my job.”
“That sounds hard,” he said. “Was your dad around?”
“He died when my sister was a baby. I never knew him, not really. She and I are only eighteen months apart. My brother was a little older, but not enough to really remember him.” She hadn’t known her dad’s family well, either. Most of her life it’d just been Mom and her brother and sister. “I know it wasn’t easy for Mom. I know that. I just wish she’d realized it wasn’t always easy for us, either.”
“What’s your sister doing now?”
“She’s still in college,” Rachel said. “Graduate school now, she wants to be a professor, in linguistics.”
“You must be pretty proud of her,” he said.
“Yeah,” she confessed. “I am.” Penelope had always worked damn hard. They’d earned their degrees and then some, and she couldn’t wait to see what Penelope did next.
“I’d like to meet them someday,” he said. “At least your brother and sister. And it’s past time for you to see my hoard.”
“You—you can’t show that to just anyone.” Wasn’t it full of gold, or treasure?
“No,” he said, matter-of-factly. “I’m showing it to you.”
“Okay,” she said. “You’re…awfully trusting of someone you just pulled in off the mountain.” And he’d said he wanted to meet her family, too. That was a lot of confidence in a woman he’d just met.
“I don’t have any reason not to trust you,” he said. “And…I’m kind of holding most of the cards here. Your phone isn’t working, your snowsuit is torn, and I can turn into a dragon.”
“When you put it like that—”
“And you—let’s just say I’ve got a good feeling about you.”
“I…I have a good feeling about you, too.”
His smile got a little shy at that. “You do? Well. Good. I’m glad.”
“So…a hoard? Like, a real proper dragon hoard with…gold?”
“A real proper dragon hoard with gold. And jewels, if you like those better.”
She’d never really thought about it. She hadn’t exactly grown up surrounded by fancy jewelry. “But really, a
hoard?”
He laughed. “Come on, I want to show you.”
If there was anything that took her aback more than anything else, it was how much Brad seemed to like her, how much he wanted to learn about her, all the things he wanted to show her. And how eager she was to see it all. He just—
She couldn’t put her finger on what, exactly, it was about him, but he made her feel so comfortable. At home, almost. And safe.
His hoard was the last door on the right before the kitchen. “Here it is,” he said, and placed his palm on the door, just a little above where a normal doorknob would be. There was a faint glow around his hand, and Rachel heard the door unlock.
“Come on in,” he said. “Take a look.”
This room must have been carved of stone, like the rest of the lair, but it felt softer, warmer. A single lamp by the bed gave a golden glow to the room…which was plenty gold already. There were rich hangings covering the walls in bright blues and purples, which was a cool contrast to the gold in the room.
There was a
lot
of gold in the room. Rachel saw two gilt-covered chairs, a boat-shaped bed that appeared to be carved from a single piece of dark wood…with gold trim and a gold-colored bedspread. A mirror at the far end of the room had a golden frame with a jeweled peacock at the corner. That must not have been enough gold for Brad’s taste, though, because he also had a marble-and-gold leaf desk against one wall, with a jarringly modern laptop. Adding to the flow in the room were the chests that sat against the walls, taking up almost all the remaining space. Most of them were trimmed with gold or jewels, but Rachel realized that a few were solid gold leaf. Rachel wondered if they were all filled with treasure, or if one of them had neatly folded socks and underwear.
Everything was big, but not as…dragon
big as the other spaces she’d been in were. This just looked like it was designed for good-sized humans. The bed was king-sized, maybe a little bigger than that, but not something she would get lost in.
“This…the hoards are like our own personal space,” Brad said, from just behind her. “Bedroom, storage, kind of a separate living space too, when we want privacy. More intimate that way.”
Rachel noticed a collection of eggs on a shelf that circled the room; some were plain stone, some were covered in jewels.
About the only thing that wasn’t gold or jewel-colored was a bookshelf set into the wall by the desk, with books that weren’t leather-bound or lined with gold. As far as Rachel could tell most of them were just…ordinary books. Paperbacks and hardcovers, some authors she recognized and some she’d never heard of. Some weren’t even in English. “You read a lot?”
“Not as much as I should,” he said. “But when I can.”
“What are…what are the ones that aren’t in English? Are they all the same language?”
“They are,” he said. “From the old country, I guess you’d say. Most of them are dictionaries or…basically what you’d call young adult books, not too sophisticated. I’ve been trying to get better at Slovak, but—it’s hard. None of us grew up with it, Grandpa only spoke English once he got to America. I know some Spanish, too, because I wanted to do more international work. Hopefully, I can. I don’t know, though. Sometimes I think I’m just going to do this forever.”
“What is there to manage?” She wanted to put her hands on that shiny golden bedspread. It looked soft to the touch. “Just…keeping track of properties, that kind of thing?”
“Pretty much,” he said. “And we’ve got some investments. We’re actually trying to re-invest back in Slovakia. Get in touch with those we left behind.”
“Was there…trouble?”
“If you count World War II and everything that came after as trouble, yes,” he said, “but no bad blood. Grandpa wanted more opportunity than he could find at home, after the war—we like gold, but we use a lot of strategic investing to keep our families going and the hoards growing. No one was investing, at least not in 1946. There was a lot of rebuilding that needed to be done, too, which meant he was going to have to use a lot of magic to keep the family lair quiet. So when he was sixteen he decided to go west, and leave the bad memories behind. He never talked to us about the war. I heard later that he’d helped people, when he could, but…well. I didn’t hear it from him.”
She nodded.
“I mean, I love it here. This is home. I’d just like to leave and come back home sometimes…but you wanted to see the window,” he said, and walked past her, into his room. Hoard. It was hard to figure out what to call things. He pulled back one of the thick blue draperies, and the dark night showed through.
The clouds were right against the window now, by the look of things—it was like something soft and soupy was just outside the room. “Do you think it’s started snowing?”
“Come here,” he said. “You can see it’s coming down if you look carefully.”
It was, and coming down hard. “I’m glad we’re safe inside,” she said. “And it’s nice and warm.”
“Thermal heating,” he said. His arm touched hers, and she felt another jolt of desire run through her body. “And we have a few fireplaces, since we can get a fire going whenever we want.”
“You…because you’re dragons?”
“Exactly,” he said. “As long as we have dry wood, there’s no worry about where to get a flame.”
“That’s pretty cool.” She had read a few things in undergrad about how, while the mechanics of shifting weren’t easy to understand by conventional magic, there were some common theories of how shifters adjusted their body chemistry from form to form. She didn’t remember anything about being able to create flame on cue, though. That seemed a little harder to explain. “This doesn’t seem as—dragon-y as the other rooms. As big.”
“Our dragon forms get bigger as we get older and more powerful. My human form’s stopped growing, but—well, let’s just say that the main rooms are for the kids to shift in. The lower floor’s the only place that can hold more than a couple dragons over thirty comfortably.”
She tried to picture it, without much success.
“Anyway, the storm should be over some time tomorrow, so we can get you home,” he said.
She wasn’t sure she was ready to go home. This place was—well, it was nice even without the gold and jewels. She liked the smooth marble and the warmth of the rooms, and it was certainly hard to beat the view. And Brad…
She wasn’t in any hurry to leave Brad behind.
“What time is it?” he asked. “It’s too soon for the lasagna, right?”
She checked her Fitbit. “We’ve got about another half an hour.”
“I’m supposed to take the tinfoil off,” he said. “You stay here. Sit down, make yourself comfortable. I’ll be right back.”
Make yourself comfortable,
she thought.
Sure, because this is the kind of place I hang out in all the time.
You couldn’t see much out the window any more; it was pretty much fully dark and the storm covered up any stars. All Rachel could see was what the faint light from the room cast out into the night. She watched the thick snowflakes as they fell and the thicker fog—really part of a cloud, she guessed. There was no real way to tell how high up she was, but it must have been pretty high. Anders Peak was about 4,000 feet, but she wasn’t sure if that was the mountain the lair was in, or if Brad had brought her to one of the adjacent mountains. No way of knowing without asking him, and she didn’t want to ask him to give up more family secrets.
It was interesting that the family had chosen the Adirondacks. They were a pretty accessible range, and saw a lot of hiking traffic. It seemed like it would be a lot of extra work trying to keep a lair hidden.
She was making a mental note to ask him when the mountain shook again. She grabbed, instinctively, for the nearest solid object, and found her hand clutching the expensive bedspread. It was even softer than it had looked, like something spun from a spiderweb or a cloud. After a moment’s consideration, she gave in and got on the bed. It didn’t stop the shaking, but somehow it made her feel safer.
It couldn’t have been more than a minute before Brad reappeared. “Rachel,” he said, as he caught sight of her, and her heart leapt up in her chest all over again. “Are you—”
“I’m okay,” she said. “A little—rattled?” It was a bad joke, but it was hard to think straight while the shaking continued.
“I know you don’t have your instruments with you, but—could you take a look at something for me?”
“Sure,” she said. “But fair warning, I don’t do much work with earthquakes. We don’t really get them here.”
“I know. It’s one of the reasons we came here.” He reached out his hand to her, and she clasped his fingers. Even through all the shaking, his hand felt solid and comforting. She scooted over the bed, and he helped her off the edge. “Just stay close to me and you should be all right.”
“Okay,” she said. She didn’t mind staying close to him, at least. He felt warm and solid. She could guess at how muscular his arms must be under his long-sleeved sweater.
“We’re going to go down a few levels,” he said. “I’m afraid—well, I can
sense
something’s going on down there. I might need your eyes on it.”
“What—what do you sense?”
“It almost feels like burrowing,” he said. “Dragons do
some
burrowing, but this feels much larger-scale. Like someone’s trying to break in, if you want to know the truth.”
“And dragons don’t
do
that, right?”
“Not unless they want a war. And there hasn’t been a war for at least a hundred years.” He sighed. “Just our luck to end up on top of it. Maybe they don’t know we’re here—maybe—but I can’t see how, and they’re not being careful at all. They’re not trying to make friends, at least.”
“I guess not.” The shaking wasn’t as violent now, but it sure hadn’t gone away.
“And I don’t know why they’re doing this in a storm like this.”
“It’d be good cover, if they’re hoping no one notices,” she said. “No one’s going to drive or fly out in conditions like this—would they?”
“No,” he agreed. “Dragons have good eyesight, and they’re strong, but we have our limits. And we’re not usually reckless.”
That made sense. Dragon shifters didn’t want humans to know who they were, much less where their big piles of gold were. Flying around in a snowstorm was the kind of thing that could get you a lot of unwanted attention.
Brad was guiding her into a different stairwell than the one they used to ascend to the radio tower. This one was narrower, and the steps were more crudely hewn. “This is kind of our emergency exit,” he explained as they walked. “There’s a shaft here that takes us out of the mountain completely. It’s how I brought you in, actually, because I wanted to make sure no one saw me getting you in.”
She pictured Brad wrapping his arms around her, bringing her into this space to keep her warm and safe. “Were you a human, or a dragon when you did it?”
“Human, mostly,” he said. “I flew you in, I guess you’d say. And then I brought you to the room as a human—I didn’t think you were likely to wake up but I didn’t want to take any chances. I didn’t know then how special you were.”
“You keep using that word,” she joked. “I do not think it means what you think it means.”
“I think I know exactly—” He reached over and snapped on a light. “Exactly how special you are.”
They were in a low-ceilinged room that reminded Rachel of a parking garage.
Brad scanned the space. “I’m pretty sure the vibrations are from the northern wall. Let’s take a look.”
“Do you have a flashlight or something?” Rachel asked.
“There’s one—” he reached into an alcove next to the light switch. “We keep one here, just in case it’s needed. It’ll help you, I’m sure. Just try to keep it out of my eyes.”
“Of course.” It was a heavy metal light, with a big pushbutton. She turned it on and flashed the light out across the room. “Which wall’s the northern one?”
“Sorry—to your right. I grew up knowing where we were, you just got here.”
She turned the beam toward the northern wall. “I…don’t think you need my expertise for this one, Brad.”
She could hear him whistle behind her. “Are they trying to bring down the whole mountain?”
The north wall was covered with cracks, fine crazing running across the wall along with a few major points of impact. As they stood watching, the shaking intensified for a moment, and one of the cracks—a deep one running parallel to the floor, about a foot up—got even thicker. “It’ll take a while,” she said. “But it won’t be stable forever.”
“I should try my uncle again. One dragon could do this, but it would be a lot of work. We might be dealing with—” He sighed. “I definitely need to talk to Doug.”
She nodded. “Reinforcements wouldn’t be a bad idea, I guess. Back up the stairs, huh?”
“There’s a quicker way, if you’re willing,” he said. “There’s a tunnel that runs throughout the structure—top to bottom.”
“Like an elevator?”
He nodded. “Like a big elevator shaft. You have to do it by wing, though. If you don’t mind being carried, I could take you up.”
“No,” she said. The thought of flying—even indoors—sounded amazing. “Let’s try it. I’m not afraid of heights.”
“I’m glad,” he said. “Just—give me a second. I’ll just take you in my arms, and we’ll go up, all right?”
“All right.” She followed him over to an open space. “Why don’t you take this all the time?”
“Sometimes your wings get tired,” he said. “And you have to learn to fly, just like walking. Most of us don’t start flying until we’re ten or eleven, unless we get spooked or we’re really talented at it.
Stairs are pretty important.” He nodded his head forward, and in half-a-second he was a dragon again.
She hadn’t gotten a very good look at him the first time. She’d been too shocked. Now she could see what he really was.
His scales were iridescent, blues and greens shimmering over the gold that covered his body. His wings looked like they were pure gold, stretched over their framework of bone and muscle. He also looked incredibly strong. He reached his arms out to her; thin, with delicate, sharp-looking claws. She stepped into his embrace.
His skin was leathery and very, very warm. He wrapped his arms around her and then—
They were flying.
It wasn’t the open air, just a warm tunnel of stone you could have driven a Mack truck through, but it was still
flying.
Her skin tingled as the warm air passed over her.
It was amazing.
It was over too soon, way too soon, and they were back on solid ground again. Brad stood back from her, letting her go, and the air shimmered again. “Are you okay?” he asked. He was human again, handsome again, just like that. She thought she caught a glimmer of gold in his dark eyes as he looked at her.
“More than okay,” she said. “That was incredible.”
He smiled. “Well…good.”
The shaking had stopped.
“Let’s see if I can get Doug,” he said. “I’m starting to feel like we’re running out of time.”
“What can I do?” she asked.
“Stay here with me for now,” he said. “We may have to move fast, and I want to know right where you are.”
“I was looking forward to the lasagna, too,” she said wryly.
“Me too,” he said, and the way he said it sounded like he was more interested in her company than the lasagna.
That was a nice thought.
He slid the headset on and tried to get in contact with his uncle. Still no response. He handed his cell phone back to her. “Can you check and see if my signal’s come back? I’ve kind of given up, but—”
Worth a try,
she thought, and took his phone off airplane mode. She watched the bars carefully. Nothing. Not a flicker. “Nothing,” she said. “I’m sorry.”
“Me too,” he said. “We can’t move until the weather clears up. I think we’ve got a spare snowsuit in my sister’s room you might be able to use—worst case scenario, maybe you could use one of my brothers’. Maybe—would you mind staying here, on the radio for a second?”
