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She fell for a dragon half turned to stone.

Now the mating fever will turn them to ash – or let them fly.

 

As lord of the Nox Incendi dragons, Bale Dorado is supposed to protect his people within the exclusive Keep casino in Sin City, but the curse that plagues the clan has all but turned him to cold stone. Only by finding the powerful, burning heart of his treasure will he survive to lead them against a deadly magical threat to dragonkin. Instead, he finds himself falling for a wounded, delicate…virgin?

 

Esme Montenegro fears everything about the broken, disfigured dragon lord—including her wild, feverish attraction to him. She too is falling…and if she can’t find her wings, they and all the Nox Incendi are doomed.
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Chapter 1

In the long-dead language of the dragonkin, his name had translated to balefire: a signal fire that burned on the heights, a message in the darkness.

When he had been all but extinguished by the stone blight, they whispered another version of his name: baleful—something sinister and malevolent. 

Bale Dorado thought maybe the whispers were not so wrong. With the cold stillness of the petralys poison confining him to his cavernous prison, the dark wasn’t just out there anymore.

It was in him.

Since he’d become watchdragon over this sleeping beauty, though, he’d felt stirrings in places he’d thought had turned to stone. 

He prowled closer. “I feel myself falling,” he murmured. “Because of you.”

Considering he was half stone already, falling was not a good thing. But Esme Montenegro was everything that incited a dragon’s lust. Exposed by the simple folds of her white shift, her skin gleamed with a pearl’s luster in the pulsing light of the brazier’s low-burning embers, and the occasional spark shimmered like diamonds in her hair. But it was the tantalizing whisper of her heartbeat in the silence that drew him closer yet.

He clenched his right hand into a fist. Instead of feeling the silky tangle of her long, blond locks, his jagged talons bit into his palm. “You remind me of sunlight, which I’d almost forgotten,” he told her. His gaze traced down the twisting gold strands, glinting with her every breath, and paused on the pale upper curve of her breast before he glanced away. “Or moonlight,” he added wryly.

He knew she couldn’t hear him in her slumber, but sometimes when her dreams were disturbed by the malicious magic that had brought her here a week ago, his low words seemed to soothe her. After years of rarely speaking, his voice was as rough as shattered granite. Still, even in her sleep, she turned her face toward him.

If he hadn’t been watching her so closely, he might’ve missed the tremor of her lashes or the hitch in her slow breaths, not quite a sob. Despite the cave’s thick, protective rock walls, her nightmares had found her again.

She was lying on a low ledge of shelfstone jutting up from the middle of the shallow pool in his cave. Delicate curls of steam drifted above the water, and bioluminescent algae glimmered on invisible currents fed by geothermal springs deep below the Keep. Just that token amount of light and heat pained him, burning on his frozen nerves, but without another thought, he waded across the pool to her side.

“I’m here,” he said softly. “No one will get to you, not through me.”

When he’d said that before, she’d settled back into deeper sleep. But this time, her pale brows furrowed and she muttered under her breath, as if she didn’t believe him.

He couldn’t blame her. Before she’d come to Las Vegas, she hadn’t known about warlocks or dragons, but then she’d been made a weapon by one wielded against the other. Now she was hiding in a preternatural cave up in the penthouse of Sin City’s most exclusive casino. And still, none of that was as unlikely as the thought that he—imprisoned, sick, dying—could save her.

Holding one hand above her, not quite touching but close enough that her breaths feathered over his palm, he repeated, “I’m here. Quiet now. I have you.”

She stilled, and the restive flicker of her lashes halted so she was once again a lovely centerpiece in his stone garden. His dragon, half somnolent itself from the petralys, uncoiled to admire her. The sensation ached in his chest, making him stiffen. That she could rouse a sleeping dragon…

Bale started to back away.

And she grabbed his hand.

Her eyes flared open. Her pupils were blown wide, and panicked white ringed the dark brown of her irises. He froze, pinned by that wild, dazed look. In that instant, her fingers laced through his.

“Are you real?” Her whisper was ragged and hoarse, as if she’d been screaming in her nightmares. “Are you…are you there?”

He realized she couldn’t see him as well as he could see her. The light that hurt his eyes was nothing more than a faint, dull glow to her. Even so, he carefully angled the left side of his body farther away from her, hiding his twisted form.

“I’m here,” he said for the third time. “You’re safe in this place.”

To his consternation, she tightened her grip on his hand. He curled his fingers gently over hers, piercing his talons into his own flesh lest he scratch her.

“I couldn’t wake up,” she murmured. “I kept falling…falling asleep.”

“You’re awake now,” he assured her. “I know the cavern is…strange, but the cold and the dark stopped Ashcraft’s spell from controlling you.”

She shuddered and clutched his hand between her breasts, holding so fiercely he was shocked to feel the slow surge of his pulse beneath her fingertips. “Is he…is Lars dead?”

Bale knew Esme had been engaged to be married to Lars Ashcraft, industrialist scion. She’d arrived at the Keep under the pretense of a bachelorette weekend with her friends. That Ashcraft was a secret warlock who had intended to sacrifice her to a dragon in order to obtain draconic ichor for his own alchemical magic probably negated any prenuptial agreements.

“Not dead.” Though he tried to smooth the rough edges of his voice, the dragon’s rumble echoed in the undertones. “But he won’t hurt you ever again.”

“You won’t let him,” she murmured. When she curled into herself, her words breathed over his skin, and his half-dead nerves blazed like lines of black powder. “I heard you say so. You promised.”

He winced. What else had she heard him say?

As he shuffled through the last few days in his head, he tried to extract his hand, but with her knotted grip, he didn’t want to hurt or scare her. 

And maybe, partly, it was his dragon that wouldn’t let go.

“I destroyed the ring Ashcraft gave you,” he told her. The engagement ring had looked like a diamond, but his dragon had known the alchemically twisted “stone” was a fake. He’d burned it to ash, and then he’d burned the ash to smoke. “Now that you aren’t breathing the bespelled spores, your head will clear and you’ll regain your strength. He can’t get to you while you’re here in the Keep.”

Lashes fluttering down over her dark eyes, she let out a shivering breath. “I’m here,” she whispered. “With you.” Her eyes opened again, searching for his gaze in the darkness. “You’ll be here?”

“I won’t go anywhere.” He couldn’t leave the cavern, but she didn’t need to know the specifics. She sought his reassurance only because she was alone and afraid of the dark. Rightly so.

If she saw the clawed hand she clenched so tightly, she’d be even more afraid.

When she fell asleep again—a natural slumber this time—he stayed by her side though his hand cramped and his toes were turning glow-in-the-dark. 

When the door to his prison opened, though, he had to retreat. The light was too harsh, and he didn’t want his brother to see him.

Or to see how he’d been lingering over the vulnerable human female like a hungry dragon over its prey.

But apparently his luck had failed, along with his eyesight and his body, because Rave halted awkwardly on the verge of the brazier’s flickering light. His head swung from the frail blonde sprawled on the shelfstone toward the shadows where Bale had withdrawn, and his eyes narrowed. “I came to see how she’s doing. But I guess you’re on top of that.”

“She’s…” Though Bale tried to trap the rest, the incredulous words escaped between his clenched teeth. “She is my true mate.”

His dragon had known—known—what she was. With the beast barely contained in his tortured skin, why had it taken longer for the truth to well up to his consciousness? Because he hadn’t wanted to believe that Esme Montenegro was his solarys mate. It wasn’t just hard to believe; it was—

“No,” Rave said.

The flat denial from his brother made the dragon in Bale rear up in defiance. Pain spiked through his spine, sending lashes of black lightning to the ends of his nerves. He bit back the urge to roar and only hissed out a slow breath.

Finally, the worst of the agony passed, and he refocused. “What did you say?”

Rave paced the edges of the circle of light near Esme. “It’s impossible,” he said tightly. “There must be something else going on. Why would the dragon choose her?”

“That’s not what you said,” Bale prodded.

His brother stopped pacing and crossed his arms over his chest, straining the sleek black linen of his dress shirt across his broad shoulders. As general manager and public face of their exclusive Las Vegas casino, he looked the part: half stylish, half ruthless. But the beast within was pure savagery in defense of the Nox Incendi dragons.

And the warlock’s wounded princess/pawn was a danger.

Huffing out a breath, Rave dragged one hand through his thick, brown hair. “I said no,” he admitted. “Forgetting for a moment who I was talking to.”

“Your reyex,” Bale needled. “Your liege lord.”

“And my brother. One who’s always had a softness for hard-luck cases.”

At the note of warmth in Rave’s voice, Bale closed his eyes. With the stone blight spreading through his body, slowly stealing his life, any heat or light was pain. And still, the petralys was nowhere near as bad as the grim reality they both knew.

“To be dragonkin is to know hard luck,” Bale noted. 

Rave grunted noncommittally. “You’ve been stuck with her for a few nights now. I’m wondering if that might have something to do with the rock-hard thing.”

Bale choked on a laugh. Their sire would’ve roasted a dragon for such presumption. But the only reason the Nox Incendi clan—and Bale himself, for that matter—still existed was because of Rave Dorado and his determination to keep their treasure and their shapeshifting secrets hidden from the human world.

Now Rave had claimed his solarys mate, and his dragon thrived. No wonder he felt confident about challenging his liege.

Plus, as a younger brother, he’d always been a pain in the ass.

“We’re close to a treatment for the petralys,” Rave said, pacing again. “The cereus flowers we liberated during the raid on Ashcraft Antiquities are showing results. Piper purified the extract, and she’s searching for a way to synthesize it in bulk. Once we do that, we can dose everyone in the clan and keep the stone blight at bay until each dragon finds his true mate. No problem.”

Despite the ache in all his joints that worsened with each step, Bale slid around the back side of a stalagmite where he could see Esme. “I’ve found my mate.”

Rave scowled. “Not that one.”

Bristling at his brother’s vehement rejection, Bale snarled, “The Nox Incendi have only one solarys. One. Let me count that for you. One.”

“Then make sure,” Rave said with strained patience, “you don’t let the dragon claim this one.”

“Without a solarys mate, I’ll die.” Bale fought against the twist in his spine to lift his head, studying his brother. “Or is that what you want? To become reyex yourself?”

Rave snarled back, the guttering embers of the brazier blazing in his storm blue eyes. “Don’t even go there. I don’t want your treasure. I’ve got everything I want.” 

“Ah, yes,” Bale drawled. “You have your solarys.”

“Piper.” At the sound of his mate’s name, the angry flames in Rave’s gaze dissipated with an iridescent burst, as if merely the thought of her ignited his ichor.

The ichor—the essence of the Nox Incendi that gave the dragonkin their light and flight and life—was a tarry sludge in Bale’s veins, pooling in his limbs, clogging his heart, slowing even his thoughts. 

“I’ll be stone-bound soon,” he said softly.

“And likely you’ll still last longer than her.” Rave sent a pitying glance toward Esme. “We have Ashcraft on the run, and you broke the hold he had over her through that zombified engagement ring. But look at her—she’s still a wreck.” He shook his head. “And from what Piper has told me, Esme was never that strong. If your dragon tries to claim her as mate now, you will both die.”

The assessment—cruel but true—hit Bale harder than a dragonslayer’s spear. She’d already been wounded by Ashcraft’s alchemy, and the dragon’s charm was more primal yet, darker than lead and hotter than molten gold. He didn’t care so much for his own fate anymore, but in her current state, she wouldn’t survive the mating fever.

The beast in him writhed, leaving no room for him to inhale, and his breath rattled. 

Rave stepped forward in alarm. “Bale. What—?”

As if the noise had roused her, Esme stirred. The flames in the brazier flickered higher, widening the circle of light.

Bale edged back, squinting. “Take her then,” he said through gritted teeth. “Ashcraft can’t reach her anymore.” And neither could he. “Get her out of here. Take her back to her friends.”

“Bale—”

“Now. Before she wakes again.” Before she sees me.

He didn’t say that aloud, praise all the stars in the night sky, but no doubt Rave knew what he was thinking. Though it had been a long time since he’d allowed anyone to see what the petralys toxin had done to him, Bale knew his brother was aware of the blight’s progression. 

Responding to the sudden burst of his heartbeat, the fire reached higher yet as Esme pushed herself up onto one elbow, and Bale recoiled again. When she brushed back the pale blond strands of her hair, her dark eyes were hazy—but then she blinked and looked around, her gaze sharpening.

Not so blind that she wouldn’t see him for what he was.

The beast halfway out of his skin, and the stone halfway in.

Wingtip dragging over the rough rock, he retreated further into the black cavern, though the dragon raged, wanting to go to her. Wanting to claim her.

The congealing ichor in his body ravaged his bones like a pack of rabid wolves tearing him apart from the inside. He gasped, though the sound came out as a growl.

Rave stiffened, turning in his direction but unable to see past the fire. Just as well. After another moment’s hesitation, he splashed through the shallow pool and urged Esme to her feet. With a wary glance over his shoulder and another at the water beneath him, Rave lifted Esme and swung her from the shelfstone to dry ground. 

Bale trusted his brother with every coin in the Nox Incendi treasury, but seeing those hands—two full hands—on Esme ripped through his guts and lungs until he felt eviscerated.

He would never carry her, not with his affliction.

As she stumbled toward the elevator, she lifted her head and stared back. Her gaze, too deep for her delicate coloring, seemed to reach Bale through the shadows.

Seemed to touch him when nothing else could.

Worse than the flames of the brazier, the feverish glaze in her eyes seared him. The part of his skin unprotected by scales or the creeping blight felt as if it was blistering, bubbles of pain sinking into his flesh.

He groaned, a low, tortured sound that rolled between the rocks and brought Rave to a halt. Esme cringed against his side, both hands fisted in his fine shirt as her wild gaze swept the darkness, searching for the monster she must sense.

“Leave,” Bale grated. “Before the dragon changes my mind.”

He knew her human eyes couldn’t pierce the shadows, but his voice must have been awful enough. Her already pale skin turned ashen at his words. What her half-dreaming self had been willing to accept, her waking mind identified as a threat.

Him.

The dragon yearned toward her, straining as if it could leave his body. Scales split from skin, weeping blackened ichor. He dropped to his knees, bone slamming against stone, just as the elevator door opened again, flooding the cavern with unforgiving light. The illumination engulfed Esme in an aura of white and gold, searing his gaze, forcing him to look away. And this time he couldn’t stop himself.