“Um, of course not,” she said. She wasn’t unfamiliar with the setups, though she hadn’t used one in years. “Give me the headphones and I’ll—”
“I want to get some stuff around, in case we have to leave in a hurry,” he said.
She nodded and took his place at the chair.
“Just call every…couple of minutes or so, whatever feels right,” she said. “You heard me, just do what I’ve done—if he asks who you are, tell him the truth. He’ll know he can trust you if I do.”
“That’s…pretty trusting.”
His hand rested on her shoulder for a second. “Just have faith, Rachel. I’ll be right back.”
“Thank you,” she said. “Wish me luck.”
“You won’t need it,” he said. “You’ve got this.”
She heard him go—he didn’t take the stairs this time, just jumped into the tunnel and transformed. She heard a single noise—his wings flapping—and then he was gone.
She waited a few minutes and then tried calling Doug again. “Thuman, Thuman come in, this is Station Hercules, do you copy?”
Nothing. At least the shaking had stopped. She looked out into the night. It was too overcast to see any signal lights or activity that might be out there. What did the other dragons want? And why had they hurt her?
There was no sense trying to imagine the right answer. She tuned the radio again. “Hello, Thuman, Thuman, Station Hercules here, do you copy?”
“Station Hercules,” came a man’s voice, “This is Thuman. Identify yourself.” His voice was deep, deeper than Brad’s, though she could hear echoes of his nephew as he spoke. He sounded serious. Of course, she was a total stranger. He was probably suspicious.
“Station Hercules here,” she said. “Calling on behalf of—” She looked up at the piece of paper with call signs tacked on the wall next to the radio. “Eltanin of Hercules. Do you copy?”
“I copy,” he said, and she could hear his irritation. “Where is Eltanin?”
“We have a situation, Thuman,” she said, trying to keep her voice steady and calm. “The seismic activity has increased, and someone investigating it from the university was attacked. Um. Me. Eltanin is gathering supplies, in case we have to evacuate quickly. He asked me to keep trying to reach you.”
“You’re in the radio room?”
“Confirmed,” she said.
“So he’s found his mate,” he said. “What’s the weather like there, if you do have to evacuate? I heard there was a storm.”
“It’s pretty—wait,
mate?”
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Brad flew back up to the tower, hoping against hope that Doug would have caught the message this time.
He was relieved to hear his uncle’s voice…and then he caught the words that his uncle was saying.
“…mate for life. It’s obvious you’re his mate, or he wouldn’t be trusting you with—”
You have got to be kidding me.
“Rachel? What…exactly are you discussing with my uncle? What exactly is he saying?”
She spun around in the chair. He couldn’t read her expression. She didn’t look angry, at least, but— “I’ve told him about the…intruders,” she said, carefully. “And he’s telling me a little bit about mates.”
“I see,” he said, stopping his hands from curling into fists with some effort. “On an open channel. Without asking me if I’d talked to Rachel about any of this first.”
“I’m driving out tonight,” Doug said, not fazed
by Brad’s words at all. “I’m going to get as far as I can before the storm stops me. I should be at the lair in the morning.”
“That’s not what I asked.”
“That’s what’s going to happen,” he said. “I’ll talk with you tomorrow. You’re authorized to take Protocol Zed if the situation escalates before I can get there. Rachel seems capable enough.”
“Thanks,” Brad heard Rachel mutter under her breath.
“Fine,” Brad said. He knew that was the last he was going to get out of his uncle for the night. It was typical, really. Doug mostly dealt with numbers on paper, not human beings, and seemed to like it that way. He wouldn’t worry for a moment about screwing up his nephew’s love life…not out of spite, just because it wouldn’t even cross his mind.
“Over and out,” Rachel said, and shut off the radio in a hurry.
“I should have warned you about him,” Brad said. “He’s…not great with people. Though he’s usually not that—not great.”
And if he’s ruined your trust in me—
“He’s probably just worried,” she said. “I mean, I would be, if it were my sister, or if she had kids. Especially since he knows he can’t just come here to check on things himself. He said—um, let me see—” She glanced down at a piece of paper at the desk. “I made some notes. He said that he hadn’t heard anything from his usual networks, so he’d ask, but he agreed with you that it was probably some kind of rogue action. He said there were things you could do if it got more dangerous, and that the lair is magically reinforced—I wasn’t worried about that, but I think he was afraid I was—and that the forecast says the storm should all be blown through by about five o’clock tomorrow morning. Which—well, you heard him say he was coming out.”
“I did,” he agreed.
“And I guess you heard him saying that stuff about me being your mate.”
“I guess I did.”
She stood up from the desk and turned to face him. Her face had reddened a little. “I mean, I’m flattered he thinks it, but I tried to explain that you’d just saved me from the mountain. It’s not like it’s love at first sight or anything, right?”
“Well,” he said. He felt wretched. “It kind of is. Not when you first see your mate, but when you first connect. Like, when your eyes meet for the first time, or when you hear their voice speaking to you. It’s…special.”
“I see,” she said. “That’s very romantic, but really?”
“It is, but it’s hard to explain without it sounding kind of creepy.”
She laughed. “I don’t think it’s creepy.”
“Well, the problem is, you meet your mate, and you know, you just
know
it. And sometimes they realize it too, or they just find you—very handsome, and charming.” He put on a silly smile to underline his point. “See? Very charming.”
She laughed again, and his heart grew lighter. “Very.”
“But then you have to decide when, and how, to tell the person you—well, the person you love—the truth. Because you don’t want to just come up to someone and say ‘hello, I’m pretty certain you’re my mate. Do you want to plan the wedding now, or wait a month?’”
She tilted her head to one side, her pretty mouth pursing. “I’m starting to see how people could think this was creepy.”
“I mean, my dad told me it always works out, that if someone’s your mate that’s just all there is to it. But if you love someone, you want it to work out the best way it can. You don’t want to scare them, or make them uncomfortable. Like, you know, if your uncle decides to announce it without even warning you. That might make your mate uncomfortable.”
She was still smiling. That was good, wasn’t it? “I can’t imagine you scaring anyone.”
“I
can
turn into a dragon.”
She shook her head. “I still can’t imagine it. Whoever your mate is, they’re going to be pretty lucky.”
Now or never.
Just tell her,
the dragon was all but shouting.
She’s yours! Don’t hesitate any longer!
“Rachel,” he said. “My uncle—he’s a jerk, but he’s right. When I saw you in the snow, I saw someone in trouble. Someone I was obligated to save. But when you woke up, when I saw your face, your eyes—I knew, then. You weren’t just someone in trouble. You were the person I wanted to spend the rest of my life with. I wouldn’t have shown you all I did if I wasn’t sure. That’s how
he
knew.”
Her face froze for a second in shock, and Brad felt his chest freezing up, too. They were trapped together in the lair, for now. If she was scared, or freaked out—
But then her expression changed, to something like wonder. “That…how is that possible?”
“I don’t know,” he said. “It’s how we’ve always done it, though. We know. We just know.” He reached out his hand to her. “It’s what happened when my father saw my mother. When my grandfather met my grandmother.”
She took it in her own, her soft skin against his. “I’m not sure I believe that,” she said. “But…I’d like to.”
“We’ve got time,” he said. “I’ll take all the time you need.”
“I guess you could start by kissing me,” she suggested.
I told you!
“I like that plan,” he said, and pulled her into his arms.
She was warm, so warm against him, and her curves melted perfectly into his body. She kissed with passion, hunger. She might not be sure she was his mate yet, but she certainly seemed confident kissing him, and he felt her heartbeat pounding against his chest. He put a hand into her hair, which felt soft and wavy.
I could do this for hours,
he thought, feeling his own blood pumping, his cock demanding more and more. He wanted to pick her up and carry her down to his hoard, to the bed. To strip her naked and make love to her until morning. To kiss every inch of her skin.
He settled for kissing her as passionately as he could, for pulling her closer and closer and losing himself in her touch, in the little gasps of pleasure she made when they broke apart and he touched her somewhere new.
He was kissing the side of her neck—such soft skin, Rachel moaning gently as he brushed his lips against the nape—when he felt an unfamiliar vibration.
“Oh,” she said, “Um, I set the timer on my Fitbit. That’s the lasagna. We probably should—”
“We should,” he agreed. “We might have a long night. It’s important to keep up our strength. And I need to tell you about Protocol Zed, and I—I don’t think either of us will pay attention if I keep kissing you through that.”
“I think you’re right,” she agreed, reaching out to smooth his sweater down. “It was nice, though. Kissing you.”
“It was for me too,” he said. He kissed the side of her cheek, and together they walked down to the kitchen. He had gotten hungry; it would be good for them to take some time to eat. And it would give Rachel more time to adjust to the idea of being his mate.
He was still pissed at Doug for that. What the hell had gotten into him? You didn’t just talk with someone about being a mate. Not without checking in your family member first. It was a jerk move.
If Doug had ever found his own mate maybe he would’ve understood.
Maybe not. Maybe there was a reason Doug had never found a mate.
You’re being angry,
he told himself.
Get over yourself and take care of Rachel for now. Your mate’s here. Be happy.
He checked the lasagna. “Not quite ready,” he said. “But we can set the table. I should’ve checked to see if there was bread.”
“We don’t really need bread,” she said. “I figure we’re pretty lucky just to have real food to eat. How does the stove vent?”
“D & I,” he said. “Diffusion and illusion. There’s a network of smaller vents the furnace and stove feed into, and then it’s all covered by illusion. Easier to hide a few small sources of smoke than one big one, and there’s less snowmelt that way.” He slid open the silverware drawer, and together they set the table. He wished they had a few candles on hand. With dragonfire there was never any worry about fueling the lair, but a little romantic lighting would have been nice. He could have gotten out a tablecloth, but maybe not—Rachel already seemed a little overwhelmed by all the gold, and he wasn’t sure there were any tablecloths that didn’t glitter. “Do you like working at the university?”
“I do,” she said, sitting at the kitchen table. She even sat gracefully, he noted, her posture straight and her fingers resting gently on the table. “I’m working on finishing up my doctorate there. I…still haven’t really figured out what I want to do after that. If I had a little more funding, it would help. I’ve applied for some grants, but it feels like a crapshoot.”
“Well, we’ve always got room for people with geological experience,” he said. “Seriously. Mostly what I do is investment, but Doug works to keep the lairs strong and stable. He’s been looking for an emergency location.”
“Have you been worried about—” She gestured. “Something like this?”
“I think the best way to explain it is to say that Uncle Doug is always worried about something.” He sat down opposite her. “I’m sorry about how he was on the radio.”
She shrugged. “He was worried. I guess I would be too, if I found myself talking to a strange woman instead of my favorite nephew.”
“I’m not his favorite,” he said wryly. “That’s Aaron’s honor. I’m glad he at least trusted you enough to talk with you.”
“That reminds me, what was that Protocol Zed he talked about?”
“I’ll have to show you after dinner,” he said. “Basically it’s a worst-case-scenario tool. If the dragons who guard the lair are hurt or something else goes wrong, a human in their clan can use it to protect the lair. It—well, the best way to put it is it’s an anti-magic. It won’t hurt a shifter, but it weakens their magic.”
“Even the magic that holds this place together?”
“Well, if you poured it into the walls, yes, but you’d need a lot of it. This is more like—an anti-magic blaster, I guess.” He felt sheepish. “I mean, not a blaster, really, but that’s probably the best way to describe it. Generations ago it was fashioned more like a wand, then a bow and arrow. Dragons have modified it over the generations to make it easier for newcomers to wield—it’s not exactly something we want people training with for hours.”
“Is it weird to be around it?”
“Uncomfortable,” he said. “And if you’ve been hit with it, you can’t shift or heal yourself for a while. That’s why it has to be used carefully, and why it’s a last resort.”
“And you have to really trust the people you share it with.”
“Exactly.” He reached across the table and took her hand. Just touching her skin—it was driving him crazy. “Like you.”
“I still don’t know how you can be so sure.”
“I didn’t either, until today.” He squeezed her fingers. “My father told me that if—when—I met my mate, I’d know, just instantly
know,
and I thought he was out of his mind.”
“But…you knew?” Was that hope in her voice?
“I did,” he said. “I hope—I hope you’ll know, too, the way I do.” He smiled. “I can’t wait to have you meet my parents, honestly. That sounds so dorky, but—they’re great. And mom’s not a shifter, so you can talk to her about all this stuff. It was all new to her, too.”
“If most guys talked to me like that the first day I met them, I’d think they were getting ahead of themselves,” she said. “But I’ll tell you the truth…I kind of want to meet your parents, too.”
“I’m glad.”
They sat there holding hands like a couple of kids with a crush for a minute, before Brad realized he had to get up and check the lasagna again. It was ready, so he pulled it out of the oven and let it sit on the countertop. “I should show you Protocol Zed while we let that rest. It won’t take long, it’s right over here, next to the kitchen sink. Easy to find. There was a
lot
of debate about the best place to put it, but we decided it should be somewhere everyone could access, and where someone could go without being too suspicious in an emergency. My great-uncle wanted it to be in the bathroom, I guess, but his wife threw a fit and said it was no place for—anyway, you’re right on top of it now, almost.”
“It’s not marked,” she said, as she stopped in front of the counter.
“No, but it doesn’t need to be. Hold out your hand and take a second step toward the sink.”
She did as he asked, though she gave him a skeptical look. Then the counter under her hand glowed slightly. “Oh,” she said, stepping back a little in surprise. “That—that’s it?”
“That’s it,” he said. “It’s primed for a human touch.”
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She couldn’t quite believe what she was doing. “So I just…what?”
“Keep reaching out,” he said. He couldn’t resist; he reached out himself and put his hand on her back, just to be closer to her, to feel her warmth. “And it’ll come to you.”
“Okay,” she said. She sounded skeptical, but she stretched her hand out further.
I’m learning to use a powerful anti-dragon weapon,
she thought to herself.
In the
kitchen.
This is crazy.
But if it can keep me safe…
The counter glowed more brightly, and by the time her hand was directly over the marble surface, she could see the blaster under the countertop, like it was covered in glass.
“Go ahead,” Brad said. “Take it.”
She reached through the glass. It was a strange sensation; there was definitely
something
there, something magical, but she passed through it easily. Like Jello, almost, only room temperature.
The blaster itself—that seemed like the only thing to call it—was cool to the touch. She picked it up carefully with her right hand, making sure she didn’t put a finger on the trigger. It was bronze and red, the right size for a human and disconcertingly shiny for something that could strip a dragon of his magic. “Very…Spaceman Spiff,” she said.
“The last time it was redesigned, we were kids,” he said, a little apologetically. He still had his hand on her back, just above her waist. It felt really good.
“So what do I do with it now? Just point and shoot?”
“Just point and shoot,” he said. “I mean, do it carefully. If you just press the trigger once, like shooting a gun, it gives a very small amount of anti-magic. It’s enough to make someone think twice, but it’s not damaging if you hit someone accidentally. If you need to really stop someone or work your way through an illusion, you have to pull the trigger multiple times, or just hold the trigger down.”
That made sense. “So if I aimed at the countertop and pulled the trigger—”
“You’d see the mechanism that protects the blaster, like it was completely exposed to you.” He paused. “But don’t, please. The magic that holds this place together is…basically constructed to do just that, and every bit of anti-magic weakens it. On a normal day, it’d be fine, but with—”
“Evil dragons burrowing into your mountain?”
He laughed, a little bitterly. “I hope not
evil,
but—yeah.”