He roared. It was either that or demand her return. His failing ichor didn’t ignite. Instead, the embers in the brazier guttered out, and the glowing algae in the pool died, casting the cavern into oblivion.

Rave hustled Esme into the box, whisking her away, and in the last glimpse Bale had of her, she fell into his brother’s arms.

 

***

 

Esme swallowed back the scream clogging her throat, an echo to the horrible cry that even the closing of the heavy steel doors couldn’t silence.

“Dark,” she murmured. “Everything’s so dark.”

The man holding her upright put his hand under her chin and tilted her head upward to the ceiling light. He frowned down at her. “Pupils equal and reactive,” he muttered. “Maybe more damage from the link from Ashcraft—”

“Not Lars,” she rasped. “Not me. Him. Black and cold.”

His frown deepened. “My brother’s cavern was the only place to hide you from Ashcraft. The warlock’s magic couldn’t reach you there, not with Bale in the way.”

She wavered on her feet, her mind whirling. 

For so long, the whirling had been like murk going down a drain, but now the swirl was reversed, a jumble of disjointed memories bubbling up from her half-sleep. The man beside her was Rave Dorado. A dragon shapeshifter who was mated to her college housemate Piper Ramirez. Their third housemate Anjali Herne had been tasked with trapping and killing a dragon-shifter, using Esme as bait. The warlock Lars Ashcraft had been the mastermind behind the plot, foiled by Anjali and her dragonmate Torch Dorado who had also helped break the alchemical/voodoo curse in the engagement ring Lars had given Esme.

Quite the unbelievable adventure.

And she’d slept through most of it.

She jerked her chin out of Rave’s hand and almost knocked herself over.

“Watch it.” He shifted the hand to her elbow and steadied her. “We’ve been blocking the worst of Ashcraft’s alchemy, but we don’t know how much it affected you.”

She stiffened. “You said I might die.”

Rather than look chagrined, which most people did when she called them out, he tilted his head. “You heard that? Faking it, were you?”

“No.” A flush of annoyance warmed her a little, enough to shake loose his grasp. “I wasn’t asleep. But I…wasn’t awake either. I was…” She gazed past him, catching a hazy glimpse of herself in the brushed steel of the elevator doors. The simple white shift dress was something she might’ve chosen for herself—she never had to worry about the message a white shift dress sent; people could write whatever intention they wanted on such a blank canvas—but the silky fabric hung on her like the lining of a very nice coffin.

“A ghost,” she finished after a moment.

“Not a ghost yet,” Rave said briskly. “With Ashcraft defeated, you can work on regaining your strength. Piper will be glad to see you…more yourself.”

Esme dragged her gaze back to him, sorting through her returning memories. “She’ll be the only one. Anjali is still ashamed of bringing me to Lars’ attention. And you. You think I’m a threat to your brother.”

“Not just him,” Rave clarified. “To all the Nox Incendi.”

She touched her temple. The snarls in her hair were as tangled as her impressions. “I like being thought of as a threat.”

He flashed a toothy grin at her. “Well, there’s something to you after all.”

She closed her eyes. 

He might be the only one to ever think that.

Despite his unkind words, his grip on her arm was gentle when the elevator stopped and he led her through a twisting corridor to the double doors of a luxurious suite. She remembered all this, more or less, although in her mind’s eye, she was floating through most of it and a whispering voice had been telling her she was worthless and weak and the only way for her to save herself was to steal someone else’s power to live.

But she’d never wanted to be powerful.

That voice had belonged to Lars, when he’d held her helpless and touched her all over while reciting the places he would carve the dragon. Or maybe it was her grandmother’s voice. Grand-mère had never said anything about shapeshifters, but the company she’d taken over from her philandering, forgetful husband had carved up and swallowed other companies with the same lust Lars had reserved for dragons.

Esme wrapped her arms around herself as Rave guided her under the amber chandelier in the hallway toward the living area. As fabulous as the Keep was, it still felt to her like all the other posh, expensive hotels and resorts she’d ever stayed in: shiny as the finest crystal goblet, and every bit as brittle and hollow.

The cavern—dark and cold though it had been—pulsed with something she couldn’t name, couldn’t even see.

But she wanted it.

She wanted—

“Ezzie!” Piper jumped off the couch aligned near the floor-to-ceiling windows that framed a view of the Vegas skyline. Her high ponytail bounced with her enthusiasm.

They only called her Ezzie back in college when they were threatening to take her to the emergency room after another bad night. Most of the time, she’d been able to talk them out of it, but she must look pretty bad now to have Piper defaulting to the childish version of her already short name.

She wrapped her arms around herself, shocked at the sharp ends of her own bones. She’d gotten so good at covering those up…

Warmth enveloped her, and she snapped herself out of her drifting to catch the edges of the blanket Piper was tucking around her. “Thanks,” she murmured.

“Bale wouldn’t let me cover you,” Piper said fretfully. “He said the cold slowed the negative reactions in your body.”

“Maybe.” She sort of remembered that conversation. Esme gave Rave a thankful smile when he handed her a cup of tea. Steam curled up, wafting the delicate scent of jasmine to her nose. “I feel more awake than I have since…” She looked down into her cup, distracted by the reflection of the amber chandelier in the water, like the sun drowning in the sea. 

“Since Lars gave you the engagement ring?” Piper suggested. “The hallucinogens seeping out of the ring must’ve been affecting you from the very start.” 

Esme straightened. Ugh, that giant “diamond” engagement ring had actually been full of alchemically altered psychedelic spores. There’d been a time when the weirdest thing she’d ever encountered was at a charity event where all three ex-wives of a local business man had been wearing the same dress. Now she was surrounded by dragons and warlocks and magic mushroom rings. 

When she shook her head, the movement seemed to knock more things into place, so she did it more vigorously. “Even before that. I think… I think I’ve been floating for a long time.” 

Piper touched her hand through the blanket, compassion softening her dark brown eyes. “You’re coming down now. And we’re here to catch you.”

But coming down to what? The engagement of socialite heiress Esme Montenegro to industry scion Lars Ashcraft had been front page of the living and business sections in the Salt Lake City newspapers and websites. Now Ashcraft Antiquities was being investigated by federal watchdog groups, and she was technically missing. 

Maybe she could just keeping sinking, until she was entirely out of sight.

No one would actually miss her. She wouldn’t even miss herself.


Chapter 2

She showered in the Amber Suite’s huge bathroom. The white marble was flawless, and the gold fixtures were real gold, enough that even she was reluctantly impressed. She gave the gold gryphon framing the free-standing, floor-length mirror a rub on the beak rather than look at herself for longer than it took to confirm that the white silk tunic and palazzo pants looked as bad on her as the shift had.

“Mirror, mirror,” she murmured. “Who is the faintest of them all?”

Of course dragons had gold, and plenty of it. If Grand-mère was here, she’d quote in a too-loud voice the daily commodity futures price of the precious metal. 

And then she’d probably ask which of the dragon-shifters was single. Lars being a murderous warlock probably wouldn’t have been a deal-breaker for Grand-mère, as long as he’d been properly discreet about it. Considering his unsavory new headlines on the crime beat, though, the wedding was obviously off.

But which dragon for a grandson-in-law? Rave was enamored with Piper. It was crystal clear in the way he looked at her as he tucked her brown hair behind her ear, as if each strand was more precious to him than all the rubies in the butterfly clip that couldn’t hold back the thick waves. 

Then there was Rave’s cousin Torch, who had brought an update on the investigation into Ashcraft Antiquities. Dressed in black denim and blacker leather, he’d been a jarring note in the quiet of the Amber Suite. He’d given her a once-over, and she wondered if he was judging her for falling for Lars’ spell—metaphorically and literally. But he’d just made some comment about being happy to see her awake.

The solicitous note in a voice that seemed more suited for thunder made her feel like a Ming vase: old and fragile and probably missing a piece or two.

When he’d given Anjali a deep, tongue-filled kiss before stalking out with Rave at his side, it was apparent he too was taken.

So much for landing a dragon-man.

Although there was one other option. She frowned at the hazy, half-formed memory of waking up in darkness. There’d been gleaming embers… No, those had been eyes, watching her…

A feverish flush swept across her skin, and she shook her head hard. She didn’t need a dragon because she was done serving as bait for other people’s ambitions. 

When it was just the three of them, Piper called for dinner, while Anjali sat uneasily on the edge of the couch across from Esme and confessed what she saw as her part in Lars’ ugly schemes. The story tumbling out of her had filled in some gaps in Esme’s memory and some parts she hadn’t known, but when Anj started apologizing again, Esme cut her off.

“I fell for his lies too,” she reminded her friend. “So unless you want me to keep blaming myself…”

“No!” Anj shook her head until her red dreadlocks flew. “None of it was your fault.”

“Then let’s just agree we were both betrayed.”

Tears glinted in Anjali’s hazel eyes. “You have no idea…” She lunged across the couch for a hug.

Esme returned the embrace. Yeah, she had no ideas at all.

She should be used to that. Her whole life, she’d just been a part of other people’s ideas: first Grand-mère’s, then more heinously Ashcraft’s. Even the non-profits that hired her for her grant writing always intimated that it’d just be easier if she gave them the money they wanted. She was too ashamed to admit there wasn’t anything to her that hadn’t been given to her by someone else, not money, not connections. 

Even the blond hair and cartoon princess bone structure was borrowed from her mother. Grand-mère had handed off Mère to a Middle Eastern prince in return for favorable business negotiations after Esme’s father died of a heart attack at a Swiss conference table—well, not at it with his associates, on it with his mistress—but before she’d gone, she’d told Esme to think long and hard about what she wanted out of life.

“Do you want to be the first wife of an ambitious man, or the second wife of a rich man?”

Esme had scowled. “How about the only wife of a good man?”

Her mother reached over and stuck her fingertip—cool from the glass of kale juice they’d been sharing—on the line between Esme’s brow, tsking. “Don’t wrinkle. And don’t be silly.”

As far as life lessons went, that left a lot to be desired.

But now she had her life again. While they ate from the room service feast—Esme made a deliberate effort to try a bite of everything because Piper and Anjali had learned all her old tricks back in school—she listened to them discuss warlocks and dragons, gambling and flying, magic and sex.

That last one, at least, was familiar territory from their shared school days. Anjali leered and puffed up her chest in imitation of Torch’s powerful pecs while Piper snickered and steadfastly refused to reveal Rave’s actual dimensions—while gesturing with an uncut baguette. 

They were all laughing, the companionship making them more giddy than the one bottle of wine. This is what their long bachelorette weekend would’ve been like, Esme mused, if she’d actually been marrying Lars instead of being his hostage.

Except in her case, the two were always meant to be the same.

Something of what she was thinking must have shown on her face because Anjali nudged her. “You okay? Want some more pasta?”

Though she felt too warm and full already, Esme nodded and held out her plate. Then immediately wanted to kick herself. When was she going to stop making other people happy? But since her friends looked pleased that she had it together when she’d so recently been a warlock’s zombie, she took a bite of the creamy alfredo. 

“I was actually thinking about cherries,” she admitted.

Piper peered under one of the still covered serving dishes. “Shoot, I got tiramisu for dessert.”

Because they always plied her with the rich, heavy foods when all she’d ever wanted was to float away. She mentally smacked herself for the uncharitable thought. Her friends were just that—friends. They wanted her to be healthy and happy. Even when she couldn’t seem to want that for herself.

“Cherries?” Anjali prodded. “There’re some apples and pears on the counter we could—”

“As in popping them,” Esme interrupted. “Mine, in particular.”

They both stared at her. 

Oh sure, they could say cock and fuck and pussy all night long, but she mentioned a little thing like virginity and brought the party to a crashing halt.

“Never mind.” She twisted her ring on her thumb. Her fingers were too bony to hold the braid of silver and gold that echoed the rings on Piper’s and Anj’s hands. “Just an idea.”

Anj recovered first, of course. “I think it’s a great idea,” she proclaimed. She grabbed the abused baguette and pointed it at Esme. “Who’s gonna be the lucky guy? Or girl. Or guys and girls. This is Vegas, so anything goes in the lucky department. At least for you.”

Everyone always thought money and beauty meant lucky. Ugh. If only that were true. “I haven’t quite gotten that far,” Esme admitted.

Of course Piper, the more sober one, sat back with her studious gaze focused. “Why now? When you could’ve had any one of those frat boys next door. Or my thesis advisor. Or the pizza guy. Or—”

“I didn’t want them then,” Esme interrupted.

Piper tilted her head. The rubies in her hair clip glinted like burning embers. “Would you want them now?” When Esme didn’t answer, she nodded. “Thought not.” She leaned forward, her eyes gleaming as fiercely as the gems. “Ashcraft tried to make you a virgin sacrifice for a dragon. Don’t let him take it now, when he’s finally gone. Not unless it’s what you want.”

“I don’t know what I want,” Esme snapped. Her own vehemence shocked her, and she put her finger to her mouth as if she could stuff the anger back in.

Emotions at least had no calories.

Piper leaned back, but she didn’t look hurt. If anything, her slow smile was a little wicked. “Well, with pizza guys, you ask for the sausage…”

Anjali snorted. “Don’t ask love advice from a woman who still blushes when she says sausage.”

“Who said anything about love?” Piper shot back, although she covered her cheeks. “We’re just talking about getting la pinga.”

Anj laughed. “I hear your heartbroken sigh every time Rave walks out of the room.”

“I’m not heartbroken when he leaves,” Piper said stoutly. “Because I know he’ll be back. I’m just admiring the fine ass that is mine, all mine.”

“Amateur,” Anj said with a smirk. “Say that to his face instead and he’ll have you bent over the nearest inanimate object, then you’ll get red-cheeked.”

Esme cleared her throat. “My turn.”

They both looked at her again.

Piper bit her lip. “You’re not doing this just because Ashcraft tried to use you and you’re making sure no one can do that again, right? Because, honestly, those were very extenuating circumstances, and not likely to come up again.”

“But if you want to fuck someone here at the Keep,” Anjali interjected, “I’m sure someone will come up.” 

Esme squirmed under the blanket she’d pulled over her lap. She’d been cold, but now she just felt confined. 

When Lars had drugged her, leaving her helpless and only half awake, he’d checked to see if she truly was a virgin. Nasty, vile creep, with his Dark Ages cruelty.

“Hard to believe,” he’d muttered to himself.

More than his dry, probing finger in her panties, it was his disbelief that stung. He was assaulting her and yet acting as if there was something wrong with her.

Forcing herself back to the moment, Esme looked at her friends. “I admit,” she said slowly, “when it comes to never again being considered a virgin sacrifice, getting rid of the virgin part seems easiest.” She’d been raised to be a sacrifice.

“Let’s do it.” Anjali pushed to her feet. “Or I guess, let’s get you done.”

Piper laughed and yanked her back to the couch. “Maybe not right this second?”

“Why not? The Keep is twenty-four/seven action.” But Anjali settled back into the cushions when she looked at Esme.

Who clutched the blanket closer, not much of a shield. “If Lars had gotten what he wanted, last weekend he would’ve taken the dragon’s ichor, and tomorrow was supposed to be our wedding.”

The amusement and excitement on her friends’ faces faded.

“Has it only been a week?” Anj mused. “Seems longer.”

“I feel like I’ve known Rave forever,” Piper said. She looked at Esme. “Did you…want to be married to Lars? Before you knew, I mean.”

Esme considered. Shouldn’t she have had some sort of gut feeling? But her guts had never been particularly reliable. After a moment, she shrugged. “It’s what I was supposed to do. Now, knowing my grandmother must be canceling the hall, the caterer, the band, with no one knowing where I am…”

Piper looked stricken. “I never even thought about that. Should we—”

“No,” Esme said. “Whatever you were going to say—just no. I don’t want anyone to know.” God, Grand-mère might just throw some other useful male into a tux and slap a ring in his hand.

Or maybe she’d just find some other useful granddaughter.

Anjali cleared her throat meaningfully. “Okay then. Back to getting laid.”

But Esme’s stomach finally decided to speak up, and after thinking of her grandmother and her fiancé and her non-existent wedding night, her innards roiled unpleasantly. “Never mind,” she said. “I think I like the fantasy better than the reality.”

“Ideally, it’s both,” Piper said. She reached down the couch to pat Esme’s knee. “You don’t have to jump into anything.” 

She’d never jumped; she’d always just sort of fallen.

“Whenever you’re ready, we’ll be there for you,” Anjali added. “Well, not like right there. That’s not really my kink. And if you don’t want to be found, Torch will make sure no one bothers you.”

The churn of Esme’s stomach slowed. It really was like old times, and maybe for the first time, she felt awake enough to enjoy it. 

But the anxiety nipped at her again when they got up to go. 

“Isn’t this your suite?” she asked Piper.

Her friend shook her head. “It’s yours. I was just staying here while you…when we weren’t sure…”

Anjali wrapped an arm around Esme’s shoulder and leaned her head in, her red dreadlocks a yielding cushion. “Never mind.” She squeezed Esme hard. “We’re just happy that you’re back to you.”

But what was she?

As Esme walked her friends to the double doors, her guts twisted. She forced her lips into a smooth smile when she hugged them both goodnight. They’d done enough for her, and she wasn’t going to keep them away from their own lives just because she couldn’t figure out hers.

When she turned back to the empty suite, the shadows seemed fathomlessly deep, the golden lights of the amber chandelier turned down low. Even when she flipped the dimmer switch as high as it would go, she couldn’t banish all the darkness, not with the desert vista right outside the big windows, as if the night was waiting to come in.

Her spine prickled, taking up the unease in her belly.

She wasn’t really alone, she told herself. There were thousands of people in the casino. Piper and Anjali were a one-button click away on the cell phone she’d left on the kitchenette counter.

But the night loomed just beyond the glass.

She puttered, picking up the leftover plates and pillows of their little party, though she knew housekeeping would whisk it all away in the morning. She’d spent enough time in places like this to appreciate—more than that, to expect—how it worked. There’d be no evidence of her friendships or her silly little flirtation with the fantasy of…of fucking. No evidence left of her at all, really.

Had she ever left a mark anywhere?

Her white reflection on the dark glass looked unnervingly ghostlike, and she drifted to the window, trying to make herself come into focus. But no, she still looked like a little wisp of nothing.

She pressed one fingertip to the glass, letting the cool touch of the night seep into her bones. A whisper seemed to come through the pane, too faint for her to make out the words. 

Every tiny hair on her body—even the week’s worth of stubble she’d shaved off her legs earlier—stood straight up in alarm, and she stepped back abruptly. Her reflection got hazier again.

But where she’d had her finger, a tiny smudge remained.

Well, at least the cocoa dusting of the tiramisu left a mark.

She forced herself to catch her breath. Lars had lost. His ring had been destroyed. He couldn’t hurt her anymore, couldn’t make her do anything she didn’t want. 

But the whisper and now the silence left her shaky, and she stepped farther back. 

Lights and noise, that was what she needed.

And where better to find that then a casino.


Chapter 3

Darkness and silence.

Except for the hollow plink of water dripping off one of the stalactites. Bale closed his eyes—not that it mattered if his eyes were open or not in this obsidian oblivion—and let himself sink another increment closer to becoming one with the stone.

The blight in his body was too widespread to fight anymore. His brother, reluctant though he was, would lead the Nox Incendi well with his charming little solarys at his side.

A soft sigh eased from his lips, and the breath was almost as cold as rock.

The elevator pinged a warning, and he cringed, steeling himself against the moment the door opened with its light, its wafting scents, the temptation of escape he couldn’t endure.

“Reyex.”

To his surprise, Torch’s deferential voice rather than Rave’s impatient one emerged from the blinding glare.

He was glad he was well enough hidden in the cavern not to have to force himself upright. He just didn’t think he could straighten anymore past this pathetic hunch.

“Torch,” he said. “My brother told me we have you to thank for ending the warlock threat without exposing ourselves.”

“Killing Ashcraft would’ve been more satisfying.” Torch let out a wry laugh. “But yeah, kinda hard to hide.”

“You did a great service for your clan.”

“You could’ve kicked me to the curb with the rest of my line when they betrayed you. And then they would’ve left me to die since I was too young to fly with them.”

“Those were dark days,” Bale said softly. He’d never blamed Torch’s kin for conspiring to overthrow him. The petralys had taken him hard, and they’d feared for the continuation of the Nox Incendi. But the dragon in him would never step aside. He’d have to be dead.

And that would be soon enough now.

“Can I depend on you to give my brother the same loyalty you’ve given me?”

Torch snorted. “You don’t even have to ask. If you did, you’d have torn my guts out by now, yeah?”

Though the exertion ached, Bale chuckled. “Yeah.”

“And that’s why I wanted to let you know…Esme is awake and out of her room.”

Bale pictured the pale girl unfurling like one of the early spring flowers in the desert outside the Keep—not that he’d ever see that with his own eyes again. “That’s good.”

“No. I mean yes, it’s good, but she’s awake and out of her room right now. She went down to the slots hall around midnight, and she’s looking a little…ah…”

All of Bale’s muscles stiffened, as if he was being stretched on a rack. “What?”

“Lost,” Torch said. “Alone. Anjali told me Esme was feeling a bit…” He cleared his throat. “Lonely. If you know what I mean.”

The word ratcheted Bale’s muscles tighter yet, until the ache was almost numbing; a relief, really. “There are plenty of people to watch in the Keep. And she can’t get too lost here, especially if your security has an eye on her.”

“Uh, yeah. About that… When I say lonely, apparently Esme wants a bit more than just company.” He twisted the words with an odd inflection.

The dragon understood before Bale did and yanked him to his feet though his body in this form could scarcely move.

“She can’t.” It wasn’t a roar but a strangled curse. “She’s mine.”

“Actually…she isn’t. In this new era we’re living in and especially in this place called Vegas, she can do pretty much anything she wants,” Torch said. “With anyone she wants.” 

Bale growled under his breath. So much for deferential. “And you call yourself clan enforcer.”

“Well, I can’t exactly chain her in the dungeon,” Torch said defensively.

“Why not?” He lurched against a flowstone column where dripping rock met in the middle. For all that it was stone, it was far more delicate than it looked. “Just…bring her to me then.”

“I would,” Torch said, in a tone that said he wouldn’t, “but I thought you might go after her instead.”

The flowstone crumbled under his fist. It would be another hundred years before the edges of shattered stone met again. “Impossible.”

“She knows you already. She trusts you. You kept Ashcraft’s nightmares away from her.” Torch coughed lightly. “Anyway, she’s already spent the night here.”

Impotent fury twisted in Bale. “She doesn’t know who”—what—“she spent the night with.”

“Then show her,” Torch said. As if he was being so fucking reasonable. 

“You want me to show her?” Bale’s voice dropped an octave, falling into the dragon’s range. “You think she could bear to see me?” 

“It can’t be that—”

Bale gnashed his teeth and breathed out a fireball.

The dragonfire ignited the brazier. Not just the ever-ready coals but the wrought iron cage itself. The stench of burning metal and stone choked the cavern.

To his credit—or as testament to his foolishness—after a startled step back, Torch held his ground. And his narrowed gaze was fixed not on the raging fire but on Bale.

“There was the hint of a bond between you,” Torch said over the hungry snap of flames. “I saw it in her.”

The blaze sputtered out. “Doesn’t that worry you, since you are the clan’s enforcer? Rave thinks she will be my death.”

“Rave is a mother hen—a big, scaly mother hen,” Torch said. “And maybe right. But I think there are worse fates to fear than death.” With the bluntness that had always been his way, he added, “She could be your solarys.”

“I would not wish that on her,” Bale growled. “Look at me.”

Torch’s jaw clenched. “Let her look at you. Let her choose.”

“In the old days, there was no choosing. The dragonkin took.”

After another clench of his jaws, Torch abruptly grinned. “Yeah, let me know how that works out for you. And welcome to the club.” He spun on his heel back toward the elevator.

If the virgin sacrifices now ruled the dragonlords… Bale smashed another century of stone out of the column. Perhaps it was best if he let himself be taken by the blight.

That would be far too easy, though. Dragons flew into storms and they mined for treasure, but they never took the easy path. He’d thought death from the petralys was inevitable. Until…he saw her. And touched her.

“Who’s the dragon?” he growled out. “You’re the dragon. Time you remembered that.” No matter how much time he had left. 

But first, he’d find his might’ve-been solarys and send her back to bed.

 

***

 

She was up by a thousand dollars. Woo-hoo! And it was hers, all hers.

Good thing she’d found that twenty in her purse since the slots here only took large denomination tokens. She’d turned that first twenty into a bunch of tokens and kept feeding them into the bright, cheerfully jangly machine. If she lost, she didn’t know what she’d do. She couldn’t use her credit cards for fear of being tracked down, and she was relying on Anj’s buff dragon boyfriend to make sure no one whisked her away in the middle of the night.

Unless she decided she wanted to be whisked, because, day-um, she was feeling lucky tonight.

Had she ever been lucky? Other than being born with an engraved platinum spoon in her mouth?

Poor little rich girl. She wanted to kick herself for the self-pity but then she’d just have to feel bad about that too because it’d probably be a wimpy kick. Better to watch the whirling cherries and sling back the free drinks, which weren’t super strong but they all came with a real, ripe, red cherry on a swizzle stick so they had that going for them.

Okay, maybe she was a little drunk even on the not-strong drinks. A silver lining of almost dying of alchemical warlock magic? But she’d always been a lightweight, in more ways than one.

She pushed the button on the machine again. So much less phallic than yanking on the lever, but it kind of made her wistful too—why didn’t she have anyone to push her button? She stared fiercely at the spinning symbols.

“C’mon, cherries,” she muttered. “Cuuuuum on.”

The machine dinged happily and spit out more tokens. 

“Hoo-yeah! I am sooo friggin’ lucky tonight…” One of the tokens bounced away, and she sloshed vodka out of the glass onto her hand as she bent to chase it.

And found herself staring down at the gilt-edged token between a pair of awesome-looking male shoes. Like high-end designer Italian loafers, except no brand she’d ever seen, and with a unique medieval bent. She tilted her head to follow the dark, fitted trousers—bespoke, for sure, considering the fine detailing of the two vertical rows of buttons to either side of…

Uh… Oh. 

She snapped her gaze all, all, all the way up, past a broad chest encased in fine, black linen, to enigmatic eyes as black as the obsidian cabochon in her ring. Sharp cheekbones flanked a strong, aquiline nose above a masculine mouth as sculpted and burnished as the gryphon in the Amber Suite bathroom.

The drunk part of her wanted to rub him. Alllll of him.

The rest of her—drunk or not—wanted to sink her hands into the waves of dark hair falling over his forehead and hold tight.

Except…she was still crouched in front of him, her mouth half agape and at the same level as the buttoned placket of his ye-olde-style pants.

Snapping her jaw closed, she hopped up. Most of the rest of the vodka splashed over her hand, and the ice cubes rattled. As rattled as she was. She was used to being nose to nose with many men, but this one stood tall enough that her unbowed head would fit just under his stern jaw… She stumbled a little.

He reached out one hand to steady her, strong, elegant fingers wrapping around her arm just above her elbow. His touch through the three-quarter sleeve of her silky tunic was hot, almost feverish…

“I think you’ve had enough,” he rumbled. “No more of this. You’re coming with me.”

For a moment, she was enthralled by his penetrating voice, low and just rough enough to make her think that the tailored clothes and courteous touch hid something else, something much less polished…

Then she focused on his words.

He wasn’t being elegant and polished. He was…arrogant.

“I’ve not had enough, actually,” she said with frosty indifference. “Not enough vodka and not enough winning.” She yanked her arm out of his grasp. “And I’m certainly not going anywhere with a stranger.”

Below the high collar of his shirt, a short cape was fixed at his broad shoulders and draped over his left arm. It should have made him look like a bad Elvis impersonator, but instead he looked princely. 

Esme scowled. She’d met princes before. They were dicks, almost every one.

At least this one didn’t try to grab her again.

She spun away from him and shoved the token she’d retrieved into the slot machine. While it spun, she slammed the rest of her drink defiantly. And then licked her hand for good measure.

The weight of his thunderous, dark gaze felt almost as hot as his touch.