“Bad dragons?”
“I guess that’s not much better.” He reached out and put his arm fully around her waist, pulling her gently closer. “Dragons that weren’t brought up right.”
“Dragons with poor social skills.”
His laugh at that was a lot happier. “Let’s eat, I think it’s rested long enough.”
“Definitely.” It smelled delicious. Brad’s uncle might have been fussy and lack social skills, but he either made good lasagna or knew how to get good lasagna. She couldn’t remember the last time something had smelled so good. She carefully put the blaster back.
“You sit down, I’ll bring it to you.”
“I don’t mind—”
He leaned over and kissed her cheek. “You’ve had a hard day. I don’t mind either.”
“All right,” she said, and went back to the table. It wasn’t gilded, just a nice solid wooden table with carved feet that looked like talons. Dragon feet, Rachel supposed. The silverware was shiny and felt heavy and expensive, though Rachel was pretty sure it was stainless steel, not real silver, and the napkins were some kind of heavy cloth. “Do you…always live like this?”
“I don’t eat on china and linen every night, no,” he said. “Actually, I’m not getting the china out tonight, I hope you’re not disappointed.”
“I’ll manage,” she said, grinning.
“I don’t think we have any wine, will water be all right? Or there’s beer, or soda—”
“Water’s good,” she said. “Not too cold, still, please.”
“We just have normal glasses, if it’s any consolation. I know this feels fancy. This is usually where we get together for family meetings, holidays—it’s for special occasions, so we have some of our more special things here. At home it’s usually paper napkins. When I have a napkin.”
“Where do you actually live?”
“Not far from here,” he said. “It’s important to stay within quick flying distance if you’re managing a lair.” He put a steaming plate of lasagna down in front of her, and a full glass of water. “It looks good, anyway.”
“It sure does,” she agreed.
He took his own plate and sat opposite her. “I have an apartment, it’s not much, but I don’t need much. If I want to relax, really have time to myself, I come out here, look out the windows. It’s kind of a retreat from everyday life. No one calls you out here unless it’s an emergency, so you really have all the time you want to do whatever it is you’ve got in mind.”
“What do you do, when you’re out here relaxing?” She hadn’t seen a TV or anything but the single sound system.
“I draw,” he said. “It’s just a hobby, but I love it. It helps me see things—aw, this sounds dumb.”
“No it doesn’t,” she said. “Tell me.”
“I can see things more clearly and carefully when I draw. It—gives me perspective.”
“That’s not dumb at all,” she said. She took a bite of the lasagna. It was cheesy and savory, and she could taste garlic and onions and spice. “Mmmm,” she said, surprised at how good it was.
“Good?”
She nodded.
He tried a forkful. “Oh, that is good,” he said. “At least Doug did one thing right.”
She felt a little bad that he was so angry at his uncle. “I’m sure he’s not that bad.”
Brad sighed. “He’s not, that’s the worst part. But he can really be clueless sometimes. And…this is one of those times. But the lasagna’s good. I wish we had something for dessert.”
She thought about suggesting herself for dessert. Would that be too forward? But he thought she was his mate—
“What are you thinking?” he said. “You’re starting to blush.”
“I wasn’t—I wasn’t really thinking of anything,” she lied.
“You sure?”
“I—” Her face felt like it was on fire, and the rest of her wasn’t exactly cold. She shifted in her seat. “Let’s—we need to eat.”
“We do need to eat,” he agreed. “I’m sure…I’m sure I can eat.”
“Yes.” Though it wasn’t easy. Brad spent a lot of the meal with his eyes focused on her, watching her mouth as she ate. Rationally, she knew she needed to eat—to keep her strength up, and to make sure she healed fully from her injuries—but what she really wanted to do was get up from the table and drop herself into Brad’s lap. If the lasagna hadn’t been so good, she might not have been able to eat anything at all.
“I’m sorry you were hurt,” he said. “But I’m not sorry you’re here.”
“I’m not either,” she said. She’d just been introduced to a whole new world—a world that was full of magic and dragons. And gold. Not without dangers, of course, but she didn’t feel like she was in danger when she was with Brad. She felt safe.
“I’ll protect you,” he said. “Whatever happens—I’m not going to let anything happen to you. Not again.”
She believed him. Completely. “I know,” she said. “I—feel it.”
“That’s what it’s like,” he said. “When you know you belong together.”
“It’s hard to believe,” she said. “But I guess it’s no harder to believe than anything else that’s happened to me today.”
“Have you met other dragon shifters?”
“Not…that I knew were shifters,” she said. “I mean, it’s possible. But I’m pretty sure you’re my first. Unless you count whoever attacked me.”
“We’re not counting them,” he said, firmly.
She took another bite of her lasagna. Probably she wouldn’t have enjoyed it this much if it hadn’t been the first real food she ate after almost dying, and if she wasn’t in the company of such a handsome man, but that didn’t really matter. It tasted delicious, and being with Brad was like some kind of fairy-tale dream come true.
He was watching her eat, in a way that made her face—and the rest of her body—start heating up all over again. “Do you have any of your drawings here? I’d love to see your work.”
“I—there’s a few sketchbooks with my hoard,” he confessed. “I’m just an amateur.”
“That’s all right. I still—it’s part of you, right? So I’d like to see it.”
He smiled at that, and his smile was so warm and affectionate she wanted to put her fork down and—
Well, why not?
She put her fork down and stood up. She walked around the table and leaned down to Brad, who was already tilting his face up toward her, and kissed him.
He slid his chair back and swept her back into his arms, pulling her down into his lap. His kiss was strong and sure, and his arms felt so strong on her back. Dinner could wait.
“I was hoping you’d do that,” he whispered against her ear when they broke the kiss.
“I’m glad I did,” she confessed. She was sitting cross-wise on his lap, and she could feel his erection pushing against her jeans. He felt big.
“I am too,” he said. “Maybe—I guess the rest of dinner could wait a bit, huh? I could take you up to see my…drawings.”
“I’d like to see everything,” she said, knowing how true it was. She didn’t just want to make love to him—though that sure sounded great—she wanted to know him. Everything about him. She wanted to be part of this new world of dragons and magic and gold.
“Okay,” he said, and lifted her up as easily as if she were a feather, not a grown woman. “Let me show you.”
He carried her down the hall to his hoard, stopping as they went for an urgent kiss or two.
He smelled clean, like he’d just stepped out of the shower. It was nice.
Better yet was the sure way he touched her, his arms keeping her steady as he walked swiftly toward his hoard. Toward that bed with the soft, golden bedspread.
“I want to take you flying,” he said. “As soon as we can—”
“I feel like I’m flying right now,” she confessed.
He unlocked the door to his hoard, and it felt like the room was nothing but glowing, warm gold. He placed her delicately on the bed, sitting right on the edge, and went to take a step back. She didn’t let him. Instead, she pulled him close and tugged at his clothes.
It seemed like there was an awful lot to take off: his sweater, then a pale blue button-up shirt, then a white t-shirt underneath. But then she could see his broad, muscular chest. She reached her palms across his chest, trying to touch as much of his skin as she could. He didn’t have much chest hair; she wondered if it was a dragon thing.
He pulled her back into his arms and kissed her. She felt his hands reaching for her, for the back of her sweater. He grabbed the hem and pulled it over her head. She had a long-sleeved t-shirt underneath, which she pulled off herself, even though she had to wiggle in her embrace to do it. She wanted her skin to be touching his,
now.
Her skin was on fire, as brilliantly gold as the bedspread she was on.
He seemed to understand what she wanted, grabbing her light thermal underwear next and pulling it after her shirt, then getting his hands to the clasp of her bra. “You’re so beautiful,” he said. “I’ve wanted to see you like this since you woke up.”
“What is that, two hours?”
He laughed, a little embarrassed. “Maybe three. But—Rachel. I
knew.
I knew this would feel—” Her bra came undone, and he gasped.
“Rachel,”
he said, and he sounded like the happiest man in the world.
She laughed too, and pulled him close to her for another kiss, so she could feel her breasts against his muscles. It felt so, so good. Even better when he took his warm hands and put them on her bare back. His mouth was warm and wet against hers, and the way he moved his tongue gave her little shivers up and down her back.
Brad tried to move away from her, but she pulled him back. She didn’t want to lose his touch, no matter what he had in mind. It felt too good just the way it was.
“Mmm,” he said, pulling back a little from the kiss in response. “If that’s what you want—”
He rolled down on the bed next to her, pulling her with him. It took her mind a second to orient itself, but she realized quickly what had happened: he’d pulled her fully on top of him, her jeans against his, her bare breasts pushing down into his chest.
“Oh,” she said, the sound escaping her before she’d even realized.
He laughed. “That’s more like it,” he said, and pressed a warm, wet kiss into her bare shoulder. He continued kissing her, guiding her body up so he could kiss a line down her chest and to her left breast. He took her nipple into his mouth, using his tongue to tease it even harder. She rode her hips against his, feeling his hardness. Her panties were pretty much soaked through. Oh, she
wanted
him. She was as turned on as a high school kid.
It sure felt like he was, too.
He pushed his hips up against her, as if to confirm her thoughts. He reached across her chest with a thumb and started teasing her right nipple, setting off another chain reaction of pleasure. She gasped. Her right hand was still supporting her weight, but her left hand had become tangled in the bedspread,
clutching at the fabric as she tried to hold herself together. He hadn’t even touched her below the waist and she already felt like she was ready to come apart.
“Good?” he whispered.
She could only nod. She wanted him, wanted so much. It felt so good to be near him, to touch him. Maybe he was right about this whole
mate
thing. Maybe—
With a final lick, he let go of both breasts, and pushed her further up his body, so her breasts were almost even with his chin. He nuzzled and kissed at them both. Rachel could only moan. Her whole body was beginning to shake; she couldn’t begin to control the way her body was reacting. He felt so good. Everything felt so good, so warm, so
perfect.
His hands traveled down her sides as he kissed at her breasts, and she had to put both hands down to support her weight. Before she realized what he was going to do, Brad had unbuttoned her jeans, and was pulling the fly open.
There’s no way we can get them off without me moving,
she thought.
What’s he going to do?
He took his face from her breasts and tilted his chin up. “Roll over,” he said. It wasn’t a command, but as far as her libido was concerned it might as well have been. She was helpless to do anything but what he asked.
She rolled on her back, and she just caught his brilliant smile before he started pulling her jeans over her hips, taking her thermals and panties with him.
At least they can dry out a little,
she thought, before he put his hands back on her breasts and she couldn’t think at all any more.
He kissed each breast just once, then started kissing a line down her body, starting at her breastbone and going lower and lower. He lingered for a second at her navel, then started again. She was moaning hard by then, wetter than she’d been in years, helpless to do anything but reach out for his chest and shoulders as he worked his way down her body and open her legs as he kissed her pelvis and then went still lower. He licked at the hair on her pelvis, then started working his mouth between her legs.
She spread her legs so wide she could feel them stretch. She wanted him, wanted his mouth, more than she could stand. Every inch of her body blazed with heat.
His mouth was wet and warm and she shivered again as he worked his way into her folds. The heat was unbearable now, and she writhed against the thick silk. Everything was golden around her; the room, the heat. Brad was making her ache, and she twisted her body against the sheets. Every inch of her was alive with sensation.
She moaned again. Brad put a firm, warm hand on her thigh, stroking the skin there. His touch was gentle and light, and made her shake even harder.
Brad licked at her again, and then his tongue slid further and deeper into her—
Oh.
She was too overwhelmed to scream. Her whole universe had moved down to one tiny point, to Brad and his mouth and tongue inside her, wet, hot, unbearably good. He was moving slowly, deliberately, and she felt like she was about to come apart. He reached deliberately between her legs, and his light, electric touch found her clit.
Then
she screamed, her voice sounding harsh, her throat tightening as her whole body was taken over by pleasure, her orgasm a hot wave that took over every sense.
It took a long, long time for the shaking to subside, for the rest of the room to slowly pull back into focus. She looked up at the ceiling while she caught her breath.
“I think I could watch you like that forever,” Brad said with relish. “Or sketch you.” He still sounded out of breath.
Of course, he must still be hard. “You can—”
“I think I might,” he said, and she could hear hunger in his voice. “Rachel, I have to say—”
But he was interrupted by a high-pitched noise, like a siren. “Is that?”
“Alarm.” He was already standing up, tugging his pants on. “You’d better—”
She was already moving too, grabbing her clothes by the fistful and trying to figure out what she could get on fast. There was never time to lose in a fire, but she didn’t want to freeze to death, either. Her panties and jeans could be stepped into, but everything up top was going to take more effort.
“It might not be a fire,” he said. “There’s other things that can trigger the alarm. Get what you can on and stay behind me. We left the blaster back in the kitchen, so let’s get to that fast.”
She had been in too much of a hurry to think about self-defense. “Do you think it’s the other dragons?”
“Yeah,” he said. “I think so.” He glanced back at her. “You ready?” He’d pulled his pants together, but had kept his shirt off.
I suppose he can turn back into a dragon whenever he wants to.
“I’m ready,” she said. She’d decided to just put on as many clothes as she could as they walked.
“Let’s get back to the kitchen first. Then you’ll have Zed in hand.”
She nodded. She hooked her bra back on as they walked, then started on the long underwear. She had that over her head by the time they got back to the table and their half-eaten lasagna. She walked to the counter and grabbed the blaster, draping her remaining clothes over her other arm. “How can you tell where the problem is?”
“There’s different tones,” he said. “You’ll learn, eventually—” His eyes went wide, and he threw an arm around her waist. On instinct, she froze, waiting for him to move.
Over the sound of the music that was still playing in the kitchen, she could hear a dragon’s claws scraping against the marble surface of the stairs. Was there just one, or were there more?
Five minutes ago, she’d been the most contented she’d ever been. Now her heart was pounding all over again, tension rising in her chest. She took Brad’s arm and pointed:
up or down?
He drew in the air with his thumb, dipping it down and moving quickly up.
So they were coming from downstairs. She wiggled her fingers:
one or two?
He held up two fingers.
She dropped her t-shirt and pulled her sweater over her head. She wanted to be warm enough to not be distracted, and she wasn’t going to waste time putting on all her layers. She had to be ready.
“So the good news,” he murmured, “is there’s probably not a fire. Just—these guys. I think they probably broke in on the lower level, where the—”
He froze again, his hand steady on her arm. Rachel made sure she had a solid grip on the blaster.
He looked back at her, then pointed—behind the counter. “I’ve got this. You stay back.”
“Are you—”
He pointed again, nodding, reassuring her that he would be all right.
They had to know she was there; if they could hear the claws, the dragons could hear her. But out of sight would mean they wouldn’t be trying to hurt her when Brad confronted them. She went ahead and crouched behind the kitchen counter. She could still listen, anyway.
She heard the sound of Brad’s transformation, heard his wings shake out. She could see the top of his wings over the counter, broad and leathery. She had time now to look at their golden color. He was so strong. But there were two of them, and just one of him. Rachel wished Doug had come already, that they weren’t all trapped by the storm.
But she had the blaster, at least. That could at least buy them time.
She wasn’t sure what she had expected—maybe some kind of growl, any kind of communication—but instead, she saw the first dragon, whose wings were blue-black, leap onto Brad without a sound. They grappled almost silently for a few seconds, and all Rachel could hear was claws scrabbling on stone and the furious flapping of wings. They crashed into the kitchen island, and the whole room shook. Something—it might have been the mixer—crashed hard to the floor.