The three reels eased to a stop, and the machine made a sad wah-wah sound then fell silent while it awaited her next token.

She whirled back to face him. “You broke my streak,” she accused.

“This is Vegas,” he reminded her. “The house always wins in the end. Always.”

She lifted her chin. “Well, then…maybe I’ll cheat.” She’d never once in her life cheated, or even spoken out of turn, really.

And see what it had gotten her.

“I’ll give you a prize,” he said, “if you come back to the cavern now. A gift more precious than any token in that machine.”

Back to the cavern… She stiffened with a jolt of recognition at the low rasp of his voice. She remembered the sound breaking through her nightmares. And she remembered a touch… No, she had grabbed him. The memory of heat blazed in her cheeks. And also sank deeper, lower… “Bale.” Reyex of the Nox Incendi dragon-shifters.

Not a prince.

A king.

She’d drifted in and out while she’d huddled in the cold stone darkness, pathetically grateful to be dead and buried where Ashcraft couldn’t reach her. But she hadn’t actually been dead, and only partly buried—a cave in a penthouse; now she’d seen everything—and she’d heard Rave, Piper, and Anjali talking to him several times. But she’d been under the impression no one ever saw him. She wasn’t sure why when he seemed fine. He looked… She swallowed hard, tasting the bite of the liquor and the sweetness of the cherries. 

With that rich, burnished skin and glittering eyes, he looked like something she couldn’t afford, despite her unexpected windfall of fake coins.

She brushed her hair over her shoulder and tried for a cool tone to hide the warmth swirling through her veins. “I thought you never left the cavern. Should I feel honored you came down just for me?”

“I don’t, and you should,” he said curtly. “Security had to clear this room. I’ve lost tens of thousands of dollars in the time we’ve taken to talk.”

She jerked her head up, looking around. He wasn’t lying. The hall was empty. The slots’ chirping sounded almost anxious, like baby birds with no one to feed them.

Turning back, she eyed him down the length of her nose. “Then maybe you shouldn’t waste your riches bribing me to leave.”

“For you, I will find a way.”

She had no doubt the revenue the Keep brought in each day would beggar the wealthy donors she routinely contacted for her charities. And yet the ring of resolution in his tone seemed to promise more than profit. Curiosity made her narrow her eyes. “What is this prize of yours?”

When he tilted his head, studying her, a flicker crossed his gaze—red and gold. 

Flames.

She realized she wasn’t talking to just the lord of the castle, but to the beast in the moat as well. A shiver traced down her spine.

“A pearl, I think,” he said softly, the flames dancing higher. “To match your hair. A living gem that poets would write into their odes and pirates would die for.”

“Why…” The word broke in a whisper, and she cleared her throat to try again. “Why did you come down?”

He widened his stance, his broad shoulders blocking the rest of the view. “I’ve been watching over you for a few days now. And so, I feel…”

When he paused, she offered, “Sorry for me?” She imagined herself asleep in his cavern, vulnerable to whatever he wanted.

His scintillating gaze fixed on hers. “Possessive.”

The word sent a shock through her, the sensation as hot as the flames in his eyes. And as dangerous. “I don’t want to be possessed by anyone,” she objected. “I’ve had enough of that.”

“Ah, so you have had enough. Good. So let me escort you back to your suite.” He held out the crook of his right elbow, his left arm still hidden under the cape. “And make no mistake, Esme.” When he said her name, his voice vibrated through her. “You are a prize.”

She glanced around surreptitiously. But it was silly to think she could get away. The whole place belonged to him. And where would she go? She had the thousand dollars in her hand, but how far would that get her? Nowhere in her old world, and not very far in any other world either, she suspected.

Besides, she’d come down here to immerse herself in the lights and chatter, and that was gone now. 

Because of him.

She shivered, just a little, and she tried instantly to hide it, but she knew he saw.

The sweep of his dark lashes disguised the fire in his eyes, but his offered elbow didn’t waver. “It’s late,” he said, all lordly solicitousness. “And you aren’t quite yourself yet.”

“It’s early, actually,” she countered. “And I don’t want to be who I was.”

She wasn’t a poet or a pirate to be bribed by his rare pearl collection, but he was inadvertently giving her something she did want.

To change.

She gulped down a shaky breath and slipped her hand through the crook of his arm. Because she thought she might know how to start being someone else.


Chapter 4

Just when Bale tensed every muscle, ready to throw off the disguise of his cape and physically haul her away from the temptations of the Keep, she put her hand on his right arm.

Her fingers almost scorched him through the heavy fabric of his shirt. The lights of the games and residual body heat of the gamers had nearly felled him when he stepped into the hall for the first time in more decades than he could easily tally.

But her touch, the whisper of shuddering breath when she stepped beside him was worse. Just her presence pained him as every frozen nerve yearned toward her.

To stand this close to the heart of his treasure and know that he couldn’t claim her without killing himself faster and risking the future of the Nox Incendi echoed like a hollow roar in his head.

But he was too far gone with the stone blight, and she was too fragile to fight on his behalf.

He might be doomed, but his clan was not if he could just hold on long enough for Rave and Piper to synthesize the treatment, hold the dragonkin together just a little longer. That was more than enough.

In the private elevator, he swiped the key card he’d taken from Torch and they started up. There’d been a time when he would’ve just flown…

As bad as elevator lighting was when it opened in his cavern, it was harsher standing right underneath. He closed his eyes against the sensation of needles puncturing his retina.

“It hurts you, doesn’t it?” Her voice was soft.

He’d heard her speak before since she talked in her restless sleep. But to talk to her…

He shrugged his right shoulder then wished he hadn’t when pain ricocheted through the joint down his spine. “You’ve heard enough about the stone blight to understand what’s happening to not only me, but to all of the dragonkin."

“Yes.” A pause, and then she asked, “So why did you come down?”

The tentative hitch of her voice—as if no one had ever sought her out—made the dragon gruff. “I told you.”

“Why do you feel possessive?” Another pause. “Of me.”

So she hadn’t overheard him telling Rave that she could be his solarys. Just as well. “My dragon feels everything in the Keep belongs to it.”

“Then you could have sent someone else to collect me.”

He opened his eyes to quirk a brow at her. “Would you have listened?”

Her pink lips pursed in a way that made him not care about the daggers in his eyeballs. “Probably not,” she admitted, then added, “Definitely not.”

He inclined his head. “And so.” Unable to stop himself, he prodded, “I came down to get you. The real question, however, is…why did you come down here? Were you looking for someone? Or rather…something?”

“I, uh, just wanted…” She sucked in her lower lip, chewing lightly as she considered her answer. When she released her breath in a short huff, the flesh was slicked and much redder. The sight of that vivid blood, so close to the surface, made his dragon twist hungrily. 

“What if”—she dragged the words out as slow as the flowstone in his cavern—“I’m trying to remake myself for myself? I’m tired of being a good girl for the bad guy. Maybe I want to be the bad girl for the right guy.”

The flush of heat wasn’t external this time. It rushed through his veins like a bath of acid, and he clenched his teeth hard enough to spark. “Are you saying I’m the right guy?”

Her glance followed the arc of the tiny embers then arrowed back to him. “I don’t know what I’m saying right now, given the vodka, but…”

“But what? You do remember I am not a ‘guy’, yes?” He closed the distance between them in one step and looked down at her. She was tall for a female human, as if she’d sacrificed the curves when she’d stretched herself, reaching for something else. And still she had to angle her head to meet his gaze.

Her eyes were as dark as his with shadows.

But she didn’t retreat. 

So very carefully, he put one hand under her jaw, tilting her head higher. Even to his half-deadened fingers, her skin was soft, yielding, and her pulse fluttered, all that blood seething in her veins.

“You were to be sacrificed to a dragon,” he reminded her. Unnecessarily. “Why would you want to continue down that path? Why are you teasing me?”

“I’m not a sacrifice, not anymore. And I’m not teasing you.” 

“You don’t know the temptation…” He let out a shuddering breath. “What I need is beyond anything I would ever ask of you.”

She lifted her chin another notch in challenge, so his fingertips just grazed the hard bone at the edge of her jaw. “Just so we’re clear…it’s mine to give. Mine.”

Her virginity. As if the beast cared about that. The beast within him wanted only the purity of the flame that flickered in her—low, perhaps, unfed, but ready to burn.

The agony of not immersing himself in her solarys fire would kill him.

But she wasn’t strong enough to take his dragon. If he tried to claim her, they would find themselves immolated in a mating fever that knew no boundaries. Refusing her outright wasn’t in the cards either, though, not when the wary sheen in her eyes looked a little too much like tears. He knew what it was to yearn to change…

He brushed his thumb across the lower bow of her lip. “And how would one win this prize from you?” 

Her frown thrust her lip against his caress. “It’s not a prize. It’s a pitfall.”

His own mouth curled. “A pitfall, hmm?”

She blushed, carmine staining her cheeks. “Not…not literally, I guess. It just made me a target for—”

He pressed his thumb down. “Don’t say his name. He gets nothing more of your life.”

After a moment, she nodded against his touch. “You’re right. I need to start living. My friends were always stronger than me. Bolder. I lived through them, a little. I lived because of them. Now I want to live for myself.”

She took his hand and stepped closer to him, her breasts a breath away from his chest. Meaning she was very close because her breasts were small, the soft cones of flesh not enough to fill his palm, even together. Her gaze fell to his mouth, and her pink tongue flicked out to wet her lips, tasting where his thumb had been.

Blood and sullen ichor curled and pooled in him, a treacherous whirlpool threatening to engulf him. Just one taste of her…

He angled his head.

And the door behind him dinged, startling her to glance away.

He officially hated elevators. 

Esme didn’t let go of his hand. “This is where I start. Now. With you. Come with me.” Her whisper was half question, half demand.

Without a word, he nodded.

She led him to the doors of the Amber Suite which opened to her key. He was relieved he didn’t have to do anything because he knew his hand would be shaking too hard.

She’d left only the amber chandelier on low, and the golden light flooded the foyer and part of the living room. But the window beyond was a wall of blackness, the lights of the Strip invisible far below.

The unrelenting void froze him in his tracks.

What was he thinking?

“Esme,” he rasped. “Wait.”

When she turned to face him, her dark eyes were wide, as black as the night behind her. And as empty. As if she sensed his rejection and dreaded it. The loneliness in her eyes was worse than any shard of agony in his bones.

He reeled her toward him. Not trying to catch herself, she thumped against his chest with a startled breath, but when he skimmed his hand up her arm to bury in the long fall of her hair, she angled her head into the caress. Her lashes fluttered down.

Bale tightened his grip on her hair, just enough to tilt her head back, and she yielded with another breath, her eyes flaring wide again.

Not darkness there, this time, but flames, flickering higher.

Slower than the flowstone, he brought his mouth down toward hers. Her breath soughed across his lips, and her hands fisted in his shirt, holding him close.

He inhaled the scent of cherries, lush and dark and sweet as a summer night.

“You want this, knowing what I am?” He had to ask.

Despite the incipient kiss, she had not closed her eyes. They glimmered like subterranean waters. “You’re a dragon-shifter. I get it.”

“You haven’t seen the dragon.”

“Not…” She swallowed. “Not in real life, no. But I can imagine…”

“You can’t. And anyway, I am not that. The stone blight has ravaged me for too long.”

“I’ve seen better days too.” Slowly, she threaded her hands up between them to rest on his chest. “No need to be shy about it.”

Shy. There was something he never thought he’d heard a human call him. “It’s more than that. Understand that I can’t shift anymore.” Saying it aloud tore at him, sharp as the swords that seemed so quaint in this world. He angled his body away from her to keep his left side hidden. “The petralys has made that impossible. I’m trapped as you see me.”

She did not drop his gaze. “What I see still looks pretty good to me.”

His breath caught, locking the dark cherry scent of her deep in his faltering lungs. Ashcraft had been a fool to dangle her half-zombified with that hallucinogenic ring in front of a dragon. Left to her own devices, she was temptation given flesh. No male, of any species, would resist that unwavering, unfathomable stare. 

She tilted up to her toes. Her gaze didn’t waver, but her legs did. Just a little, just enough that he felt honor-bound to steady her with a harder grip.

“Do you know what I see?” she murmured. “Someone who’s watched over me, kept the nightmares away. I remember…your eyes, shining in the darkness. I thought they were stars, so close I could have touched you.”

The quiver of her breath against his lips would’ve flattened him if he hadn’t locked his knees. “Why didn’t you?”

“I was afraid.” Her voice broke. “I’ve always been afraid. Nothing to do with you.”

The confession broke him where even the years of creeping blight hadn’t. “Esme…” He tried to pull back.

She anchored one hand behind his neck, pulling herself higher on her toes. “It was always made very clear to me that my value was only figured by what I was worth to others. I couldn’t step out of line, couldn’t do anything that might jeopardize my standing with my family or our community. I was afraid to say what I wanted, ever.”

He couldn’t keep retreating. Not only was her slight weight enough to knock him over, but her sharing made him determined not to deny her in any way. “You can say what you want to me,” he assured her. “I will listen.”

“I want someone who doesn’t need me for anything,” she said. “Who already has more than I can give. You are rich, powerful, beautiful—” When he huffed, she threaded her fingers up into his hair. “I am nothing to you.”

“That’s not true.” The tug to his heart hurt more than her grip on his hair.

“But that’s what I want,” she said. “Someone who wants nothing from me.”

He would be lying to her to say he didn’t need her. She had the potential to be his solarys, but he wouldn’t take what he needed when doing so might hurt her. Not when so many others had hurt her, making her believe she was only valuable for what she could give them.

Claiming her would do worse than break her spirit—it could kill her. And him.

“I only want what you can give me freely, with all your heart.” His voice was rough in his throat, but he knew she’d hear the sincerity. Because without its heart, a dragon’s treasure was nothing, worthless. He’d rather let every gem and coin sink back into the earth, buried and lost forever, than take anything from her she didn’t want to give.

She wavered again, canting forward so that her small breasts poked his chest. “I was told to wait, to hold myself back until I could use myself on someone—like I was a goddamned weapon or something.”

His jaw clenched. She was a weapon. The two stiff, little points of her nipples speared him…

She peered up at him. “I want to feel awake and alive. I want a night with the man and the dragon who saved me. Is that so wrong?”