Then the second dragon joined in the fight. His wings were pale green.
At least I can tell them apart,
she thought. But she couldn’t see anything else, just the wings appearing and disappearing over the edge of the counter. She
could
hear the noises of their struggle. The angle she was in and the tight space they were in made it hard to tell who might be winning or losing. They couldn’t be too old—they were both around Brad’s size. That hopefully meant they weren’t any stronger than Brad, either.
I can’t just stay here and hope for the best,
she thought. She had to at least try to take a better look.
She pulled her legs underneath her, so she could be in a crouch. That would make it easier for her to move fast if she needed to. Then she let her eyes peek over the countertop. They were still fighting—there was no way they’d have time to go searching for her, not yet. And if they did see her, that was what the blaster was for. A gun would have scared her, but the blaster wouldn’t kill them, wouldn’t even really hurt them. She knew she could pull the trigger if she had to.
Dragons moved fast, and fought fast. It was hard to keep track of the blurring wings and claws. She kept an eye out for color, as it was the easiest way to tell who Brad was. But she couldn’t say if he was winning or not. Brad hadn’t thought to warn her about how
fast
dragons could be. She was too slow to try to help anyone in a fight, even if she wanted to. She could only watch the struggle.
And then they suddenly dropped from her sight, and she could hear the thundering sounds as at least one dragon fell down the stairs, the others in hot pursuit. Had it been Brad that fell, or one of the attackers?
She could hear the roaring and crashing fade, but it was clear the fighting wasn’t slowing down. She might not be able to tell who was winning, but she knew Brad hadn’t lost yet. She wished she could cheer him on.
One of the dragons made a harsh, loud cry, so sharp it almost hurt her ears. It wasn’t Brad, but she wasn’t able to tell which of the other men it was. Were they trying to communicate with one another? Or was it an attempt to intimidate?
If she’d been alone, Rachel would have felt plenty intimidated, that was for sure. Hell, she still did.
But she couldn’t let Brad fight alone. She tightened her grip on the gun and started down the stairs.
The climb down hadn’t seemed as long or lonely when she’d been with Brad, that was for sure. She tried to keep her steps as quiet as she could—she was grateful for her lack of shoes—but she was sure if the dragons hadn’t been so busy fighting, they could hear her.
She stopped for a second on a landing to catch her breath. How far down was she? Was she even going to be able to help Brad? They’d tried to
kill
her, and now they were attacking—
Her mate.
Rachel realized she felt the bond as strongly as Brad said he did, as strongly as her love of the mountains and her sister. Brad was
hers.
And she was going to protect him.
Even if she wasn’t sure how yet.
She hurried down the rest of the stairs, pushing her fear aside and ignoring the ache in her legs.
The three dragons were still grappling as she made it into the big space, their wings beating the air and blowing back her hair. It was almost like a gentle breeze, if the crashing and chaos wasn’t so frightening. There wasn’t much cover there, but there was an old car that she managed to duck behind. She didn’t have time to wonder how it got there, but she filed the question away for later.
Brad was on top of the black dragon, with the green dragon hovering behind, waiting for an opening.
The black dragon lunged for Brad’s throat, and Rachel had to bite back a scream. Brad was ready for the attack, though, rolling his body around just in time to deflect the dragon’s fangs, landing heavily on the stone floor. Brad’s own wings folded and unfolded, catching the air and lending power to his attack. The black dragon stumbled, thrown off-balance by Brad’s response. They were less than a foot away from each other, but it gave Brad time to get off the floor. His tail swung around in a dangerous, powerful movement, crashing into the dragon’s face. The dragon skidded across the floor, landing almost on the old car giving Rachel cover. Rachel realized that it was just a little smaller than the car itself—bigger than Brad or the green dragon.
He’s winning!
Rachel felt relief flood through her. Still, he wouldn’t be out of the woods yet. And what would they do when the fight was over?
The black dragon was clearly stunned. That let Brad give the greenish dragon his full attention. With only one opponent now, Rachel could better understand the fight, and could tell that the green dragon wasn’t as strong as Brad, though they were close to equal in speed. Brad’s blows landed with greater weight, and he soon had the advantage, landing several strong punches to the green dragon with his front claws (Arms? Were they arms, when you were a dragon?).
The black dragon raised his head, and Rachel felt as much as saw the beginning of the flame.
Her instincts took over: she didn’t know for sure how flameproof the lair was, but she didn’t even think that clearly. She just acted, coming out from the cover of the old car and shooting the black dragon just once, as closely as she dared.
It wasn’t until the dragon howled in pain, his image shimmering from dragon to human and back again, that she fully realized she had pulled the trigger.
And that the dragons still engaged in the fight were looking straight at her.
She dove back behind the car, a tongue of hot flame blazing over the counter as she went, her muscles screaming in protest. She didn’t move that fast outside cardio class, and in class she did a warmup first.
She put her back to the metal and tried to catch her breath. She could still hear the dragons fighting. Was it her imagination, or were the blows harder now?
Rachel wanted to take another look, but a second spurt of flame over her head kept her where she was. She might have an anti-magic weapon, but it wouldn’t matter if the dragon set her arm on fire before she could shoot it. She had to be careful not to let the metal at her back get too hot, either.
The fight ended with something—someone—crashing into the car, so hard this time that she felt the impact of the metal on her back.
She froze, too scared to move.
Then, to her relief, she heard a familiar voice.
“Are you all right?” Brad asked.
“I’m okay,” she said. “I’m…you’re all right?”
“Yes,” he said. “I need your help, though.”
She got up. The black dragon was on the ground, unmoving. “Is he—”
“They’re both alive, which is why I need you,” he said. “We need to get these guys secure.”
“Okay,” she said. “Tell me what I need to do.” She walked closer to the black dragon, carefully. His eyes were closed. He still looked like a dragon but he seemed…thinner, somehow. Like a photocopy instead of an original drawing. “Did that hurt him?”
“Yeah,” he said, not particularly concerned. “He’ll live. You remember where the—blaster was, where you got it?”
“Yes,” she said. Brad was kneeling, holding an unfamiliar weapon to the neck of the green dragon. The green dragon’s eyes were open, but he wasn’t moving at all. It was hard to tell if he was even breathing.
“Down here, it’s…basically a similar system. There’s some heavy cord in that cupboard by the stairs. We’re going to get these two secure.”
“This—this isn’t common, right? Like…this doesn’t happen regularly or anything?”
He shook his head. “We all get trained on it, but it’s like a fire drill at school. I…wouldn’t have
ever
told you this kind of thing happened, honestly. We’ll have to wait for my uncle to come here to get any answers, but we can at least keep ourselves safe.”
The cupboard had ski equipment, some basic tools, nothing too unfamiliar, though the shelves stretched far over her head. Over to the right, though, was an opaque container that didn’t look like any cleaning product she’d ever seen. She reached for it, and then through it, the way she had the countertop. Inside was a thick cord that felt soft as silk.
Of course, silk’s strong, too.
She pulled the whole box out and set it on the floor next to the car. “Do I just…pull it out?”
“Yeah,” he said. “Let’s start with this guy, while the big black one’s taking a nap.”
“Fighting two at once must have been hard.”
He glanced at her. “I’ve had worse, honestly. They’re both untrained, but the one you took down—he’s strong as hell. I got a lucky shot in with him, and then you came in, made things a lot easier for me. That little knife you saw, that’s…well, my magic, I guess you’d call it.” He sighed. “My dad’s gonna flip when he sees what happened to his car.”
“You’re going to have to tell me what an old Model A’s doing here,” she said, digging into the box until she got her hand on the end of the cord. “So…we just tie them up? Like we’re gonna hook them to the railroad tracks?”
He laughed. “More or less. Hands and feet…well. Front and back legs. They won’t be able to change form once they’re secured with that cord.” Brad stepped back a little from the green dragon, but kept his blade directly at his throat. “Try not to touch me with the cord. It won’t hurt me, but it won’t feel great.”
“Got it,” she said. “No touching. Um…I’m not much of a knot-tier.”
“You don’t have to be a great one,” he said. “The cord has some magic attached, you probably already figured that out. And I can coach you through it.”
She nodded. “What’s this made out of? It feels like silk.”
“It is,” he said. “With a little enchantment added. No dragon’s going to be able to tear through it.” He shifted his weight a little, and the dragon’s eyes widened. “Don’t worry,” Brad told him. “I won’t hurt you. I know how to use this.”
“Did he have it?”
Brad shook his head. “This is mine. I keep it in my back pocket—normally it’s just a pocketknife, but it’s been enchanted to protect the lair. Anyone who means harm to anyone in the family—it hurts like burning, and that’s just for starters. Kind of a weapon of last resort, but that’s where we’re at.”
She kneeled down and started spooling cord over the dragon’s…well, wrists seemed like a close enough word. “Do I need to worry about cutting off his circulation or anything?”
He considered. “Maybe. Tie it securely, not tightly, just in case. This…isn’t something that comes up a lot.”
“That’s good,” she said.
“True,” he said. “Let me see the knot.”
She’d tied a simple knot, the kind she used when she tied her shoes. The dragon’s wrists were thicker than a human’s, making it harder to see the transition from the end of his hands to the muscles in his arms. Still, there was enough of a wrist there that she could tie him securely.
“Tug it, make sure he’s not moving,” he said. “And then loop the free end of the rope around a couple of times and I’ll have you make a second knot.”
“Okay.”
He talked her through knotting the dragon’s wrists together again with a different knot. Then Rachel tied the dragon’s feet. They saved the wings for last, finally securing hands, wings and feet together with one length of cord. “That’ll hold him for a while,” he said, putting the knife down. “Let’s get to the big guy. I’ll hold the knife again, in case he starts waking up.”
“So you—train for fights?” she asked, as she was tying the black dragon’s wrists together.
“Yeah, but it’s like basic self-defense, like learning karate at the corner dojo or something. Well, I learned karate too. But we learn how to fight as dragons, and we used to spar all the time anyway—we were kids, mostly boys, so we had a lot of energy we wanted to get out, and we could only play some team sports.”
“Why only some?” She pulled the second knot tight and went to work on the dragon’s ankles.
“We’re strong,” he said. “So it’s not really a fair advantage in some things. Basketball, strength doesn’t matter as much, but football, it kind of gets obvious. Being fair’s—well, it’s important to the clan. I did a lot of kata work in karate, but I didn’t do much hand-to-hand fighting. We’re only really faster than humans in dragon form, so it was okay to do that, or basketball. There’s actually a big debate among the clans over whether we should play baseball and softball or not.” He grinned. “We can’t hit the ball more accurately, but we can sure hit it hard and fast.”
“Did you play?”
He shook his head. “Our clan said no baseball or softball. I ran track, and I watched Yankees games. My brothers and sister played basketball, too, but it was too loud for me.”
“Is that a dragon thing?”
“It’s a me thing. I like the quiet.”
“I do too,” she said, and pulled the next knot tight. “What do we do next? After they’re tied up?”
“We’re going to keep them somewhere nice and quiet for the night, where they won’t get into much trouble, and then Doug will deal with them in the morning. If they’re connected to a clan, the Council will handle it.”
“If they’re not?”
“I honestly don’t know,” Brad said. “That’s the kind of stuff Doug takes care of. Let’s get them secure, anyway. I guess they can go in the room you were in.”
“Should we leave them a bucket or something?”
“Doug will be here early,” Brad said. “They should be all right…but maybe.” He leaned over and kissed her cheek. “You’re pretty thoughtful, considering they tried to kill you.”
“I don’t want to be mean, I guess. Do you need a hand or anything?”
“You can open the door for me,” he said. “There’s a lock—I didn’t want to put it on for you, but these guys I don’t care about freaking out.”
“Me neither,” she said. “You can scare the heck out of them for all I care. Can they hear us?”
“The conscious one can,” he said.
She looked over at the green dragon. “You get a bucket,” she said. “But you owe me.”
Brad chuckled. “A benevolent dictator,” he said. “Just my type.” He dragged the black dragon up the stairs first—he had said that one was heavier—and had Rachel get a bucket when he brought in the green dragon. He locked the door behind them with a wave of magic. “Do you still have the blaster?” he asked.
“Yeah. What now?”
“We try to figure out how they came in.” He looked back and forth from her to the stairwell for a moment. “I don’t know if you’ll be safer up here or coming with me….”
“I’ll
feel
safer with you.” Especially knowing the men who attacked her were just down the hall. They might have been tied up, but their presence still felt dangerous.
“Okay,” he said, and held out his arm to her. “I’ll trust your instincts.”
She took his hand, and together they made their way down the stairwell. He went first, keeping her close to his waist. “Let’s move slow,” Brad said, “in case they dropped something.”
“Weren’t they dragons when they—”
“Probably, but I don’t want to miss anything. I know I keep telling you that things like this just don’t happen…but things like this just don’t happen. I want to have all the information I can when Doug comes in the morning.” He shook his head. “I have a lot to explain. And Dad’s not going to believe what happened to the car.”
“What’s it doing way up here anyway?”
“Believe it or not,” he said, “he’s been building it from scratch, one part at a time. I never could figure out what he wanted to do with it once he was done.”
She tried to laugh, but it came out more like hysteria. The dragons had tried to kill them both. How could—
“Hey,” Brad said, and wrapped her tight in his arms. “I’m here. It’s over.”
She was shaking. When had she started shaking?
Brad held her, his arms strong and reassuring. “It’s okay,” he said. “It’s okay.”
They stayed there a while on the stairs while her heart rate got back to normal. “I’m sorry,” she said.
“That’s the last thing you should apologize for,” he said, kissing her forehead. “You okay to go on?”
“Please,” she said. “I want to know what’s going on.”
“I figure we’ll start retracing their steps, see what signs we can find. We get lucky, it should be pretty obvious. We know they came from down here—shit. I just realized I had a huge fight in our damn
kitchen.
I guess Protocol Zed wasn’t such a bad idea after all.”
“I guess not,” she agreed. “Do you think they—broke in?”
“It would explain the drilling noises and the shaking pretty well.”
“Maybe you should be a detective instead of a manager,” she said, as they started walking again.
“Sometimes when you’re the manager you need to be both. We had mice in here last fall, and that was a big mystery.”
“Mice?” There was no way they could have tunneled through solid rock.
“My youngest brother hadn’t properly sealed one of the windows. I still don’t know why they found the place so appealing, but they staked out a claim, for sure.” He shook his head. “We made him do most of the cleaning up after them. He’s the most squeamish of all of us, but—that’s what you get when you let in mice.”
“Seems fair,” she said. They were back at the level where the fight had ended. “Let’s turn the lights up, if you can. Then I can be more help.”
“Good idea,” he said. He let go of her hand—Rachel missed his touch immediately—and went over to the panel that controlled the lights.
Then Rachel noticed where the wall had changed. “Actually—” She pointed.
Where the shaking and noise had been, there was now a visible break through the wall. Not big enough for a dragon to sneak through, but enough for humans to pass. They must have come in as humans and transformed afterward.
“Good job,” Brad said, and joined her at the broken wall.
“It looks like they chose where there had been the big crack—where the wall was already stressed—to break through. Just pried it apart by the looks of things.” Maybe they’d just planned on robbing the clan all along? “Oh, hey, here’s some torn fabric—we get to be detectives after all.”