He had saved her so she could slay him, right now, right this moment. “It’s not wrong. I am yours for the night.”

He couldn’t claim her, but he would be hers. For forever, though he’d not weigh her down with that vow.

“Good.” She rose up the last quarter inch on her toes to touch her lips to his.

It was just the lightest brush. Butterfly wings and thistledown would’ve left more of a mark. And yet the contact crashed into him like a meteor, all rock and ice and fire. She breathed out a sigh, almost a moan, and he tightened his hold on her arms, drawing her up closer.

He opened his mouth to capture the sound, and the taste of cherries and vodka flooded his senses.

Ah fuck. When was the last time he’d had a drink? Back in the days of mead, maybe? She was like the last fading memory of a Viking warrior maiden. 

Heading into the unknown with a dragon leading her.

And their tongues hadn’t even touched yet.


Chapter 5

Esme knew she was shameless. She was riding his chest like he was a tame little pony when she’d sworn to him she knew he was a dragon.

But it was hard to imagine, with his hair slicked back and the European flair to his attire. Not a beast, but a prince who’d saved her. Still, she knew it was his banked dragonfire that called to her, that understood what it was to live half-buried.

And all of him was all hers. For tonight.

Piper and Anjali would be so proud when she told them. They would giggle and compare baguettes…

And then he swept his tongue between their parted lips.

A tsunami of sensation flooded through her, washed on the wave of his harsh breath. The shocking intimacy of his tongue in her mouth—it was wrong, it was wicked.

It was wild. And she wanted it.

His grip on her upper arm lifted her higher, forcing her to tilt her head as he slanted his mouth across hers in a deepening kiss.

She moaned as the slick, wet heat seemed to lick all the way through her, down to places never touched by pleasure. 

That was what he was giving her: the knowledge of desire.

Oh, no wonder the devil in the garden had been a serpent.

The muscular writhe of his tongue flicking over her teeth, tracing the inner lining of her lips, sparring with her tongue, teasing her…

Tentatively, she flicked back, a juicy play of flesh and—ouch, a click of teeth.

A chill of embarrassment battled the rising heat. She’d never been any good at this. In this world of gorgeous, assured women, he must think she was the worst bet ever… With a breathless sound of disgust, she turned her head, breaking the kiss. “I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be.”

She tasted a metallic tang of blood. And something else.

Something she’d never tasted in any of the five-star restaurants around the world. Something even more primal than blood.

Dangerous as death, smoldering like the vein of a volcano delving to the center of the earth.

He held her against his chest, his ragged breath gusting across the top of her head. 

“It won’t hurt you,” he murmured, as if he knew what she was tasting. His soft rumble vibrated through her. “I won’t hurt you. My ichor can’t touch you…”

He thought he’d frightened her? 

She twisted, gripped him harder, and kissed him again. Attacked him, practically. Slanting her mouth frantically across his, she didn’t care that her lips were crushed against his or that their breaths sawed unevenly. Or that the points of his teeth were just a little sharper than they should be. 

He was a dragon lord, master of this fire that was rising in her, and she wouldn’t be ashamed or afraid of what she was feeling.

She reached up to tangle both hands in his dark hair, willing him to devour her, to burn away her insecurity and inhibitions. His neck was stiff against her clutching for just a heartbeat, and then he snaked his head down to angle the kiss more fiercely. She felt the moment they locked into place, mouths fused, breathing in unison, the desire between them spiraling higher.

Oh yes, he was a master, and she would be his mistress, in this at least…

He skimmed his hand lightly down her spine, easing over the silk tunic to land at the small of her back. Above her butt. She didn’t have much of a curve there, none of the lush femininity that was only part of the impossible standards she’d always tried to follow. But somehow he knew where to stop, right before she might’ve wondered if he was going to…

Oh, fuck it. She angled her hips forward, instinctively seeking the same snaking muscularity as his tongue but lower down… There. Behind the placket of his tailored pants. He wanted her. She was useless and weak and pathetic and a warlock’s castoff and bad at sex. And this prince of dragons wanted her.

Okay, it was a low bar, considering he’d been trapped in his cavern cage for ages, but the knowledge that he touched her for no other reason than desire was like a fifth of cheap vodka rushing through her veins. No, it was top-shelf vodka.

She broke the kiss again, mid-gasp. “We are so doing this—I am doing you. Now.”

He stared down at her. In the amber-tinted light, his dark eyes glinted with warning, bronzing his dusky skin. But for once, she decided the yellow light didn’t mean caution, slow down, get ready to stop but rather go faster, full speed ahead, and damn the consequences.

She let her fingers trail down from the black silk of his hair to linger at the sharp edge of his clenched jaw. “You want to tell me no.”

“I will never tell you no.”

He couldn’t promise her that. No one could. Or should. But she appreciated the lie because it meant he wanted to get into her palazzo pants. Which was where she wanted him. No one ever bothered lying to her because they always knew she’d do what they told her anyway.

Probably this was not the start of a healthy relationship, but he was dying of a dragon’s disease and she’d been stunted from the start, so maybe healthy wasn’t all that important right now.

Not compared to the fever raging between them.

He clasped her fingers and turned his head to kiss her knuckles. She shivered at the courtly caress, then caught her breath when he turned her hand over to press his lips to the center of her palm. The fire spread when he kissed over the pulse point of her inner wrist, where the veins ran so close to the surface that she knew he must feel the rush of her heartbeat.

Oh yes, he knew what he was doing to her. His dark eyes gleamed at her as he set his teeth to that sensitive, vulnerable spot. One bite…

He threaded his fingers through hers and stepped back. 

“Bale…” 

He tightened his hold. “Follow me.”

It was just a few steps to the bedroom, but she felt as if she were being led to a mountaintop. Her breath hitched as they stepped through the doorway out of the reach of the amber chandelier and into darkness.

“Let me pull open the blinds.” She tugged at his grasp.

But he didn’t release her. “No.”

In surprise, she let out a little snort. “You said you’d never tell me no.”

“Maybe I’m not very good at this.”

At hearing his thought so like her own, another laughing hiccup escaped her. “Has it been that long for you?”

“An eternity.”

Why did that please her so? “I want to look at you.”

“Why? So you can remember why you should run away?”

“I won’t run,” she murmured. “You make me burn.”

 “Then we won’t need the light, will we?” He left the door open as he drew her deeper into the bedroom.

She knew the room well enough since she’d been sleeping there when she wasn’t hiding in Bale’s cavern. And she supposed he knew it well enough too, since the entirely of the Keep was his demesne. But she also suspected the faint glow of light from the other room was sufficient to let him see even though she was all but blind.

“I can’t see,” she said.

“There’s nothing to see.” His voice rasped in the dark, making her shiver. “Just feel.”

She reached for him, arrowing in by the sound of his voice, but he caught her wrist. “Ah no.”

“I want to feel you,” she complained breathlessly. 

“Hmm. I guess this is another no.”

“Bale—”

“I’m not…” The tone of his voice grew even rougher. “I’m not as pleasing to the eye as you seem to think I am.”

She caught her breath. She hadn’t meant to touch on that tender spot, not if it hurt him. “I wouldn’t be doing this if I didn’t find you sexy as hell.”

“Hell is right,” he muttered. “You haven’t seen me. Not all of me.”

“Then show me and let me decide.”

“No.”

She huffed out an angry breath, and then sucked it right back in, aghast at her rudeness, and clamped her mouth shut.

He must’ve seen her expression, as she suspected, because the roughness in his voice turned to amusement. “You don’t like being told no.”

“Maybe because you’re saying it a lot,” she grumbled.

“Sacrificial virgins don’t usually talk to me like this. You’re too bold for your own good.”

For that lie, she almost forgave his obstinance. Instead of trying to pull out of his grasp, she stepped toward him, closing her eyes to sense the heat and swirl of air between their bodies. She stopped right before she touched him.

“You make me bold,” she murmured.

He shifted his grasp, putting her hand behind her and bringing her snug against his body. She whimpered a little at the heavy thrust of his lower body against hers.

“Will you be good?” His breath whispered against her cheek.

She tilted her head to one side, exposing her neck. “No.”

He set his teeth against the column of her throat, and she swayed into him.

His growl was low, almost subliminal. “Then what will I do with you?”

“Everything,” she whispered.

He whirled her around, and for a moment she wasn’t sure which way she was facing—or even if she was still in the same place—until the mattress pressed against the backs of her thighs. The unexpected pressure almost made her fall, but he held her with that one arm braced at her back, her breasts straining upward toward him.

“I’m not a monster,” he said softly, “but I’m not a man either.”

“Dragon lord.” She leaned into the strength of his arm. “I know what you are.”

“You think you know what I am, but we’ll see.”

“We would if you’d turn the lights on,” she snipped.

He laughed, a rough sound, as if he didn’t do it enough, and let her fall.

The soft pillow top all but engulfed her, and then bumped her up again as his weight settled onto the mattress beside her.

Maybe there was more light than she’d thought coming from the chandelier because she could almost—almost but not quite—see his silhouette as he loomed over her. Or maybe that was her fevered imagination. She ached to reach for him, but he didn’t seem to want that.

And if he wanted to pleasure her… Well, she could wait a leeeettle bit longer to start exerting her newfound independence. 

She spread her arms to either side and arched her back. It felt silly, but from the hitch in his breath, maybe those pornographic clips she’d watched were onto something. Plus, the silk tightened around her breasts in a way that felt good. She arched higher, squirming against the bind of the fabric. The silk pressed on her nipples.

“Esme…”

“Bale?”

“You aren’t wearing anything under the silk.”

“I don’t have to.” She’d meant that she’d never had the curves to require a bra, but the words sounded bratty and defiant, and she liked them, so she said them again. “I don’t have to if I don’t want to. Is there a problem here?”

“Oh, no. On this I agree with you with all my heart.”

His weight shifted. The mattress thrust her upward again. She realized he was straddling her, though with enough distance that she only felt the heat of his body and his presence, not his actual touch.

Until his tongue flicked across her pointed nipple.

A jolt went through her body, and she bucked upward with a cry, but he must’ve known what she was going to do even before she did it because he drew back at the same pace. And his tongue flickered and teased the whole time. Lightning surged across her nerve endings, hit a wall at the ends of her fingers and toes, and surged back toward her core, brighter and hotter.

She knotted her fingers in the bedspread, clutching tight to stop herself from reaching for him. His mouth trailed down the valley between her small breasts to the other peak and sucked again.

She cried out louder, and his wicked sound of amusement hummed through her. The silk grew wet and slick from his suckling tongue.

And between her legs, an answering damp heat arose. 

“Bale…” She couldn’t stop herself now—she had to touch him…

“No.” He caught both her wrists in one hand and stretched her arms out above her head. 

She lifted her hips to take the pressure off her shoulders. “But I need—”

“And I’ll give it to you. Trust me. That’s all I ask of you.”

She’d wanted a lover that wanted nothing from her. But this was a torture she hadn’t known existed. She twisted underneath him and realized he’d slipped off her loose pants.

Heavily, he settled between her thighs, stretching her knees apart. A rush of air—hot and cool combined—made her shudder helplessly, her delicate flesh exposed to him. Knowing he could see all of her when she was blind…

He paused, but she splayed her knees wider with a faint keening noise.

He couldn’t leave her like this, he wouldn’t…

His body was hot, so hot between her legs. When had he taken off his clothes? In the dimmest silhouette, she thought he still had the cape thrown over one shoulder, which seemed odd and kind of princely sexy. Awash in sensation, the memory of her nightmares still fresh, she couldn’t be sure that she still knew what was happening. She tensed again at the burning brand centered at her weeping slit, just a touch, no weight, as if they were both floating.

“Say the word,” he murmured.

What word? Could she say no? He held himself frozen at her entrance though she knew he was burning as she was. She felt his painful stillness, heard the curbed rasp of his breathing. If she’d been a real woman, he’d be thrusting into her already, both of them drowning in pleasure.

But he didn’t think she could take it, couldn’t take him, or what he was.

Swallowing hard, she thrust up and impaled herself on his cock.


Chapter 6

Bale almost came as Esme’s sleek cunt closed around him. That initial resistance… Fuck, that was the virginity that had been meant to seduce a dragon.

But it was her boldness that slayed him.

He held himself unmoving as she took him deep, not all the way, but enough. Fuck all the stars in the night sky, it was more than enough. Forgetting his self-imposed restriction not to move, he shuddered as she slowly stroked herself on the flared head of his cock and then partway down the shaft.

A shaky breath escaped him, echoing hers. Unable to hold back anymore, he had to let go of her wrists to reach down between their bodies, gently teasing the unfurled bud of her clit to ease her pain.

Her wet pussy clenched around him, and she moaned out another little noise, an innocent medley of eagerness and delight. Under his greater weight, the soft mattress offered her up like a delicious sacrifice, her pale skin gleaming in the faint light. He braced himself as he leaned down to lick her breasts.

What he wouldn’t give…

But he hadn’t had to give anything, just take. And he couldn’t give her anything, not when his kingdom was a secret stronghold no human could ever discover and his ichor was turning to stone.

Pleasure at least he could give her, and only that—pure, ruthless pleasure until she was blind with it. He suckled the rouged peaks of her breasts, tugging each nipple into swollen prominence while she writhed on the tip of his cock. She was going to fall… No, he couldn’t let her. Noble and selfless being that he was, he nudged just a little deeper, angling to find the sweetest spot in her hidden folds.

She whimpered and reached for him.

He should stop her. She would be disgusted, horrified if she knew what he’d become.

But she felt too fucking good.

She flattened her palms on his chest, bracing herself as she found her rhythm, each stroke faster, deeper, her juices drenching them both. He gritted his teeth, and a spark jumped from his lips.

Fuck. Luckily, her eyes were closed, but in that tiny shooting star of light, the ecstasy on her face was imprinted on his mind forever.

The dragon thrashed against its confines, both the ones he’d set and the inevitable paralysis of the stone blight. The beast wanted to claim her, etching their union in fire across the darkness, wanted to vow itself to her eternal pleasure.

But it couldn’t make that promise, and Bale wouldn’t lie to her. More than he already had.

He would remember this though, and likely it would be his last thought before the petralys enclosed him in stone permanently.

Meanwhile, he was hard as rock, letting her pound herself into her own oblivion.

He let off one more surreptitious spark as her inner muscles tightened around him and she convulsed with a sweet, breathless, shattered cry.

Her eyes flared open just as the ember died out, but in that half-a-heartbeat, their gazes met, and his own orgasm seized him.

He couldn’t come any more than he could bleed or sweat or cry, the petralys having stolen everything else along with the quickening of his ichor. Despite that, the muscles in his groin clenched and spasmed, and he choked out a strangled roar. The fractured release swept through him like a dark wind scouring his veins. 

But this torment he would gladly seek out again and again.

She was still breathing erratically when he slipped free of her trembling pussy and eased down her body. He kissed his way over her breasts and her navel and nuzzled the scattering of curls on her mound.

She put one hand on his head with a soft sound that might’ve been an attempt at surrender. Or maybe it was a command.

He blew a breath across the plump, faintly glistening folds and the naked pearl of her clit. This was his reward for living in darkness, to see this tender devastation and breathe the faint iron tang of her blood when anyone else would’ve missed it. She wound her fingers in his hair, urging and restraining at the same time. He was gentle but ruthless, showing her there were no limits to the delights of her own body except the ones of her mind.

She cried out and jackknifed around him, clamping hands on both his shoulders. He could only hope she was too focused on the sensation he gave her as he fed on her pleasure to notice his flaws.

When she fell back limply, he kissed her one last time before pulling himself up beside her. To his consternation, his right arm shook unsteadily, and he lowered himself to the mattress, angling his left side away from her. Before he collapsed.

She turned her head to kiss his neck then let out a gusting sigh across his jugular. “I don’t know what to say.”

“I believe I asked you to say the word.”

“What word was it? Yes? No? Open sesame?”

“Open Esme, actually.”

She gasped in feigned outrage. “You, sir, are no gentleman.”

“Which you said you knew.”

She harrumphed and tucked her chin on his shoulder. “I suppose.” She was not reaching for him now, he realized. He closed his eyes.

Was she obeying his prohibition? Or had she felt something, sensed something while they fucked? If so, it hadn’t stopped her.

He’d never been so grateful for the darkness.

With his good hand, he tucked the blankets around her, partly to guard her against the chill as her body cooled, but also to prevent her from changing her mind. It was one thing to suspect the extent of his warped body, another to see it—or feel it.

With her head nestled against his good shoulder, she murmured, “I feel…”

He tensed. Here it was. The suckerpunch.

“Like a million bucks,” she finished.

He grunted. “That’s all?”

She bit his shoulder, not quite as hard as he might’ve liked. But almost. “So full of yourself.”

“Full of you, considering I ate you out—”

She gasped again. “Too much.”

“Never enough,” he demurred.

She lifted her head, her dark gaze slumberous and unfocused in the gloom. “Again?”

His pulse stuttered eagerly at the thought. At least he hadn’t been a disappointment. “Not tonight. You’ll be sore tomorrow as it is.” His kind had caused her enough pain.

“Tomorrow…” Her head drooped back to his chest. “But tonight isn’t over, not yet. Especially since it’s so damned dark in here.”

“The sun will be up soon.”

“So much for my million dollars.” Her sigh this time was more solemn. “I suppose I’ve taken care of one problem tonight.”

He stiffened. “Problem?”

“That pesky virginity,” she clarified. “Now instead of auctioning it off to the highest bidder, I can say it was stolen by a wicked dragon.”

He knew she didn’t mean that as it sounded. She wouldn’t tell anyone about dragon-shifters—besides, who would believe her? But if she thought he’d stolen something from her… Dragons took what they wanted—gold, gems, the skulls of hapless knights—but he had wanted more than that from her.

The reminder that, rich as he was, he couldn’t afford to want anything from her ached in his bones. He kissed her temple as she snuggled a little closer. “And I will say I was slayed by a beautiful, innocent princess.”

“Not innocent anymore.” She chuckled to herself. “Now I’m not the girl who hasn’t, but the girl who hell-yeahs.” She let out the word on a long, satisfied breath that breezed across his bare skin like the touch he wouldn’t allow.

He had never been innocent. But his time alone in the silent dark had made one truth shine as clear and bright as a starlit diamond: he wasn’t wicked enough to claim the solarys power that was hardly more than a glint in her heart.

 

***

 

When Esme woke, Bale was gone.

She blinked at the bright sunlight beaming between the panels of the heavy curtains. It had been so dark last night. She couldn’t conjure up a single image in her mind.

Oh no. Had it all been a dream?

Much better than the nightmares that had plagued her before that. But still, she didn’t want it to be a random conjuring of her sleeping mind.

She traced one fingertip down her body to the sparse curls on her mound. She paused then feathered her fingers through the hair to touch her clit.

A shudder wracked her, not just at the delicate touch of her own hand but at the sensual memory of a more masterful stroke. Oh god, he had broken her.

And she…let him. More than let him, she had made him. She was remaking herself. 

The idea felt almost as good as his touch. Almost. She’d have to compare to be sure…

Drowsily, she traced around the outer petals of her labia. He’d said she would be sore, but though she felt a twinge of that strain—she quivered again at the memory of him stretching her legs wide, of thrusting herself onto his long, thick shaft—her lazy circles roused a soft stirring in her core.

Why hadn’t he stayed?

Her exploration slowed. Had she been too needy? Too pushy? She didn’t know the right way to have a one-night stand…one night that she wanted to be longer. He’d left without waking her, as if it had never happened.

And really, what had changed? She certainly wasn’t going to look any different on the outside. It was about feeling different. And if he didn’t feel anything…

With a grimace, she pushed back the covers and found her clothes strewn around the bed and floor. She peered at the scraps. The white silk had never been exactly sturdy, but now it was…shreds.

He hadn’t merely taken her clothes off.

He’d cut them.

The white silk was mixed with black scraps. His clothes. Everything had been shredded.

But she didn’t see the cape. He’d left her room stark naked except for a cape?

What happens in Vegas…

She went to the windows to throw back the curtains. She winced a little at the glare. And at the fact she was stark naked.

She didn’t usually sleep that way. It felt…weird. Weird but nice. She stretched in the window. Nobody’d be able to see her with that glare…

A loud chime interrupted her thoughts, and with a yelp she jumped back into the bed, clutching the covers to her chest.

Her phone chimed again and she laughed self-consciously. 

So much for being brash.

She grabbed her phone from the bedside table. Her heart pattered a little harder. Maybe he had sent a message…

She checked the texts. Piper, asking how she’d slept. Then Anjali, asking how she’d slept and including a little smirking devil-horned emoticon.

Oh geez. She’d told Anjali and Piper she wanted to get laid. Anjali’s dragon-man was head of security. Bale had known she was lurking around the slots and had cleared the hall. Torch had sent Bale to retrieve her. Meaning Bale probably knew she’d been hoping to pop her cherry.

She flopped back on the bed with a groan.

It was one thing to be a desperate virgin. It was another thing entirely for her first lover to know she was a desperate virgin.

Of course, that had been obvious.

She grimaced at the ceiling. No wonder he’d been so sweet. The Keep casino king helping the poor little rich girl divest herself of some unwanted assets.

And no wonder he’d fled before the sun came up. After thumping her head on the pillows several times, she texted back with a smiling sun face and nothing else.

Forget giggling with her girlfriends about her conquest when she was such a loser.


Chapter 7

After burying himself in Esme’s winsome, willing body, burying himself back in his cavern was a unique kind of torture.

Bale prowled between the wet limestone columns. Damn it, every slender union of stalactite and stalagmite reminded him of her. Every nub of moonmilk crystal formation was a nipple or a clit. Every glistening surface was the shine of desire on her smooth skin. But instead of the cold, hard stone, Esme Montenegro was soft and warm. Since when had his cave become a hedonist’s fever dream?

“She is my solarys.”

He didn’t realize he had said it aloud until the words whispered back to him, sly and teasing.

Wonderful. Now he was talking to himself. As eccentric as he’d become, he hadn’t sunk that far. Until now.

In a fit of anger, he roared out a breath of dragonfire. An exhalation that once would’ve set a castle ablaze barely reached beyond a few strides. But to his surprise, when the licking flames hit the columns, the gems of his treasures—embedded in the matrix of stone and nearly lost in the geologic tide—flared to life.

Rubies, emeralds, diamonds, and more blazed with the rainbow of light that had once ignited his ichor. As the flames died down, he fell back on his haunches, staring at the glimmering constellation of gemstones.

And in the center of that bright galaxy was a black hole.

Where the heart of his treasure should live.

No. He’d already sworn he wouldn’t claim Esme that way, wouldn’t risk her the way the warlock had used her, for his own ends.

For the first time in a long time, the gleam of the inwardly burning gems didn’t hurt his eyes. Maybe the gaudy shine of the slot machines had been so much worse that, in comparison, the glitter of his hoard seemed almost reasonable and his eyes had adjusted accordingly.

Restlessly, he circled the cavern and ignited the braziers, most of which had sat cold for years. By the time he returned to the dark center, his chest hurt from huffing and puffing, and his mouth tasted of brimstone—not really as unpleasant as it sounded—but the cavern glinted.

He grunted in surprise. Lit and warmed, the cavern seemed less a cave and more a grand hall. Even if he was dying, he’d been wrong to let it fall into such a state. The petralys might be a concrete sludge in his veins, but gold should still glitter.

And kissing a princess should still bring someone to life.

Prowling the edge of the darkened center, he found what he was looking for. Careful not to scratch it, he pried the pearl from the slow drip of stone. He’d promised Esme the pearl if she came back to the cavern.

She hadn’t returned, but she had come for him. So he should keep his word. But as he gently wiped away the flecks of rock, he realized the pearl was too big for any ring. Hell, it was big enough for a chicken to try to hatch it. Why had he remembered it as so much smaller?

He held the pearl to the firelight. It was beautiful, seemingly opaque, but the milky translucent layers caught the flames and blushed like her skin.

Giving away a piece of his treasure? He closed his fist around the sphere. And he held it tight, not because he wanted jealously to keep it but because he longed so fiercely to give her every single glowing facet in the place.

Suddenly, the orbs seemed like eyeballs, staring at him accusingly.

Giving her his treasure would bind her to him, but she hadn’t asked for it. She’d asked for nothing. Most humans couldn’t survive the sight of an ancient dragon treasure. Usually because the dragon killed them outright, but also the ravenousness for gold and jewels was almost as ferocious in humans as it was in dragons. Humans, though, weren’t built to withstand that hunger. Avarice and the craving for more, more, more ate them from the inside.

The petralys might be turning him to stone, but he didn’t want to see the gold greed change Esme.

Still, one semi-large pearl wouldn’t break her.

And he couldn’t look at it again without thinking of her.

The thick stone that had kept out a warlock’s dark alchemy also fucked with cell phone reception, so Bale had to stalk another circuit looking for a spot where the signal might sneak through. The walk loosened his muscles and made him realize he didn’t want to talk to his brother or his cousin. 

Torch might not ask what had happened the night before, but his eyebrows would be arched in that annoying way. And better to see all the stars explode than find out his cousin had told Rave that he’d sent the Reyex of the Nox Incendi on a booty call.

Rave would probably die if he found out his liege and older brother even knew what a booty call was.

So instead, Bale dug through the armoire he’d barely remembered and found another set of clothes from who knew how long ago. Thankfully he still had the archaic cape, although he suspected it would raise more eyebrows than Torch’s if he was seen.

He made his way through the back corridors of the Keep, a warren of twisting passageways that felt deeply at home to the dragon though a human would be hopelessly lost. Even in this upright shape, he felt turned around.

Or maybe that was because he’d locked himself away for so long.

But in any shape, a dragon-shifter could always find his clan treasure.

The Nox Incendi treasure room was deep in the Keep, where no drunk and no thief could ever find it. If someone did, whether accidentally or on purpose, the dragon standing guard would make sure that someone was never found.

When the dragon caught sight of him, it stiffened in shock, its wings flaring with a whisper of sound. Yes, too many years had passed since he’d made these rounds.

He nodded as he strode past, careful to keep his gait steady though the long walk had tired him.

The treasure room was even more vast than his private hoard. Before the petralys struck, the Nox Incendi had been a small but thriving clan. Now, they were fewer than ever, which made their treasure richer by comparison. But he would’ve willingly traded every coin and gem for the rare cereus flowers to treat the dragonkin.

Or to find the even more rare solarys to cure them all forever.

He strode between the towering, arched columns, every footfall muted by the distances. And by the drifts of gold and jewels, tumbling like frozen waves of rainbows and molten sunlight.

It was a bit of a cliché, but what a joy to his dragon.

“Smith,” he called. “Your liege needs you.”

“Who?”

The voice was cranky and distracted, but the rumpled male who stepped out from between the columns was younger than Rave and only a little older than Torch.

Bale sighed. “The one who rules you?” Pharos Smith had always been peculiarly gem-struck, even for dragonkin. That served him well in his task as smith, but made him provoking the rest of the time.

Pharos peered at him. “Bale? Shit, man. I haven’t seen you for…” The other male scratched his chin as he lost the trail of the thought.

Well, it had been a long time. But the smith seemed to have forgotten too the proper address for a liege lord.

Just as well Bale had other concerns today. He held out the enormous pearl.

Pharos’ eyes opened almost that big. “The Moon of the Sea. There was a rumor Keats wrote a poem about it.” His gaze jerked to Bale. “Other rumor is, you ate Keats.”

“No,” Bale said impatiently. “I ate the poem, not the poet. He died of a fever in the lungs, not dragonfire, and I claim all my kills.”

Pharos tilted his head from one side to the other as he eyed the pearl without touching. “Why’d you bring it here? You owe the treasury nothing more than you’ve already given.”

All the Nox Incendi dragonkin tithed to the clan treasure. Bale suspected he’d been missing in action long enough that he owed something. If only his presence.

“The Moon was lost for a long time,” he said. “Think you can make something of it?”

The dragonsmith grunted. “It’s perfect as it is.”

“It has to be more than perfect. It needs to be…” A vision flickered in Bale’s memory of Esme, her head thrown back in the pleasure of her release. “The only one in existence.”

Pharos took a square of cloth from his pocket and swiped the pearl from Bale’s palm. “Is that all? Well, why didn’t you say so?”