“There sure is,” Brad said, with satisfaction. “Jeans—a little bit of t-shirt.”
“You’re sure the were the same men?” Rachel asked.
He nodded. “You can tell, when you’re in dragon form. Hard to explain. More like you just
know.”
His fingers traced over the cracks. “We need to figure out how to block off this break, too,” he said. “I don’t want anyone else wandering in tonight. We need to rest. I can put wards on the door, but I’d rather have two layers of safety.”
“Me too,” Rachel agreed. “Do you not normally ward the door down here?”
“We’re in the heart of a mountain,” Brad said. “Felt a little like overkill. But I guess not really.” He stepped back, looking at the fracture pattern. “Too bad I don’t have any quick-dry cement down here.”
“It wouldn’t hold that well to the stone,” Rachel said. “Probably the easiest thing to do for now is just a fill-in. Whoever did this once will be able to do it again unless we go through that crack and figure out what’s on the other side, and I don’t think that’s safe for just the two of us.”
“I agree,” he said. “I’m not putting you at any more risk than I can help.”
“Can you tell what a dragon shifter looks like as a human from what they’re like as a dragon?”
“Not really. Dragon color is a little like eye color, but it doesn’t connect with anything you can see when you’re not shifted.” Brad was looking up and down the hole in the wall thoughtfully. “I guess you won’t recognize either of them, either way. Stand back, please. I’m going to try moving some of this rubble around, so we can at least block the hole for tonight. I don’t want anything to hurt you.” He glanced back at her. “I’m going to change to do it, so don’t—I know it’s weird.”
“It’s all right,” she said. “I think it’s kind of cool.”
“Cool?” He was still staring at the wall.
“Yeah.”
She heard the smile creep into his voice. “Well…good.” In the blink of an eye, the man was gone and the dragon was there, stretching his wings out wide. He looked so powerful, and seemed more powerful still when he reached out and started manipulating the rubble. It looked like he was sculpting the stone, like a potter would work with clay.
He must be using magic.
The wall didn’t look perfect when he was done, but it at least would present a challenge to anyone who wanted to break through again. Brad transformed back, shaking his wings just before he turned fully human.
He turned back to her. “Look all right to you?”
“A lot better, anyway,” she said. “I’m afraid my research doesn’t cover dragon magic, though.”
“Maybe we can get you some funding,” he said. “We’ve always wondered about that.”
“Seriously?”
“Yeah,” he said. “We should talk about it in the morning. Along with…everything else.” He shook his head. “Is it as late as it feels?”
“Probably.” She checked her wristband. “It…isn’t early.”
“Well, Doug will be here early. We should probably get some sleep. Do you mind sharing with me?”
“Of course not,” she said. “I think I owe you something.”
He shook his head. “I think I’m too tired. But maybe in the morning? I’d love to wake up with you.”
“I would too,” she said.
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Brad woke up warm and contented, with the first rays of morning light crossing over the golden bed.
Crossing over Rachel, still sleeping with his back to her, her long eyelashes brushing her cheeks. He’d never met anyone like her. How had he gotten so lucky?
His mate. Just when he’d almost given up hope, here she was, more beautiful than he could have imagined and smarter than he could have wished for. Her raven-dark hair was spread like a wing over the pillow. He wanted to kiss her awake, but first he should figure out where his uncle was at. The last thing he wanted was to be interrupted while they—
“Good morning,” Rachel said, and her voice felt like sunlight too.
“Hi,” he said, and slipped his arm around her waist, pressing a kiss to the back of her neck. “Did you sleep all right?”
“Considering…I think I slept pretty well. Were you all right?”
“I was too exhausted to do anything but sleep,” he confessed. He was a little grateful for the fatigue; it had kept him calm, away from hurting the dragons who’d hurt her. If he’d been in better shape, he might have let his fists get ahead of his uncle’s plans. “I feel a lot better now.”
She turned toward him. Was there anything he wouldn’t do for that smile? “You do?”
He liked the hope in her voice. He liked the lust he heard in it even more. “I should see if I have service, first. I want to know if Doug’s on the road, get an idea of when he’ll be coming. He’s got a lot to deal with when he gets here. I don’t want him—I don’t want to be busy, let’s just put it that way.”
She laughed. “I feel really cold, just leaving those guys alone and tied up.”
“We’ll feed them this morning. They’ll be fine.”
Besides, they tried to hurt you. I could have done a lot worse—wanted
to do a lot worse.
“Even if they’re not connected to a clan, we have a court system, more or less. Someone will take care of them. Try to figure out what they did and why they did it, make sure they’re not hurting anyone else.”
“They won’t get killed…right?”
Even through all she’d been through, she didn’t want to hurt anyone.
A perfect dragon’s mate,
noted his dragon.
Kind and caring.
“No,” he said. “We don’t believe in life for life, even if they had killed. The clan heads often use magic, to make sure no one else will be hurt.”
“What kind of magic?”
“The worst is a seal. The clan heads can stop you from transforming, for years, even.” He shuddered. “You’ll still be strong, but just strong for an ordinary human, and if things go too badly, you’ll end up in the human legal system. In jail just like everyone else.” Jail sounded bad enough, but being unable to connect with your dragon—that was terrifying. When he’d heard about it as a kid, he hadn’t been able to sleep for days. “But there are other things they can do. Supervision by clan heads—kind of like house arrest, I guess. It depends on what they were doing and why. If one of the clans authorized all this, it could be bad.”
“Like…war or something?”
“I can’t imagine war,” he said, honestly. “But it could be trouble.” He reached over to the bedside table and turned his phone on. “Hey, we’ve got bars. I don’t know if you’ll want to keep yours in the rice another day or not, but it’s a start.” After a few seconds, his messages started coming through. A text from his sister, and two from his brothers—who’d obviously been tipped off about what was going on. Linden had written
Do you know who’s responsible yet?
while Aaron’s message was
MATE?!?!
followed by a list of heart and smiley face emojis.
Brad ignored all those and went to his uncle’s text.
Leaving now, should be in by 8 am.
He glanced at the clock by the bed. It was 7:15. “Good news,” he said. “Unless you’re starving, we’ve got a little time—”
“I’m hungry,” Rachel said, rolling toward him. “But I’m not
that
hungry.” She was wearing one of Brad’s old t-shirts, which flowed over her soft curves. It skimmed her thighs, and his gaze was drawn to her creamy, soft skin.
Damn, she got him hard. He could look at her forever, if he didn’t want to touch so much. He put his phone down and put his arms around her, pulling her in for a kiss.
She kissed back, and she did feel hungry, pulling him close so tightly he could feel her short nails pressing into his back. He could feel her passion in her kiss, in her touch. In the soft way she moaned as he began sliding the t-shirt hem up her thighs. She parted her legs for him, and he slipped his hand between her legs, sliding in—
He broke the kiss and gasped. She was wet, oh, she was
wet—
She moaned even harder as he pressed his fingers into the wetness, finding her clit with his fingertips and teasing the hard nub as lightly and gently as he could. She shivered as he touched her. Every motion of her body made his own body ache more intently. He wanted to make her forget everything she’d been through, everything but pleasure, everything but his touch.
He pushed the hair back from her face with his free hand and pressed his lips to hers again.
“Inside me,” she said, when they parted. “Please.”
He couldn’t say no to that. He pushed his boxers down and let her open her legs to let him in.
Her skin was even softer than the sheets, and her warmth was driving him crazy. He put his hands on either side of her body, kneeling between her thighs, dipping his head down to kiss each round, perfect breast in turn. She moaned harder as he brushed his tongue against her right nipple, and shivered delightfully as he took it gently into her mouth. He wanted to fill her, but not yet—he wanted to bring her to the heights of pleasure first.
“Don’t
tease
me,” she said urgently, and her hips pressed up into him, seeking him, wanting, wanting
more.
He wanted to dip his head between her legs again, taste her all over again, but she was too eager—hell, so was he. More could wait. They’d have plenty of time later.
“Please,” she said. The way he said it made his mouth water.
He pushed into her slowly, as slowly as he could, listening to every breath Rachel took, feeling her body respond to every motion. He wanted to lose control, lose himself in her, but he couldn’t—not yet, not yet—
He focused himself on her, on her wetness, letting him in as she moaned, so, so softly. Her breath was ragged, desperate. Her hips jerked, and his whole world shook. “Good?” he panted.
She nodded, almost frantic.
He thrust as deeply in as he could, and her eyes went wild, wide. “Oh,” she gasped.
He kept control, thrusting into her deep, using her every moan and shudder as his guide. She was even more beautiful like this, wild and passionate, her perfect skin glowing with the morning light. “Oh,” she said, and he could feel her pleasure building, as she came closer and closer to the peak, as their passion built together.
She gasped one last time as her orgasm washed over her, and he let himself go, too, thrusting hard and fast into her as he found his own completion.
Rachel reached up and wound her hands into his hair as he finished. “Oh,” she said. “Thank you.”
“The pleasure,” he panted, “was mine.” He bent down and kissed her again. “Next time, we’ll…I’ll take more time.”
“I’m not sure I could’ve waited that long,” Rachel confessed.
He dropped down at her side, and they stayed together in one another’s arms for a little while, as their heartbeats slowed. “Your clothes should be dry,” he said. “Should I bring them up?”
“I guess you should,” she said. “You…I saw a shower, right? Do we have to heat up the water or anything?”
“It’s thermal heating,” he said, and kissed her cheek. “Warm water from the core of the earth.”
“Oh,” she said. “That sounds lovely.”
“Take as much time as you want to,” he said. “I’ll see if there’s anything edible in the kitchen after I check that repair job from last night. Hopefully it held.”
“Hopefully nothing tested it at all,” she said.
He gave her another long, deep kiss. What he would have liked to do
most of all was to stay in bed with her another hour or two, sketching every perfect curve, but he knew he didn’t have that kind of time. Not today. “I’ll leave your clothes on the bed,” he said. “There’s a door into the master bathroom right there—” He pointed. “Just behind that wall hanging. Do you have…food allergies or anything? I should have asked last night.”
“No,” she said. “Nothing like that.”
“Okay.” He kissed her cheek again and got up before he felt any more temptation. “I’ll be back.”
He pulled his jeans on, washed up so Rachel could have the bathroom to herself, and went to the washer and drier they kept just outside the kitchen. The last thing he’d done before they collapsed into bed was throw Rachel’s t-shirt and underwear in the dryer, so she’d have something clean to wear in the morning. She’d saved out her bra—apparently those required special treatment, he’d have to learn how that worked—and her jeans and sweater had been clean enough, so the other clothes had dried quickly. He took them out and set them on the bed, then checked his phone. No word from Doug yet, so he had time to get some coffee around, at least. Maybe some food too. He was starving, and Rachel had said she was hungry.
He checked the basement first, to make sure that his quick fix had held, and then went up to the kitchen to see what else Doug had stocked up. He had hoped that he could do a little cleaning up, but the chaos of the night before had broken wood and even cracked the marble counter in one corner. A ceramic cookie jar and the mixer on the kitchen island were lost causes. He cleared them away, then snapped off the broken cupboard doors and threw them out, too. He carefully swept the floor, making sure nothing would hurt Rachel’s bare feet, before he started cooking.
The coffee was easy to find, at least; Doug always kept some high-quality stuff in the freezer, so he pulled that out and started a pot. He’d gotten out the bacon and sausage last night. A search of the kitchen yielded some microwavable oatmeal and a few frozen waffles—the kind that someone had cooked in the waffle maker, rather than the boxed kind, which was something—and a can of condensed orange juice. Brad mixed up the orange juice and got the sausage and bacon started while he waited for Rachel to come into the kitchen.
She came in as he was pouring his cup of coffee. Watching her walking down the hallway, barefoot, her hair wet from the shower, gave Brad a tremendous feeling of—
Not pride exactly. Contentment. His mate, in his lair. It was a feeling that things were exactly as they ought to be, even though he knew they had a mess on their hands.
Things are exactly as they ought to be,
his dragon reminded him.
Messes can be cleaned up. Mates are for the rest of your life.
“Is your uncle here yet?” she asked.
“No, but he should be any minute,” he said. “But until then—”
She walked into his arms and they shared a long, sweet kiss.
“You made coffee,” she said, delighted. “It smells amazing.”
“It’s not bad. You can thank Doug for that, when he comes.”
“I have a lot to thank him for.”
Brad’s phone vibrated. “I…think you’re going to be able to do it in person.”
She smoothed out her clothes. “Do I look all right?”
“You look fantastic,” he said, taking out his phone. It was Doug, as he’d guessed. “I’m going to meet him at the lower level, though. Help yourself—I think the meat’s about done, and there are some frozen waffles, and oatmeal, if you’d rather.”
“I’ll take the waffles,” she said. “And that bacon you promised. Any syrup?”
“I didn’t think to look,” he confessed. “But probably, if you check the fridge. I need to go down and meet Doug. And then we can find out who these guys are and why they broke in.”
He transformed for the drop to the basement level and jumped into the tunnel, letting his wings slow his descent, but not too much. He liked the speed, for one thing.
For another, he wanted answers, and Doug was their best hope of getting those.
“Brad,” his uncle said, as he landed. He was in human form, wearing a business suit—Uncle Doug was the only person Brad knew who would put on a business suit to come inspect the family lair at eight in the morning—and he looked like he was in a terrible mood.
Which was understandable. Brad had the joy of finding his mate to balance out his worries. Doug had been alone as long as Brad had known him, and had the extra responsibility of being the clan head. And having Brad take his new mate into the lair…that probably hadn’t been an easy thing to think about either. “Your mate’s upstairs?”
“Yes,” Brad said. “She helped me look this over last night, but she needs some breakfast.”
“She’s competent,” Doug said, matter-of-factly, and Brad felt a surge of pride. That was high praise from his uncle most days. “Stayed pretty calm.”
“She could have died out there,” Brad said. “She’s taken all of it pretty well.”
“It might be shock, still. Your father said your mother had a few days to really let it sink in. But still…good sign.” Doug looked again at the torn wall. “Well,” he said. “Is this load-bearing, you think?”
“I could ask Rachel. She doesn’t know architecture, but she knows stone.”
“Just be ready to brace it with some magic,” Doug said, and transformed.
As he always did, Brad found himself feeling small next to his uncle. Humans stopped growing by twenty or so, but their dragon forms grew for another three or four decades. Doug was only around forty and was an ordinary, if tall, human, but he was one of the largest dragons Brad had ever met.
Doug matter-of-factly smashed through Brad’s shoddy repair, and then reached in and extended the size of the crack as well, breaking a human-sized hole. “Well,” he said, transforming back before he spoke. “Let’s take a look, shall we?”
“I should tell Rachel—”
“I’m here,” she said, walking toward them from the stairwell. “I heard—a lot of noise, so I thought I’d better come down. Um…this must be your uncle.”
Doug turned to her. “Nice to meet you, Rachel,” he said, pushing the formality away as quickly as possible. “I’m Doug, as you guessed.” He pursed his lips in thought for a moment. “Why don’t you and Brad go through—take a quick look, let me know what’s there. I’ll be right here if you need me. I want to see if there’s any kind of signaling on this side.”
“Signaling?” Rachel’s confusion echoed Brad’s.
“Sometimes with this kind of breach, the intruders will put in a signal. A warning, or an all-clear. If it’s there, it might show up when you step on their side, or as you come back through.”