“Let me know when it’s…” Bale pursed his lips as the other male strode off, holding the pearl ahead of him. “Done.”

He received no answer.

Yeah, he’d been gone too long.

He wandered through the halls of the treasure room, resisting the urge to roll in the pools of coins. If he fell down, he might never get back up. Although being the centerpiece of the gleaming hoard wouldn’t be the worst way for a dragon to spend eternity.

Except then he’d never see what the smith made of the pearl.

Never see it on Esme.

Breathing the old scents of metal and mineral and blood long turned to dust, Bale closed his eyes. Maybe he could find the strength to go on a little while longer.

He left the treasury. Along the way, he encountered more of the dragonkin. All were in their upright forms, and all stepped aside unspeaking to let him pass, their eyes wide. Got a little weird, and he wondered if he had become a ghost haunting his own halls.

He was almost relieved to retreat to his penthouse prison. At least there were no eyes—shocked, confused, worried, or subtly accusing—except for the still-glowing gemstones.

And one pair of obsidian.

Esme stood in the dark heart of his treasure.


Chapter 8

 There was no noise to warn her, but Esme sensed a presence behind her and twisted to face Bale. “It wasn’t like this before,” she said sharply.

His gaze roamed the glimmering cavern before returning to settle on her. “You don’t like it? Is it not…beautiful to your eyes?”

She swallowed and twisted her hands in the scalloped hem of her button-down white linen blouse. Did he sound hurt? But he was the one who’d left her passed out from pleasure in the big, empty bed. “No. It’s incredible.” She reclaimed her scowl. “You know that. But I already knew you were rich, since you’re—”

“A dragon.” He looked away. The serpentine trail of gemstones embedded in the stone column glowed on the austere lines of his face.

Making him even more damned amazing than the bedazzled cave. 

He was dressed in another outfit from some not-quite-right time with dark trousers and a loose shirt with laces across his chest. And that ridiculous yet valiant cape draped around his left shoulder. Like a cosplayer from a movie no one else had ever seen. 

That seemed…lonely to her, and her heart ached.

She didn’t want to be bedazzled by him. She’d learned to be wary of everyone. Everyone wanted something, and since she had more than most—not of her own, but borrowed from others—people wanted more from her. She’d tried to give back, going to school for grant writing and volunteering at non-profits, but the well of need was bottomless.

When she was headed off to boarding school after her nannies were done with her, her mother had taken her chin in one hand, turned her face side to side, then kissed her on each cheek and told her to watch out for the other children. “They’re spoiled little brats,” she said, “but not like you. You’re the real deal, darling. Rich already, beautiful already, fucked already.” She let out a little laugh when Esme merely stared at her. “And quiet too. Well, that’s a plus for our kind. Just remember: don’t cry where they can see you. Everybody likes rich, beautiful tears, but they aren’t worth shit.”

Worst of all, her mother wasn’t wrong.

Maybe it wasn’t the same for a dragon lord. But from the distant look in his eyes and the way he held himself so stiffly, she thought maybe it was.

He must be wondering what she wanted from him. What else, since he’d already given her the first—and best—and second and better, for that matter—orgasms of her life. 

To him, she wasn’t a spoiled little rich girl or a virgin sacrifice. She was…just Esme. Basically nothing. Exactly as she’d asked of him. Yet here she was, standing in his space, wanting more.

And he’d already told her he didn’t have anything to give, that his clan needed everything he had left in him. She was just being greedy coming here—the first time in her life she actually wanted something she couldn’t have. 

“Never mind.” She spun on her heel, her cheeks burning hotter than the flames dancing in the wrought iron braziers.

She stared at the elevator, trying to hurry it along with the force of her mind. That would be a useful magical power. Escape from awkward self-inflicted situations was way better than immortality, since who wanted to live forever with the memories of all those awkward self-inflicted situations? 

There’d never been so much light in the cavern, and she couldn’t help but see the blurred shape of him reflected in the brushed steel of the closed elevator doors. He loomed behind her, a dark bulk threatening to eclipse her fuzzy paleness in the white linen and dove-gray skirt.

“Why did you come here?” 

She shot a sidelong glance over her shoulder. “I was brainwashed by a warlock, kidnapped by one of my best friends, and supposedly celebrating my bachelorette party?”

He moved directly into her line of sight, and she had to tighten every muscle to stop herself from leaning toward him, drawn like some silly hothouse flower to a darkly radiant sun.

He pressed closer. “Why did you come here? To me?”

So awkward. Was she supposed to admit she wanted to be fucked again? And more than that, honestly. She’d wanted to maybe talk this time. In the dark would’ve been fine—easier, even. In this cavern, she’d woken up without the gnawing emptiness for the first time in…longer than she could remember, maybe ever. Because he had been there.

But he had bigger concerns than her: the Keep, the dragons, a homicidal warlock, and, oh yeah, his own life.

“It was a mistake,” she said.

“No mistake. That elevator goes one place: here.”

She ground her teeth together and paused. She’d never done that before. Orthodontia was expensive—her mother had complained about the price while swiping her triple-platinum credit card—and it hurt, and anyway, Esme knew better than to display such temper. But now…it felt good to grind the words she wanted to say, sharpening their edges before she opened her mouth. “I woke up thinking maybe we could go for round two. Or would it be three, technically? And then, I don’t know, maybe get brunch. But you were gone.”

Oops. She hadn’t meant to say that, or at least not quite that way. …Okay, she had meant to say that, and fuck the awkwardness.

He stared at her. With its burning, bright-hued jewels and lingering shadows, the hall was a mysterious, fitting backdrop for this dragon lord.

But she’d like him even better naked in her bed again.

“Brunch,” he said slowly. “With a dragon.”

Really? Of the things she’d said, he focused on brunch? “Presumably even dragons eat more than virgins. Whatever. I told you to forget it,” she reminded him. “I didn’t mean to impose.” Oh thank god, the elevator door opened.

“Esme.”

She took one step toward her escape when he grabbed her elbow and wheeled her around.

She crashed into his chest, and his mouth crashed down on hers, and the whole thing was a glorious dragonwreck.

Bracing herself on his broad chest, she opened her mouth, taking his tongue in the first heartbeat. He groaned and snaked his hand behind her, dragging her flush against him. The hard bulge of his cock nudged insistently against her belly.

Someone was imposing.

She twined her arms up around his neck, holding him fast. If he thought he was going to sneak away again… 

Maybe this wasn’t how one-night stands were supposed to work, but hell if she cared.

His hand was up inside her blouse, rubbing the small of her back in restless circles and dipping below the waistband of her skirt to splay his fingers across her butt. She broke the kiss to drag her mouth down his neck to the laces of his shirt. The cords crisscrossed down from the notch of his throat to the center of his chest, a soft, knotted barricade across his skin.

She played her tongue over the laces, darting between the holes, while her hand went to the rigid swell of his erection. Through the cords, she could almost see his skin—

Bale cupped her chin and lifted her head. “I need to extinguish the fires.”

“No.” She breathed across his throat. “I want to see you.”

“No,” he echoed her, “you really don’t.” 

She reared back to stare up at him. 

Though his hand didn’t leave her ass, his jaw was clenched in denial. “I said I wouldn’t hurt you, wouldn’t frighten you,” he rasped. “I can’t…can’t say the same for the dragon.”

“The dragon is you.” Wasn’t it?

“It…has battles I can’t always fight.”

“The petralys.” She took his hand and held it between her breasts. “Is it worse?”

He inclined his head, but she sensed he was only half agreeing. “I am not free to pursue my own wants.”

He was a dragon prince, but even he wasn’t free.

She raised his hand to kiss his clenched knuckles. “I am free, though,” she said. “And easy. Maybe just for today, so you better jump on this chance.”

His lips quirked as he looked at her. “Jump you?”

“Unless you want to say no again…”

He whirled her away from the elevator and pressed her up against one of the columns. She didn’t know much about caves, but she knew the rock formations grew from water slowly depositing droplets of stone over aeons, and the dry formations were technically dead. But though the column where she braced herself with her palms flattened behind her didn’t feel dead. The stone was hard, smooth, impervious…but glimmering with the hidden lights of the gemstones. 

Like Bale.

She wrenched up her skirt and gasped at the cool caress of stone on her bare skin. He made a noise too—more of a cursing groan—when he realized she had no panties. Ha, she was getting better at this.

She guided his hand to her mound, letting him feel the wetness gathering there. Whatever with the stone columns, she was very much alive. Her body vibrated with the promise of pleasure, and the fog that had lingered in her mind even after the alchemical intrusions had stopped was finally burning away. Vanquished by Bale’s touch.

“Yes,” she murmured. “Oh yes.”

He eased his middle finger into her body, squeezing the outer folds gently while he pressed the base of his thumb to her clit so that all the wild tangle of nerves down there fired at once, sending sparklers as bright as the burning gemstones across her skin. Writhing on his hand, she wrapped her fingers in the laces at his throat.

“Esme,” he groaned.

She tugged, pulling him down for a fierce kiss, her mouth slanting over his as he’d shown her, twining their tongues tighter even as she loosened the cords.

The braziers and the jewels around them flared brighter, as if linked to his tortured breath. She kissed the corner of his mouth and then the banging pulse at the corner of his jaw. 

She unraveled the laces and let the sides of the shirt gap across his chest.

Scales. Hard as the stone and edged like the faceted gems. 

His finger inside her crooked. “Esme…”

She whimpered and clenched her thighs around his hand. “Oh yes.”

“No,” he countered. “Don’t look.”

“Not looking,” she gasped. “Just feeling.”

It was a lie. He must know that, but she did have his hand trapped in her crotch so it wasn’t like he was going anywhere. She flayed open the shirt and dipped her head.

He tried to lean back. “It’ll cut you,” he warned.

“So will not knowing,” she said.

He paused, no longer resisting.

“Anyway, I’m tough,” she said. That last part was a lie, but it felt like some reflection of the truth.

Just like the scales were a piece of him, unwanted and defensive in this shape, but still part of him. She touched her lips to the stiffened flesh.

Silky smooth, almost hot, and though it was hard, she knew he must feel something through the scales because he shuddered at the caress. She ached, not just at the sweet torment of his stroking between her legs, but at the thought of him trapped between forms, unsound in a way that meant he could never be seen by human eyes.

Except hers.

His hand was in her most intimate place, but he was the one truly letting her in.

Gently, she traced the rim of one scale with the tip of her tongue. Though he held himself stone-still, all his muscles tensed under her fingertips, his chest heaved as if he couldn’t catch his breath. 

Her own heart slam-danced behind her ribs, and she reveled in the evidence of how she affected him. It wasn’t just her vaunted virginity adding some special sauce to her desirability—he was responding to her, her touch, her sighs.

The scale was sharp and just very slightly serrated. The tang of blood flooded her senses, along with that other taste of something darker and more dangerous.

She’d thought it was from him, his failing ichor. But it wasn’t.

It was something in her.

Her budding delight in her sensual power faltered. What if she wasn’t just doing it wrong, what if she was wrong? What if something was twisted in her from her time under Ashcraft’s spells?

No wonder Bale didn’t want to show her what he’d become. She almost couldn’t bear to let him see the same in her.

Maybe she was wrong about how this worked, but she’d told herself not to be afraid, and he’d promised not to hurt her.

She straightened to kiss him, distracting him with the curl of her tongue while she unfastened the cape from his shoulders.

He tensed, and he’d already been so frozen she thought he might crack.

“I warned you,” he rasped.

The cape fell from her hands, and the loosened shirt slithered down his chest, revealing more of the scales down his left side.

And his crippled wing unfurled.


Chapter 9

The dragon in him roared its outrage that he’d revealed the ugly weakness of the defiled limb. Half arm, half wing, utterly useless. His skin crawled as she looked at him, the weight of her gaze stinging like flung stones even on the toughened parts of his hide.

“Oh, Bale…”

Worse than pain? Pity. He half turned away from her, hiding the sight of his disfigurement. The bones and ligaments of the wing didn’t fold right, and since she’d already seen it, he let the awkward limb sag like a shattered kite.

A light brush against his other shoulder scalded him with shame, and he flinched away.

“Don’t,” she scolded. “I already told you I know what you are.”

“Dragon lord, you claimed,” he said bitterly. “But I’m not. Not since the stone blight.”

“Does it hurt?” she whispered.

“Always. For centuries. I should be used to it.” 

Her hand traced down his spine, following the outline of scales where he knew they wrapped around his ribs.

She sucked in a little breath, and he knew she’d cut herself again. He’d tasted the blood on her tongue before.

He spun and grabbed her wrist, glaring at her.

She gazed back with deep, dark eyes. Slowly, she lifted her hand to touch his cheek. He smelled the blood and the musky sweetness of her juices on his palm. Swaying, he closed his eyes, seduced by the essence of her.

“What have I done?” he murmured. “I told you I wouldn’t hurt you.”

“But you said the dragon might, so I knew the risk.” She touched his lip, and he couldn’t stop himself from flicking his tongue over the razor-thin cut on her fingertip. So sweet and dark, so wild. 

“You don’t, really,” he said. “With the stone blight destroying my ichor, I have less and less control over the dragon. One day soon, it will go cold and dark and deadly. I could bring the entire Keep, the whole Nox Incendi clan down with me before I die. I’m a threat to everything I’ve sworn to protect.”

“And you’re crushed under all that responsibility. So much for the stories that say dragons only care about treasure and sacrificial virgins.”

Her voice was somber, but for some reason her seriousness took the edge off his anger and regret. “Dragons like lusty wenches too.” He tilted his head into the cradle of her palm. “All the stories are wrong. Everything I wanted to do for the Nox Incendi has gone wrong. This world doesn’t have a place for us, and soon we’ll be nothing more than dust in this desert.”

“No.” She curled her hand back behind his neck, bringing his head down to hers to rest her forehead against his. “You made this Keep. You might live in secret, but you live.”

“Not for much longer,” he confessed. “I feel the petralys weighing me down, until my heart can scarcely beat under the burden. I am a shadow of what I was, who I was.”

“And I’m a ghost,” she murmured. “No wonder you make me feel safe and protected.” Her breathy voice dropped even lower. “You don’t have to be anything more than what you are with me, Bale.”