Brad put his arm around Rachel. “I don’t want to have her come face-to-face with an angry clan head.”
“I’ve spoken with all of them,” Doug said. “They at least claim to know nothing about this. They won’t be in there.”
“All right,” Brad said. “But we’re not going to go too far.”
“I don’t want you to,” Doug said. “If this is too complicated, I’ll get the clan heads to come investigate properly.”
Brad went through the opening first, just in case, using the flashlight on his cell phone. As Rachel came in, he shone the beam around.
They were in a small opening in the rock, smaller than Brad’s lair. A tunnel just wide enough for a broad-shouldered man led out of the artificial cave.
Rachel immediately crossed the space and stuck her head into the tunnel. “This isn’t like yours,” she said. “It almost looks like it was machine-drilled, not—dragon-drilled, I guess. It looks like it goes straight up and out the mountain—if you squint, you can see sunlight.”
“Take a look around here, and let me know what you see,” he said, handing her the flashlight.
“Well, there’s this,” she said, using the light to illuminate the drill rig just to the right of the tunnel. The dragons had covered it with a tarp, but that must have been just to keep the dust off—there was no mistaking the shape or size. “I guess they’re not as good at magic, either.”
Well, that answered where the damage and shaking and noise had come from. “I’d better check the tunnel to the surface, too. They might have more equipment.”
She pressed her lips together. “Be careful.”
“Don’t worry. This is the easy part.” He transformed; the shaft wasn’t big enough for him to spread his wings, but he’d still be safer making the climb in dragon form.
Rachel turned out to be right. There was only one way into the space, and that was through a long tunnel to the surface. The tunnel opened into a small indentation in the side of the mountain, half-hidden by snow even if it hadn’t been covered by dragon magic.
The good news was whoever had been tunneling hadn’t tried to destroy the mountain or make their own lair here.
The bad news was whoever had been tunneling had gone straight into the lair.
Rachel was crouched down by a dark corner of the cave. “They’ve been camping here,” she said. “But no fire that I can see—you can’t really safely vent. They’ve got some MREs and canned beans, stuff you can eat cold.”
“We need to talk with them,” he said. “That’s going to be the only way to solve this.”
Rachel stood up. “But you still won’t know, really, will you? I mean—they could just lie to you.”
That was another thing Rachel didn’t know yet. “They can lie to me,” he said. “But they’d have to be very, very powerful to lie to a clan head. If
I
can beat them up, they don’t qualify.”
“So…he can force them?”
“Sort of,” he said. “It’s…not really ‘forcing’, it’s more like if he asks in the right way you’ll
want
to tell him everything.” It was one reason the clan heads were rarely in a straight hereditary line; when you couldn’t lie to Dad about where you’d been with the car, your teenage years got a lot more challenging. “And you’ll feel really good about it, like you just lost a weight off your shoulders.” He gave her his hand, to help her through the rubble. “There’s an agreement between the clans, that none of the heads will use their power without permission from the other clans. But my bet is that they’ve given permission. Doug said that the other heads say they don’t know anything about this.”
He helped her through the broken stone.
“Just a campsite, basically,” he said to Doug as they came out. “Don’t think there’s room for more than two people.”
“So if we’re lucky,” Doug said, giving a hand to Rachel and helping her down, “it’s just these two idiots up to no good.”
“Fingers crossed,” Brad agreed.
“You should eat breakfast,” Doug said, “and I’ll deal with them. They’re at the end of the hall?”
Brad nodded.
Doug turned his back and transformed in a beating of wings. Brad and Rachel took the stairs up. Halfway to the kitchen, Rachel started giggling.
“What?” Brad said.
“I just
knew
your uncle was the type to wear a bow tie.”
He laughed, too. “Let’s have some breakfast, and I’ll take you somewhere better for lunch.” He popped a pair of waffles into the toaster. “You said you wanted a waffle, right?”
“Please,” she said, taking the same seat at the counter she’d been at last night. “Along with that bacon. And a kiss, if you’ve got one handy.”
He filled her plate, then walked over with it and gave her a kiss, feeling his body thrill all over again as he drew her close.
“I…I want to see them,” she said. “After your uncle’s talked to them. I want to…I want to hear from them what they were doing. Why they did it. I want—an explanation, I guess.”
“You deserve that,” he said. “I’ll go see how Doug’s doing, all right?”
She nodded.
Walking down the hallway seemed like a long, lonely journey when it was walking away from Rachel. Dad had said there was a honeymoon period, but Brad hadn’t realized how intense it would feel, how much he wanted to spent every waking moment with her. But keeping her safe was more important still.
Doug had left the door open behind him. The shifters were still in dragon form, but they didn’t seem distressed. Brad had never seen anyone under a full enchantment before. Their eyes were wide open, and glued to Doug.
Doug snapped his fingers, like a hypnotist, and their eyes shut in unison. He sighed.
“You’re…done? Already?”
“I’m done,” he said. “What a pair of idiots.” He shook his head. “Come back to the kitchen with me, your mate should hear this too.”
“Her name’s Rachel.”
“Right,” Doug said, and Brad wondered if his uncle would ever bother to learn her name.
“Rachel?” he called when they’d reached the kitchen. “Are there any waffles left?”
“Couple,” she said, still sitting where Brad had left her. “And there was syrup in the fridge.”
“Good.” Doug opened the refrigerator and took out the syrup. “Do you want some warm syrup, Brad?”
“Um, no, I’m fine.”
“So I spoke with our…friends,” Doug said. “They’re unaffiliated, or at least they believe they are.” He cast a skeptical eye around the broken countertop and smashed cupboards. “You weren’t kidding about the fight.”
“What’s that mean?” Rachel said, popping another square of waffle into her mouth. “That they believe they are?”
“Neither of them are entirely clear on how they got to New York, much less how they found our hoard.” Doug carefully poured syrup into a ceramic decanter, then put the decanter in the microwave. “Something fogged their memories. Or someone.” He looked over at Rachel. “If we spend too long in dragon form, sometimes we have difficulty remembering…ourselves. That’s also a possibility.”
“So what…you, like, get amnesia?”
“It’s more complicated than that.” Doug got out a waffle and popped it in the toaster.
“Put one in for me too?” Brad asked.
“Oh, I ate yours,” Rachel confessed. “Sorry.”
“It would’ve been cold anyway, it’s fine—”
Doug cleared his throat. “As I said, it’s a bit more complicated. Your human side remains intact, as does your dragon self. It’s communication between the two that becomes more difficult. It’s as if you’ve split your
self—it becomes harder to remember things, harder to articulate what it is you
do
remember. Whether they were persuaded to do so, or it was just an unfortunate choice, or someone put some kind of enchantment on them…that’s something we’ll have to sort out between the clans. There’s a group who will work with them, older dragons from a few different clans that look into situations like these. They’ll try to get to the truth.” He looked Rachel directly in the eyes. “But none of that explains or apologizes for what they did to you. An attack on an innocent who means no harm—much less someone who can’t shift—it’s a violation of our most profound principles.” He took a slow, deliberate breath. “We will find out how this happened. And we will ensure it won’t happen again.”
“But…you won’t kill anyone,” she said, her face shadowed with concern.
He reached across the counter and took her free hand, the one not busy with her remaining waffle. “You have my word. We will take no life. We may have to take away freedom, but we will not take either of those men’s lives.”
“Thank you,” she said. “Can I speak to them?”
“You can,” he said, “but I’m not sure how helpful it will be.”
“I want to see their faces,” she said. “I want to be sure—I’ll just feel better, I guess.”
Doug nodded. “That’s fine. There are two more clan heads on their way—it won’t take more than a few hours. When we’re together, you can untie them, and we’ll speak with them in human form. It might help us learn a few things, too.”
“Good,” she said. Brad was proud of her, of the determination written on her face.
“You’ve been very brave,” Doug said, “and very capable. I’m glad Brad found you. Not…not everyone is so lucky.”
“Thank you,” she said, softly. “I’m pretty glad he found me too.”
They finished breakfast together in near-silence. Brad pulled up a stool next to Rachel, and Doug ate standing up. Fussy enough to heat up his maple syrup, not too good to eat leaning over the counter…that was Doug, all right.
“You’ll need to tell your parents about Rachel,” Doug said, as he put his dirty plate in the sink. “They were getting worried about you.”
Rachel raised an eyebrow, amused. “Worried?”
Brad hadn’t been looking forward to this part. “There’s a legend—”
“Fact,” his uncle corrected.
“If you don’t find your mate before your twenty-fifth birthday…you’ll never have a mate.”
“That’s kind of dark,” she said.
“Well…my birthday’s less than a week away. So…they were getting worried.”
He couldn’t tell if she was disturbed or amused. “Were
you
getting worried?”
Brad suddenly wished his uncle wasn’t listening in. As if in response, Doug said, “I’m going to call the clan heads, see how close they are,” and walked down the hall toward their prisoners. “Brad,” he called back. “Can you heat our guests some oatmeal?”
Doug must have decided they didn’t deserve sausage or waffles. “Um, sure.” He got up and walked over to the counter.
“So…were you?”
“I didn’t forget you’d asked,” Brad said. “I just want to say this right.”
She waited. He thought.
Finally, as the water was heating for the oatmeal, he said, “I was worried, because I wanted someone to spend the rest of my life with. I want—I want a family, like my own. That’s important to me. But I wasn’t—” He looked over at her. “I wouldn’t have settled for just anyone. It was
you.
You’re who I’d been waiting for.”
“Okay,” she said. “That makes sense. But—that doesn’t make any sense. If you don’t find the right person before then, you just—suffer?” She frowned. “That’s so unfair. Why—how does that happen?”
Doug had returned, with his phone still in his hand. He stood at the entrance to the hallway and listened as Brad continued.
“Believe it or not, it’s the family curse. We don’t know exactly how it started—it’s gone on for generations, and the legends aren’t all consistent. But as far as we can tell it was back in the old country with a woman my great—” Brad couldn’t begin to remember. “My ancestor, at any rate, promised to marry. He gave her all kinds of promises, gifts, but insisted on keeping their love affair a secret. Some people say she was a dragon shifter, and other people say she was a witch—maybe both, who knows? The story goes that she died in childbirth, cursing his name and his cowardice. He took their son in and gave him the Banik family name, but it was too late. From then on, if you weren’t with your mate before twenty-five…you were alone.”
“That’s terrible,” she said. “She cursed her own son, too?”
“That’s how the legend goes, anyway.”
“That’s not how my mom told it,” Doug interrupted. “I heard she was jealous of a rival who stole her mate away. And when I’ve been researching the family I heard another story, about a stolen cow that was supposed to be a dowry, which seems pretty harsh, but maybe it was hard times. Cow was worth a lot, back then.”
“I guess none of us know the truth,” Brad said. “At least not the whole truth.” He frowned at his uncle. “A cow, really?”
Doug just shrugged his shoulders. His phone played something classical, and he disappeared down the hallway again, talking as he walked.
“Anyway,” Brad continued. “The Baniks who’ve made it to twenty-five alone—some have gotten married, but not many, and I don’t think there were a lot of happy endings.”
“That’s so cruel,” she said.
“We’ve tried to reverse the curse a few times, but—I don’t know. Probably there’s a prophecy or something that has to be fulfilled, and everyone forgot what it was…I don’t know. Anyway, I’ve met…kind of a lot of women in the past few years. Everyone in the family wanted me to beat the curse. It’ll be the same for my brothers as they get older—would be for my sister, too, if she could shift.”
She put her hand on his arm. “I’m sorry. That…it must be hard on everyone.”
“It didn’t seem that real until I started getting closer to twenty-five, honestly,” he said. “Dad and Mom met in college, so they don’t have much trouble. Doug—well, he’s been alone his whole life. He doesn’t talk about it, but I guess I wouldn’t either.”
“No,” she said, softly.
“I don’t want you to think…we thought for generations it meant you had to get married, but then, in, um, 1864, I think? There was a delay in the wedding, and everyone was still okay. It was just having your mate, and maybe you had to tell everyone. But..” He smiled a little. “I want to tell everyone anyway. I can’t imagine keeping this to myself. But what about you? I mean, I know you weren’t waiting for your mate. But were you planning on getting married, having kids?”
“Someday,” she said. “I mean, my Ph.D work comes first.”
“Tell me again what you want to study.”
“My specialty’s isotope geology,” she said. “I’m most interested in the history of rock, I guess you’d say—I don’t know how much geology you know—”
“We know a lot of stuff about rock and stone composition,” he said. “But not down to the molecular level. Doug’s been interested in the origins of stuff for years, though, like how much meteor dust is in the metamorphic rock here in the lair. That’s the kind of stuff you’re talking about, right?”
She smiled. “Yes, exactly. I’ve put in for a research grant to do just that in this range, but you know how it is. It’s very competitive.”
This was sounding very familiar. “Do you remember the foundation name?”
“Are you kidding? I dream about it. Boispierre Foundation—oh, no. You guys aren’t French.”
“We’re not, but Doug thought he was being clever, going with a French name rather than using our home language.” He’d told Brad the further the foundation was from your family name, the fewer phone calls you got. “And the French explorers were all around here. Anyway—I don’t know if you’ll get
that
grant, but I bet Doug can work something out with you. He’s dying to have someone drill all the way down in this mountain, so to speak. And he wouldn’t have to hide the lair from you.”
“I don’t want to be anyone’s charitable contribution,” she warned. “Or any kind of bribe.”
“These mountains,” Doug said, coming back into the kitchen and pointing up at the stone that surrounded them, “are made of stars. And I want to know all about it.” He looked over at her. “If you want to know the truth, I did a search last night, and I’m reasonably sure you’re the candidate who had been at the top of the shortlist. My only concern was if we could work with you—or around you. The trouble with hiring perceptive scientists was that they tend to be perceptive. But I think when you get your phone working again—or get back to your laptop—you’ll see that I’d already chosen to bring you in for an interview, even before you met Brad.”
Her mouth formed a little
o
of shock. “Oh,” she said. “Really?”
Doug smiled, his tight, reticent smile, but still unmistakably a smile. “Really. I think you’re quite promising. And we won’t have as many concerns about security since you’re going to be part of the family.” Doug glanced over at him. “You still haven’t called your father.”
“Right,” Brad said. Doug was a lot of things. One thing he wasn’t: subtle. “I’ll…I’ll be right back,” he said, glancing at Rachel in apology.
“I’ll be fine,” she said. “Say hi for me.”
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Rachel wasn’t sure if Doug had wanted to be alone with her, or it had just been that important to him that Brad call his parents and tell them the good news. To her surprise, she found herself looking forward to meeting them, and Brad’s brothers and sister, too. Even Doug seemed all right. He was quiet and a little gruff, but he was thoughtful, too, and he’d treated her with respect, accepting her as immediately into the family as Brad had.
Even if he
did
believe in the mate stuff, not everyone would be so immediately welcoming.
“Another nice thing about the grant,” he said, after Brad had left, “this way I can skip the interview stage. I’m…not much for interviews, honestly. Or charity, so don’t be concerned about that.”
Doug was handsome, in the same square-jawed, handsome way that Brad was, and similar in height and build. He didn’t wear glasses, but Rachel felt like he
should
be wearing them, or maybe one of those green eyeshades accountants used in old movies. His hair was mostly dark, like Brad’s, but there were streaks of gray at his temples.
And of course, there was his suit, impeccably tailored but just a little old-fashioned—Rachel didn’t know enough about suits to put her finger on what exactly made her feel that way, but it was there. Maybe it was the color, or something about the bow tie. Or just that it was a bow tie.
“You’ll like Brad’s parents,” he said. “They’re…warmer than I am.”
“You’ve been a real help,” she said. “Knowing that those guys—that they won’t just get out and hurt anyone else—that means a lot.” She picked up her empty plate and rose from the counter. “And I’m glad they won’t get hurt.”
“We believe in justice,” he said. “Not vengeance. I think that will please you.”
“It does,” she said. “I appreciate it.”
“We’ll get you what you need as soon as the others come. It won’t be too long now. And I did bring a spare snowsuit—it’s my niece’s, but it should fit you all right. She’s—” She watched him mentally struggle for the right phrase. “She’s a little taller than you but your build is similar. It should be enough to get you off the mountain. And we’ll clear out your snowmobile. I don’t want to damage any university equipment…especially if I’m funding research there.”
“Thank you,” she said. “Again. I feel like that’s all I’ve been doing since yesterday.”
“Well, if it hadn’t been for their attack, we might not have known they were up to anything at all,” he said. “So don’t think you haven’t made a contribution. I think we all would have rather had you uninjured, of course, but that wasn’t an option.”
“I feel all right now.” Despite Brad’s warning, the work he had done had taken away the pain. She wasn’t even bruised, as she’d feared she would be.
“Oh, and I took a look at your phone,” Doug said. “It should be all right. Low-level dry heat works very well to dry out electronics, so I…you know. Breathed on it a little.”
Breathed on it?
“You breathed fire on my phone?”
“Gentle heat,” he said, a little apologetically. “I’ve done it before, if it’s any consolation. One of my nephews dropped an iPod in the snow, so I bought a few and did some experiments. If you’re careful and lucky, they can survive a full dunking, did you know?”
“I…did not,” Rachel said. “That’s interesting.”
He walked over to the container of rice; Rachel realized that her phone had been sitting on top of it since she got downstairs. He handed it to her. “Of course, we can replace it if necessary. The damage was done due to our intruders. If you like, you can face them in our courts, but we’ll talk about that later. There’s a lot more we have to go through first. Starting with the other clan heads, when they get here.”
She nodded.
“You don’t have to—we have enough evidence of what they’ve done. With proof to spare. You’ll have time to think about that…you’ve been through a lot. I don’t want you to think you have to make all these decisions today. Brad can help you with all of this…I’m sorry. I’m throwing a lot at you, and you’ve already had to learn quite a bit.”
“I’m okay,” she said. It was true, though she still felt shaky. Brad being there helped. “But thanks. I’m not quite sure I’m up to meeting Brad’s parents today, but aside from that I should be all right.” She turned her phone on.
“They’re in California right now,” he said. “You’re safe.”
The phone turned on, and immediately was taken over by messages. Rachel put it down on the counter and let the buzzes and beeps die away before she checked the screen.
A bunch of missed calls from her co-workers, a few voicemails, and twelve emails—most of which were variations on ‘are you all right?’ She picked the most recent email and tried to think of some reassuring words. “I need to come up with a good cover story,” she said to the screen. “Because ‘I met some dragons’ is
not
going to cut it.” She sat back. “I guess I can say some strange guys tried to attack me and Brad came to my rescue. It’ll cut down on the lies.”
“What am I lying about?” Brad asked, as he came back in. He was wearing a long-sleeved green t-shirt that showed off his muscles, and a pair of jeans that were just short of tight.
She wondered if she’d have a chance to get them off him today. “You’re not lying about anything, I just want to make sure we have a straight story about what happened yesterday.”
“What, you don’t want to tell your whole social circle you were spirited away by a dragon?” He winked.
“Well, I guess that’s up to you,” she said. “But I’m getting the impression you like your privacy.”
“You pick up fast,” he said, walking back over to her for another quick kiss. “I like that about you.”
“So I’ll tell them someone attacked me on the mountain, and you dragged me back to your…mountain lair.”
“There’s a hunting cabin not too far from here,” he said. “We can say that’s where.”
“Good,” she said. “And then we just got pinned down by the storm—at least that part’s true. The men—ran away? You waved a gun at them, and they ran away.” She was starting to enjoy this. She wouldn’t like lying to her colleagues, but this wasn’t the right place for the full truth.
“Works for me,” he said, moving close to her and pulling her into his arms again. It felt so impossibly
right. “And then we fell in love at first sight.”
“You
fell in love at first sight,” she corrected him. “It took me at least ten minutes.”
He laughed. “Fair enough.”
Doug interrupted them, phone in hand. “I have to let the other clan heads in,” he said. “They’ll want to speak with our intruders. After that, Rachel, we’ll let you talk with them. I’m going to bring them down to the lower level. We’re—well, I trust you, but you’re too new to start meeting clan leaders yet.”
“Okay,” she said. That sounded all right with her, anyway. “I can get all these messages sent out, anyway.”
“Let me let you into my hoard, you’ll be more comfortable,” Brad said. “You can even look through a sketchbook of mine if you get bored.”
“All right,” she said, feeling a little like she was getting tucked away like a treasure. But that was all right, at least for today. A little calm and quiet seemed fine. And maybe she could have some quiet time with Brad, too.
But Brad had to help Doug greet the clan heads first. Rachel spent a little while looking at the sun and the mountains through Brad’s window. In the morning light, his view showed how majestic and lovely the Adirondacks were, rising into the blue, blue sky. In Brad’s sketchbooks, she could see how often he’d sketched the view. She loved the careful, intricate detail he’d put into his drawings. He didn’t just have good eyesight, he had good observational skills too.
When she was tired of standing, Rachel sunk into one of the richly-brocaded chairs in his hoard to wait. She could have taken the desk, but that beautiful blue-green fabric (trimmed with gold braid, of course) was just too tempting. Instead, she settled down with her phone and started checking email. Fortunately, Brad had gotten a message to the authorities before she’d started trending as a missing person on Facebook or anything. And, she had to admit, it was a little bit flattering to see how many people worried about her.
It meant she had to send a
lot
of emails, though, most of them promising the full story later. She wondered if Brad had any friends on the local police force who could provide them with cover; it was going to be awkward to say she’d been attacked with no follow-up. She made a mental note to ask Brad, and then a second mental note to get his phone number.
Normally you ask for his number first,
she thought to herself, and had to stop herself from giggling. It felt like she’d been pulled out of her normal life and dropped into some kind of fairy tale, complete with a genuine threat to her life. Well, at least it was a fairy tale with a happy ending.
She was emailing Karen at the university a longer explanation about what happened—still a lie, but enough truth for now—when Brad came back in the hoard and closed the door behind him. “How are you doing?” he asked.
She smiled at him. He looked so good. She couldn’t believe he was all hers. “I’m okay,” she said.
“They’re…they’ll be a little while,” he said. “I think the Raven clan’s going to take them in. As far as we can tell, they’re just a pair of dumbasses who don’t have a clan.”
“That’s good, I guess. But I thought from what you said that everyone had one,” she said.
“Everyone should,” he said. “But sometimes families split up, bad things happen—it’s unusual for two shifters to find each other and not get hooked into a clan, but not
that
unusual, I guess. Anyway. They’ll be part of a clan now, and accountable to them.”
This clan thing was something they took pretty seriously. “So…I’m part of the clan, now?”
“You will be,” he said, “once our mate bond’s sealed. A wedding, basically. We can take our time with that.” He walked over and sat on the end of the bed, next to her chair. “There’s one thing I have to do before that, though—but you had questions.”
“If I, like…like if I robbed a bank, would I—what would happen? Would the clan step in?”
“No,” he laughed. “Only if you, I don’t know. Robbed a bank with dragonfire.”
“Could I
do
that?”
“Um…maybe?” It was clear it had never occurred to him before. “If you had me help you, I guess. But…don’t do it, and we won’t have to worry about it. Basically clans step in where the normal human justice system can’t help. Like, if you robbed a bank and got caught, and I broke you out of jail as a dragon,
that’s
where the clans would step in.”
“That makes sense,” she said.
“I’m glad we could clear that up,” he said, straight-faced. “So…no robbing banks.”
“Got it.”
He shook his head. “All right, I can’t do this any more,” he said. He got back up, and swept Rachel out of the chair, into his arms, and back on the glittering bed. “That’s better.”
“That’s better,” she agreed. “You said there was something else you needed to do?”
“There is,” he said. “I have something for you.” He put his right hand up just above his
breastbone, where it met the hollow of his collarbones. She saw a small glow underneath his fingers, and then—
Something glittering appeared in his hand as he pulled it away from his chest. Her curled his fingers around it in a loose fist.
“Wait—how did you do that?”
“It’s not that exciting,” he said. “It’s something I’ve worn since I came of age. It’s protected by magic. Not just the illusion that we use on the walls, because this is…well, it’s my heart’s true magic. A part of me.”
“Heart’s magic?”
He put his hand palm up and opened his fingers so she could see. It was a pendant on a golden chain, a simple, almost abstract symbol that looked like a tree. “If we were both dragon shifters, we’d exchange them,” he said. “But since you’re not, you just get mine.”
His heart’s magic.
“What…so does that mean we’re together, forever?”
“It does,” he says. “If that’s what you want.”
It was beautiful. It shone when it caught the light. “That’s what…it’s meant to be, right?”
“You still get to say yes,” he said, carefully. “Or no. That’s part of what’s meant to be, too. Because it doesn’t come off. It’s…there to bind us together.”
Forever,
she thought, and her heart surged with emotion. “I will,” she said, putting her hands up to meet his. “I say yes…this is what’s meant to be.”
“Good,” he said, “because I don’t know what I would have said if you’d said no.” He untangled the necklace and held it out. “Can I put it on you?”
“Please,” she said.
She sat as still as she could while he gently placed the pendant around her neck. “What does the symbol mean?”
“It’s our clan’s mark,” he said. “It’s very old, from when we were in the woods in Slovakia. We’re of the forest and the mountains.”
“That’s beautiful,” she said.
“I think so.” He stepped back. “It looks beautiful on you.”
“Does it?” She couldn’t imagine what she looked like. She was still wearing yesterday’s clothes, but she felt like she’d become a different person in the past twenty-four hours.
“There’s a mirror here, let me show you.” He extended his hand, and she took it to stand up.
The mirror was on the far wall, next to the bed, and was small, in a simple oak frame; an oddly modest touch in a room full of gilt. “My mother told me I’d need to freshen up in my own room once in a while. And that not
everything
needed to be covered in gold.”
“Definitely not born a dragon,” she said, before she could hold back the words.
But Brad just laughed happily. “Thank goodness,” he said. “If our family was nothing but dragon shifters…I can’t even imagine it.”
Rachel looked at her reflection. She looked pretty much the same as she always did, though her hair was a little the worse for wear from being in the cold and lack of access to conditioner. She wondered what it was that Brad saw that was so special. “I like the necklace,” she said.
“Well, that’s good, because you’re stuck with it.” She watched as he put his arms around her. “And me.”
“I think I can live with that,” she said, happily.
She heard a small chime. “Ah,” he said. “That’s our system. A lot gentler than a bunch of buzzers on an intercom. Doug said he’d let us know when you could talk with the men who hurt you.”
“Okay,” she said, swallowing. She knew she wanted to see them, but it seemed a lot more stressful now than it had twenty seconds ago. “You’re coming with me, right?”
“Of course,” he said, squeezing her waist gently. “And none of us are going to let anything happen to you.”
“Okay,” she said. She’d known it was true, but it was better when he said it out loud.
The men seemed much smaller as humans, but they still looked angry. One—a man with sandy hair and steel blue eyes—looked cruel, as well. The other man was broader, and looked younger than Brad. He seemed much less certain of himself, and he didn’t meet Rachel’s eyes with his own.
The two clan heads she hadn’t met had stepped out, for now. Doug had said they had to ‘make arrangements’ to bring these men into their clans. Now they would be punished by the clan, and accountable to the clan.
Brad had told her they’d be separated for at least six months. Judging from the way the younger one seemed to be deferring to the older one—even as they were both tied to the stone bench—that was probably a good idea.
“These are the men who tried to kill you,” Doug said.
“We just wanted to scare her,” the older man said, his lip curling.
“Scare her to death,” Brad muttered darkly. “Look, you can save that crap for—”
“Brad,” Doug said, gently, but Rachel and Brad could both hear the warning underneath it. “Rachel, do you have anything to say to these men?”
There was a lot she could say. But she’d thought about it, and she wanted to keep it simple, so they’d remember her words. “What you did was wrong,” she said. “I won’t ask for an apology now, because I know it won’t be sincere. But when you’re done with…what the clans have asked you to do your penance or punishment—whatever—that’s when I want the apology. Because I deserve it, and because you could have killed me, or any of the other scientists who work in these mountains, just for wanting to care about our home.” She took a deep breath. “That’s all.”
Brad squeezed her arm and nodded his head. “All right,” he said. “And that’s a lot nicer than you deserve.”
“We’ve all noted your opinion,” Doug said. “Thank you, Rachel.” The look on his face was steady and sincere. Apparently she’d said
something
right. “Now, Brad, I think it’s time you get her back home. My suggestion is you take her back to her apartment so she can get some fresh gear before she starts up that snowmobile.”
“I’ll do that,” Brad said. “Thank you.”
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The air on the side of the mountain was cold, even through her borrowed snowsuit. It was clear enough now that she could see for miles and miles, the mountains stretching toward the Allegheny Plateau to the south. A little light snow was falling, making everything bright, powdery white. It would be perfect to snowshoe through.
But she wasn’t snowshoeing right now.
Brad was only wearing a light jacket; he had told Rachel that too much clothing made him feel bulky when he flew. It seemed strange, when she was in her full snowsuit.
“All right,” he said. “First a little dragon magic, and then we’ll be off.”
“More magic?” She’d seen more magic in a day than she’d ever believed possible. Now there was something new and amazing.
“Just a little more,” he said, and took her into his arms for a kiss.
His breath was warm, filling her body like she’d just taken a drink of steaming hot coffee. But the warmth tingled too. It felt like something pure and golden was being poured into her, top to bottom. She put her arms tight around him and kissed back, passionately. She didn’t want this feeling to stop.
“All right,” he said. “Now you’re ready to fly.”
“What—what did that do?” It felt like her senses were all hyper-aware, and her skin was tingling.
“A little adjustment. You won’t be as cold, and more importantly, you’ll be able to breathe through any changes in air pressure. This way, you can fly as high as a dragon can.”
She shook her head in wonder. “How high is that?”
“I’m going to show you,” he said, and transformed.
She felt his skin change, his bones rearranging. But it wasn’t scary or confusing. It was…well, magical. A sense of wonder filled her. How did he manage doing this? How—
Magic was real, and it was holding her in its arms, as gently and carefully as if she was a precious jewel to protect. Standing on his hind legs he was just over seven feet, his long neck starting at her chin and then stretching over her head. His tail curled behind him, about half the length of his body. She felt little of his enormous strength as he held her.
She felt his muscles bunch for only a fraction of a second, and then they were flying.
The view she’d been so impressed by just a minute ago seemed small compared to what she saw. It was better than a helicopter—there was no glass in the way. Instead, she saw the mountains below her, the sun peeking out through a cloud just to the east to illuminate the brilliant white snow. It looked like white fire at the edge between shadow and sunlight.
“It’s beautiful,” she said, wondering if Brad could hear her.
His mighty wings flapped, and they were speeding across the sky. It was a steady, gentle motion, like being in a kayak just skimming the surface of the water. Only looking at the way Brad passed over the peaks showed her how quickly they were moving.
His grip on her waist was firm and strong, his talons curled around her. She felt warm, despite the cold air brushing past her face, and it was easy to breathe, even when the wings beat a second time and they flew through, then above, the clouds. She tightened her grip around his neck, but it was really just to hold him closer. She knew she was safe in his arms.
The sun shone on the tops of the clouds, making them look like the world’s softest pillow. She knew how cold and wet they were—they’d just flown through them—but it was still a remarkably convincing illusion.
Brad veered a little into an air current, and she felt it lifting them up, pushing them a little closer to the brilliant sun. Above the clouds, it was harder for Rachel to see where they were headed, though she thought Brad had already turned north, in the direction of her apartment. Not quite as the crow flies; he was taking a slightly different path, probably to take advantage of the currents she felt brushing past them.
As the dragon flies,
she thought.
Her heart was in flight, too. Of course, she’d heard of dragon shifters. But in her mind, they’d all been old men, misers, cold and probably cruel. Why else would they hide away?
Meeting Brad had told her how wrong she was. And better yet, her true love might really be—
No. She knew it in her heart. Her true love
was
a dragon. He’d saved her life. He’d healed her wounds. And now he was carrying her home in his arms, keeping her safe.
She’d hoped for a husband someday, a family. But she’d never dreamed she could have a man who cared for her like this. Someone who treated her kindly, who wanted to protect her. Who loved her for exactly who she was.
It wasn’t a dream come true. It was better than anything she could have possibly dreamed.
 
Rachel’s apartment was a tiny second-floor efficiency on a dead-end street. Brad landed on the logging trail behind the house, made smooth in the winter from snowmachine traffic, and they went into the run-down farmhouse and up the stairs to her unit. It seemed drab after the lair. She was glad she’d taken the time to run the vacuum through, so at least it was reasonably clean.
Brad didn’t seem to mind any of it. “This is so nice,” he said.
Nice enough, she guessed. Mostly it was crammed with her junk; she’d moved to an efficiency a few months back when the house she’d been renting was sold, and hadn’t really consolidated as much as she’d really needed to. There were a lot of books, and a lot of rocks. Probably more clothes than she needed, when it came to that. And—
“Rachel?”
She turned her attention back to Brad. “Yes?”
“I didn’t want to ask in front of Doug, but do you have another snowsuit? He tends to…well, assume that money’s no object for anyone.”
“I do,” she said. “It’s not as good as the one they destroyed, but it’ll work to get the snowmobile back to the university, especially now it’s not storming.”
“All right,” he said. “Good. I guess we’ve got some time for a tour…maybe you could show me the bedroom?”
For half a second she wondered why she’d have to give him a tour of her tiny apartment. Then what he was actually suggesting sunk in. “I’d love to,” she said. “It’s not very big, but it’s all mine. I was in a duplex, but it got sold, and—” She shrugged. “It’s a tight market, with the University. At least that’s what they say.”
“It’s still nice,” he said. “It reminds me of you.”
“Crowded?” she said, feeling embarrassed that he was paying so much attention to her little space.
“Comfortable,” he said. “Like a home, not just a collection of riches.” He slipped his arm around her waist, and she felt her heart beat faster. “Now, I don’t want to get too carried away, but…I’m guessing the bedroom’s over there.”
The ‘bedroom’ was hidden from the living room by a half-wall. “You’re very perceptive,” she said.
He tilted his head down and kissed her hair. “I’d love to see it more closely.”
“Sure,” she said. walking toward the bed. “We offer turndown service.”
“You don’t say,” he said, happily. “That sounds pretty nice, right about now. I think I’ll have to experience it in person.”
“At least once,” she suggested. She pulled his sweater over his head. “Does now sound good?”
“Now sounds fantastic,” he said. He took her again in his arms and kissed her.
Rachel felt warmth wash over her body, from the crown of her head, splashing into her shoulders and breasts, pooling between her legs even as it went all the way down to her toes. She felt the muscles in Brad’s arms and chest, as solid as granite, but still warm and comforting. He tensed for a second, then swept her up in his arms and carried her toward the bed. It was covered with an old quilt that had been her grandmother’s, which he carefully turned down as he placed her—almost one-armed—on the sheets.
Rachel felt her heart beating fast, her breath coming still faster, as he pulled his t-shirt and jeans off. His eyes were locked on her. She should have felt self-conscious; no one had ever looked at her like
this
before, like she was the most important thing in his world, like she was the only woman he ever wanted to make love to again.
She felt like a queen.
He reached down and took hold of the hem of her sweater. “May I do the honors?” he asked.
She nodded.
He pulled her sweater off, then her long-sleeved t-shirt. He unbuttoned her jeans, and slid jeans, thermal underwear and panties off in one smooth movement. “That’s better,” he said, softly, and she could hear that Brad’s breath was coming fast, too. She looked down at his cock, tented through his expensive boxers. Her mouth watered.
“Yeah,” she agreed. “Much better.”
“I could look at you all day long,” he said. “But—”
He climbed into bed instead, his hands on her body again, stroking her sides and coming to rest on her chest, cupping her breasts through her bra. “But I want to do this too.” He found her nipples with this thumbs and teased them hard. She could hear his breathing, feel his body where it rested against hers. She could feel the warmth of the pendant on her chest.
His heart’s magic.
She sat up a little so he could unhook her bra and pull it off, and he took the tip of her right breast into his mouth, teasing the nipple with his tongue. She moaned; he knew just the right way to touch her, to make electric pressure hum through her body. She was so wet she could feel moisture dripping down the inside of her legs. “Please,” she said.
He let her breast slip from his mouth, licking it hungrily before tipping his chin up to look at her face. “What do you want?” he asked.
She wanted more things than she could even say. She reached for him, pulling his mouth back to hers, and wrapped her legs around him. “Please,” she repeated.
“All right,” he said, and reached down to rub her clit with his thumb. He used slow, steady circles—it was like he could read her mind—and she felt a moan escape her lips. She opened her legs wider to let him in.
God, he was big. Perfectly big.
At the last moment, when she was braced for her to enter him, he slid his arms around her back and dropped, pulling her over on top of him—and pushing into her, hot and hard, at the same time.
“Oh,” she said, a little gasp of air, before he thrust up and in, harder, and she felt herself shaking with need. Her clit ached, throbbed, as she rode him, feeling the hard muscles of his thighs against hers. He cupped her breasts in his hands, teasing her nipples with his fingers. Every inch of her body was burning with need. She wanted more, harder,
now.
She was filled, filled with his warmth, and his fingers sent more warmth through her body. She was loved,
loved
intensely, completely, and by a man who sent her every sense reeling.
Her body tensed and shuddered as she moved, almost without any of her own control. She was just
responding,
responding to the sea of touch and pleasure she was floating in, letting Brad’s motions guide her as the heat built and built inside her.
Until the dam finally broke, and she felt the orgasm flooding her, every inch of her body soaking in delirious pleasure. Her hips shuddered, and she felt Brad pulsing into her as he came, his ragged breath matching up with her own.
It took a long time for them both to still. When they’d ridden out the last throes of pleasure, he pulled her back into his arms and down onto the bed. She curled herself against his side.
“I could stay here forever,” he said.
“I felt the same way about your lair,” she said.
“We can have both, if you want. Or my apartment…or somewhere else. Somewhere that’s ours.”
“I’d like that,” she said. “I mean…in a little while.”
“Of course.” He squeezed her. “You can take as much time as you need. Or as much time as you think you’ll need to explain to people who aren’t shifters. It’s different for us.”
“I figured that out,” she said. She put her hand up to the pendant he’d given her. It felt warm to the touch, as it always did. “God, I don’t even know how I’ll explain you to Penelope. And I tell her
everything.”
“Your sister?”
She nodded.
“Just tell her you met the greatest guy, and he’s got a bunch of rich brothers and cousins, and they can’t wait to meet her. The dragon stuff can come later. Dad says it’s easier to meet us first, when we’re not, you know, fire-breathing monsters.”
“Very funny,” she said, but she had to admit to herself it would be nice if Penelope found half the happiness that Rachel had experienced in the past twenty-four hours. Rachel wouldn’t have thought it was possible. “You forgot to tell me, too. When
is
your birthday?”
“Five days,” he said.
She did the math in your head. “Monday?”
He nodded.
“We’re going to have to celebrate,” she said.
“I don’t need any celebration.” He pulled her close and kissed her again, gently this time. “I’ve got everything I need, right here.”
“I’ll think of something,” she said. She didn’t want to think him to think that she was just going to sponge off his money, no matter how much he loved her…or how much money he had. She was going to be a partner to him, even if it wasn’t with money. “Maybe I’ll ask your uncle.”
“I can’t even imagine what he’d say,” he said, laughing.
“Me neither, which is why I should do it.” There were the pretty jeweled eggs in his hoard, too. Not all of them had been precious stones. There was a rock shop she and Karen went to a lot that usually had eggs and other carved objects; she might be able to find one with Brad’s birthstone. Amethyst was really pretty when it was carved. Or maybe an egg carved from her birthstone…
“Usually we have a family dinner at the lair, if you can make it.”
“I’ll make it,” she said. “You’re my mate, right?”
“Yeah,” he said. “And you’re mine.”
“You’re damn right I am.” She put her head down against his broad chest and closed her eyes, warm and safe in her mate’s arms.
 
***
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The Billionaire Dragon Shifter's Baby. (Gray’s Hollow Dragon Shifters # 5) A curvy social worker in need of a break + a carefree dragon shifter + a baby dragon who needs her father = one hot and heartwarming romance!
 
The Billionaire Dragon Shifter Meets His Match. (Gray’s Hollow Dragon Shifters #6) One curvy cop who's devoted her life to fighting evil dragons + one dragon who's sure he's a monster + a challenge he can't refuse = a fiery romance that starts with a bang!
 
The Billionaire Jaguar's Curvy Journalist. A curvy reporter looking for a story + a billionaire jaguar shifter looking for his mate = a romance that’ll make headlines!
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Undercover Alpha. A BBW + a hot werewolf bodyguard + undercover action (and action under the covers) = one unforgettably sexy story!
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Handcuffed to the Bear (Shifter Agents # 1), by Lauren Esker. A bear-shifter ex-mercenary and a curvy lynx shifter searching for her best friend's killer are handcuffed together and hunted in the wilderness. Can they learn to rely on each other before their pasts, and their pursuers, catch up with them? A full-length novel.
 
Guard Wolf (Shifter Agents # 2), by Lauren Esker. Avery is a lone werewolf with no pack; Nicole is a social worker trying to put her life back together. When he comes to her door with a box of orphan werewolf puppies and danger in pursuit, can two lonely people find the family they've been missing? A full-length novel.
 
Dragon’s Luck (Shifter Agents # 3) by Lauren Esker. Gecko shifter and infiltration expert Jen Cho teams up with sexy dragon-shifter gambler "Lucky" Lucado to win a high-stakes poker game. Now they're trapped on a cruise ship full of mobsters, mysterious enemy agents, and evil dragons! A full-length novel.
 
Taming the Beast, by Honey Dover. Beauty is a paranormal investigator hired to deal with a man cursed to become a monstrous beast. Helping him recover his humanity will change her life. A novelette.
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Special Preview: Undercover Alpha
 
Lucy had everything a woman could want: a good family and a good job. All she needed was… Nope, she had everything she needed. Sure, a boyfriend might be nice, but she didn’t need one. She didn’t need anything more.
 
She definitely didn't expect a surprise inheritance. Or the hot bodyguard her father hired to keep her safe. And she really, really didn't expect her sexy bodyguard to be a werewolf.
 
Jason had his hands full being Alpha to his own werewolf clan. He didn't need more complications in his life, and he definitely didn't need a mate. But when the opportunity comes up to help out a friend and cement the clan alliance he’d been planning, he jumps at the chance…and runs straight into Lucy.
 
Sparks fly between him and the beautiful woman he must protect, but she has no idea what the handsome stranger from the West Coast is hiding. But how could Jason resist his desire for dark, curvy Lucy, the clan's new Queen?
 
“This whole thing,” she said. “We’ve had so many changes. I didn’t even know Oliver. And now he’s changed our whole lives. I don’t even have to go back to work. Ever.” She shook her head. “We don’t know who we can trust any more.”
“We deal with that a lot,” he said. “Usually it’s not an inheritance. Usually it’s broken trust, or someone who’s spent their whole lives looking over their shoulders. But the not knowing where to turn, who you can trust—that’s what happens to them, too. I know it’s hard.”
“Thanks,” she said. Most people just told them how lucky they were.
“I don’t have to be out there again for a minute,” he said, pulling out a chair. “If you’re gonna be up for a while.”
“Don’t,” she said. She felt her heart pounding, the heat pooling between her legs. What was it about him? What was it about him that kept her off balance? “I know you’re trying to be nice, but—”
“I’m not trying anything,” he said. “I just thought you might want to talk. It gets pretty boring out there, watching and waiting, and it’s still too early for anyone to start sneaking around. So…you know. I’d like to get to know you better.”
“Why?”
“Because,” he said, smiling at her. “You’re beautiful. You’re interesting. And I’m working here anyway, so we might as well get along, right?”
“We—” She didn’t know what to say. She didn’t even know where to start. “We don’t have anything in common.” Why did he have to be so good-looking? Why did he have to smell so good? He smelled even better now, which didn’t make any damn sense at all.
“So?” He put a hand on her arm. “What’s wrong with that?”
She should push him off. Guys didn’t get to just touch her without her permission. She’d socked at guy in the chin once for doing that. So why was her breath coming fast? Why wasn’t she moving?
It was like she was locked in place. Like all she could see was Jason’s handsome face, those blue eyes. Like her whole world was narrowed down to this one moment, this one man. “There’s nothing wrong with it,” she said, when she could manage to make herself speak. “But—” But what? She couldn’t think of a damn thing.
“Exactly,” he said. “Nothing.” He stepped back so they were facing each other. “You know, that party was nice, but there was one thing I wished they’d had.”
“What’s that?” She felt like she was in a trance. His eyes were looking straight into hers. Her whole body felt charged. Every inch of her skin was hyper-sensitive. Like something electric was pulsing through her.
“Dancing,” he said, and put his free hand on Lucy’s waist.
The tingling turned into a fire. I’ve just met him, she thought to herself. How can I feel so—
“Do you sing? I bet you have a beautiful voice.”
“I don’t,” she said. They always called her brassy. “What kind of music do you like?”
“Anything,” he said, “if you’re singing it.”
She tried to think of the right song. Any song. “You make me feel—”
He pulled her into his arms, and that felt—
It felt perfect. She wasn’t wearing a bra, and she probably needed a shower. And he was treating her like the most beautiful woman he’d ever seen. What the hell was she thinking?
You’re not thinking, she thought. You’re feeling. And it’s all below your waist.
Maybe it didn’t matter. She wasn’t agreeing to marry this guy. It was a dance, that was all. So what if they were dancing in the kitchen? How long had it been since she just had fun?
He was singing along with her. His chest was broad, and she could feel how muscular it was as he held her close.
Maybe she could just hold this moment, at least for a little while.
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