Not dragon or man, but some ugly, deadly fusion of the two. Not lord. But lover.

With a groan, he stripped her clothes from her with a single swipe of his dragon’s talon. The white fabric fluttered away, fragile as moth wings, and she arched gracefully against the stone. Gleaming jewel tones and firelight turned her pale skin to art more rare and precious than any ancient cathedral window. But it was in her unblinking obsidian eyes that he saw himself, reflected back dark and broken.

And still somehow beautiful.

He wrapped his withered wing behind her, shielding her from the stone and drawing her closer. She leaned into the tough membrane, and though he hadn’t used that arm in too long, he knew he’d rather cut it off completely than drop her.

Within the curtain of his wing, she sank to her knees at his feet. Her hands went to the fly of his trousers.

“Esme…” Desire strangled the rest of the words.

She gazed up at him through half-lowered lashes up. “Is this wrong?”

“By all the stars, no.”

Her fingers curled over the top band, tickling his belly. “No meaning I should stop?”

“Never.”

Her smile was secretive and just a little wicked. “Never ever?”

He threaded his fingers through the blond silk of her hair and tilted her head back. “You are playing with fire,” he whispered.

Her dark eyes sparked. “Promise?”

“With all that is left of my heart.”

Delicately, she undid the buttons. Indelicately, his cock surged out to meet her.

There’d been a time when he’d wished that part of him would turn to stone, to spare him the longings he could no longer fulfill with unsuspecting human women. After a few decades serviced only by his own hand, the urges had died out. Victim of the petralys, he’d thought with reluctant gratitude.

Now he realized the desire had only been hidden, waiting.

For her.

He growled out a curse as she stroked one hand over the thatch of curls at his groin. She made a softer sound, less curse, more invocation, and his cock thickened another impossible degree, yearning toward her. 

She tilted her head to meet it, and he felt the susurration of her breath a moment before her tongue darted out to taste him.

Even stone would’ve been hard pressed not to react to that shy caress, but he held himself utterly still as she traced the flared head. Only his thigh muscles quivered when she worked down to the pulsing veins. His knees wavered when she moaned, sending a vibration through him. Her tongue swirled around his shaft in a slick, lascivious embrace, and then he could stand no more.

He hauled her to her feet and thrust her up against the column.

She wrapped one leg behind his calf, her thighs spreading to release the perfume of her arousal. 

He growled low in his throat as he positioned himself at her opening.

She flung one arm behind his neck. “What happened to never stop?”

“It was an eternity.”

She angled her hips and he impaled her in one slow stroke, plunging up into her hot, wet core. Her tender cry speared him in return, striking deep into his heart. 

He hadn’t meant to let her this close, not again, not when the dragon wanted her for more than a fuck. But she knew her own desires with a pure instinct and predatory intensity he could only admire. And fall before.

Midway into each thrust, she met him early, the rhythm speeding like their matched heartbeats, swapping breaths as they reached for the same peak. But he raced to lose, ignoring the sparks that flew from his gritted teeth each time she milked his aching flesh. She threw her head back, a keening cry tearing from her lips, and he felt her inner muscles clamp around him. He slowed, holding her on the edge of release while she thrashed her head, her hair flying out to either side in a veil that turned the blazing gemstones to miniature novas.

He pumped into her once more and seized with his own orgasm just as she flew, both arms wrapped around his neck, her pelvis grinding on his. His cock pulsed, and her eyes flew open at the tingling waves that washed over and through them.

His breath stopped at the sensation, grown unfamiliar after so long. Though he’d sworn to himself he wouldn’t drop her, he lowered her to her feet more quickly than he’d intended.

Only hesitantly did she unwind her leg from behind him, and her knees wavered.

He held her up in the cradle of his deformed wing while he eased himself out of her body. He knew he was being perfunctory, but he had to see.

See the glimmer of iridescence on his cock and smeared between her thighs.

Ichor. Running freely in his veins. 

And elsewhere, apparently.

His dragon, seeking to claim her.

She followed his gaze. “Bale, are you okay? Is everything all right?”

She had no idea…

But how could she, when he was dumbfounded himself. “I…don’t know.”

She clutched his shoulder. The one that was half wing. And she didn’t seem to mind his warped body or the deadly scales so close to her delicate skin. And she wasn’t even thinking of herself; she was thinking of him. “What’s wrong? You’re scaring me.”

Did he look that bad? He reached down between their bodies and touched the shining essence. Not blood or semen, even more vital. “Dragon ichor.”

Her gaze flashed from his fingers upward, her cheeks pallid. “Oh god. Did I hurt you? Did I… I didn’t steal the last of your ichor, did I?” 

He laughed in disbelief at what had happened. “Steal it? No. You reignited it.”

She pulled back a little to stare at him. “You made it seem like you… I thought you were in danger of…”

“Dying? I am. Or was.” He shook his head. No pain anywhere down his spine. “There’s no way the petralys contaminant could be banished from my body so quickly, not even by my…” He broke off, still shaking his head.

“Your solarys.” 

A strange note in her voice brought him up short. “No. Not even then. I was too far gone, and the risk would be too great for my dragon to claim its true mate.”

She bit her lip. “Rave chose Piper, and Torch won Anjali.”

“Neither my brother nor my cousin suffered the petralys as long as I have.” He straightened. “And neither of them is reyex.”

“What…why does that matter?”

He met her bemused stare with his own wary gaze. “More than a simple solarys, the mate of the reyex must be a flawless reflection of the dragon spirit. It takes fearless power to face the beast that rules the Burning Night.”

“Flawless and fearless?” Her mouth flattened, and she stepped back, one arm angling across her nude body.

“On both sides,” he hastened to add. He stretched out his ruined wing. “I didn’t think it was possible for me to find my solarys, not like this. A mate to this shape would be…”

“As broken and ugly as you thought yourself to be.”

He opened his mouth to confirm. And then realized exactly how that would sound. “No.”

“You’re lying,” she said flatly. “You thought I was your solarys.”

Never had the cavern felt as much like a torture chamber as this moment. “I realized it might be a possibility when I was drawn to you as I’ve never—”

“Never in how long have you been locked up here?”

The emptiness of the space she’d opened up between them prickled over his skin. “I wouldn’t have let the dragon claim you, not without your consent and full awareness.”

“You’re saying you couldn’t let yourself…be drawn to me?” She averted her face, staring past his bad shoulder.

“Of course I wanted you.” He raked his hand through his hair, realizing he could feel the fine texture as sensation returned to his fingertips, tingling awake after too long asleep. “As the dragon does. But I told myself I would never hurt you.”

“Right, because I’m not tough enough to take your dragon,” she snapped. “First I fell for a guy who lied to me because he only wanted to use me for his death magic, and then I fall for a guy whose life is at stake and he still won’t let me in… I know how to pick ‘em, don’t I? Hopefully the third time really is the charm.”

At the thought of her with anyone else, his dragon bristled in fury. Stiffening, he glared at her. “Did you not want this? You came to me,” he reminded her. “I didn’t take anything you didn’t offer, freely. Twice.” Three times, depending on how he counted, but even his greedy dragon side wasn’t interested in tallying up anything at this moment.

She jerked back. “Yeah, I sacrificed myself this time instead of letting someone else do it for me.”

He tightened his fist to stop from grabbing her. That was the dragon lord he had been—taking without asking. Like Lars Ashcraft. Frustration sharpened his voice. “I didn’t want you to sacrifice yourself for me.”

“Good thing,” she snapped. “Because apparently there’s not enough of me to save myself, much less you, much less all the Nox Incendi.” She grabbed his discarded cape from the floor and wrapped herself tightly though her long, slender legs were bare from the thigh down.

The dragon wanted to unwrap her again like a cache of plundered riches to find the treasure within. But the cocoon made him think she wasn’t ready to fly. And who was he, a dragon-man with only one wing, to think he could teach her?

Despairing, this time he couldn’t resist reaching toward her. “Esme—”

She punched him in the chest, right above his heart. At first he thought she was striking out blindly but then she lifted her hand to show him.

“No blood,” she said. “The scales are disappearing. Now I guess you can find someone flawless and fearless to match you.”

He looked down. She was right. Where the jagged edges of his dragon hide had been, only rough patches of skin remained. He turned his head farther to follow the flex of his misshapen arm. He extended it to see the membrane had shrunk, the joint yielding easily. Astonishment loosened his jaw; if this kept up, he’d have his arm back, his life, his clan, his power as reyex.

A flicker of movement caught the dragon’s attention: Esme fleeing for the elevator.

He went after her. But a stride away from her, she wheeled to hold out her hand. Though her flattened palm was unmarked by his fading scales, something in her was torn. He saw it in her dark eyes.

“No,” she said. “Leave me alone.”

“I did,” he grated. “I would have. But you are my—”

“Nothing,” she interrupted. “We have nothing. I thought we did. I thought…I was the ghost to your shadow, but that’s not going to be enough anymore, not for a king.”

He glowered. “You came to me when I was weak, broken. That is what you wanted?” When she didn’t answer, he stiffened, as if the stone blight was seeping back into his spine. “You didn’t want the kingdom and its riches—only the beast trapped in darkness.”

She turned her face away. “Because that’s where I was.”

For a heartbeat, the dragon surged in him, ready to force its claim if she so desired the darkness. But she deserved more. He stepped back, opening his hand wide and flaring his wing. “Go.”

The elevator opened as if at command. Open sesame? Open Esme.

But she was as closed to him as the walls of the Keep had ever been.


Chapter 10

And to think she’d giggled at the thought of Bale sneaking through the Keep in just his cape, yet here she was doing the same thing.

Payback was a bitch.

Happy hour, she texted her friends. On me.

She was almost done with her third drink by the time Piper and Anjali sauntered into the Badlands bar ten minutes later. 

Anjali eyed the level in the glass. “Are we sure this is happy?”

“I will be in another five minutes,” Esme groused.

Piper slid into the chair across from her. “Spill, girlfriend.” When Esme knocked back the rest of the drink, Piper grimaced. “Uh, I didn’t mean spill it that way.”

Esme touched the cool rim of the glass to her lip. It reminded her of the edge if a scale… “I only wanted to experience what every other woman has.”

“To be fair,” Anjali said, “not exactly every woman has had sex with a dragon-shifter.”

“Shh.” Esme glanced around anxiously. “Someone might overhear.”

“Let’s have a code word,” Piper suggested. “Instead of saying dragon” —she lifted her eyebrows when Esme hissed at her—“we’ll say… Uh, something with serpents?”

Anjali snickered. “How about trouser snake?”

“He said I could be his solarys,” Esme blurted.

Her friends were silent while the server brought the next round of drinks: martini for her, rum for Anjali, daiquiri for Piper. 

“Would that be so bad?” Piper asked at last.

Esme goggled at her. “Yeesss.”

“Why?” Instead of knocking it back as she usually did, Anjali sipped at her drink. “You were born to be a queen.”

“That’s just it.” Esme clutched her glass. If she broke it, it would be exactly like a dragon’s cutting scale. “I was born to it, it’s what I was meant for, and…I still wasn’t good enough. Bale thinks he needs me to save his life, save the dragonkin. That’s the only reason I’d be his solarys.”

Anjali took another sip and said something that sounded very much like “Only? Boo hoo” into her glass.

Usually Esme let her friends’ eye-rolling pass, feeling ashamed to complain. But not this time. “Why do you think my eating was so disordered back in school?”

“Because of our impossible cultural standards of beauty?” Anjali mused.

Esme shook her head. “Because I used to think if I was thin enough, maybe I could slip out of my cage.”

“You almost died on us,” Piper said quietly. “Twice.”

“Maybe that would’ve been my escape.” Esme looked down at her candy apple martini with the swizzle-sticked cherry. “Living with you two finally made me realize there was more to live for. And when I started writing grants I felt like I was actually making a difference. But then…” She pushed the drink away. “Then I let a warlock spellbind me. And now I’m letting a dragon lord do the same, just in a different way. But I failed Lars—”

“Good for you,” Anjali interjected.

The alcohol made Esme wobbly inside, and she closed her eyes as if that would help. “But what if I fail the dragons too? I’m supposed to be Bale’s true mate, but what if I’m not…true enough to save Bale?”

Piper reached out to take Esme’s hand, rubbing her thumb over the obsidian cabochon. “You were always a true friend to us. Why wouldn’t you be enough for him?”

Esme looked down at the blackness in the ring stone. “He needed an escape from the blight that was killing his…” She glanced around. “Trouser snake. But once I gave him that, what else do I have to offer? He’s richer than me, more powerful than me…prettier than me,” she added with a deep sigh. 

Anjali pulled away and sputtered into her drink while Piper shook her head. “Yeah, no, forget the code word. What matters is if you could see yourself with him, regardless of how he found you or what you can do for him.”

“See myself with him?” Esme muttered. “He fucked me in pitch blackness.”

It was Piper’s turn to sputter while Anjali sighed. 

“The first time,” Esme clarified. “And the second time. The third time, at least there were fires—”

“You are really making up for lost time,” Anjali said. “But I wonder if you are thinking about this too romantically—”

“There’s nothing wrong with romance,” Piper said stoutly.

“Because,” Anjali continued with dogged persistence, “Bale is the lord of the…trouser snakes.”

“See? Being a lord is romantic,” Piper shot back. “Moreso if you’d stop saying trouser snake.”

“But there’s more to him than Torch,” Anjali said, “or even Rave. More responsibility, more risk.”

“And I can’t do that,” Esme interrupted. “I’ve never had to save anyone. I’ve always been the prize, not the hero.”

Piper eyed her somberly. “Maybe there’s more to you too.”

But there wasn’t, Esme knew. She’d never suffered any illusions about what she was made of—skin and bones—and what she was worth: nothing. Maybe all those grants she’d written had just made her more aware that need and merit was no guarantee of earning anyone’s consideration, and she was only as good as the last check she’d gathered.

To actually be down in the trenches with Bale, where she might actually fail and see the crash was too much. She wasn’t smart like Piper or strong like Anjali. She couldn’t take the pain Bale had endured or stand by him while he sought a future for the Nox Incendi.

“I can’t do it,” she mumbled. “I’d just let him down, and then…” Then he’d see right through her, that there was nothing to her except a pale imitation of the queen he needed, a mirage of beauty and fortune.

And he’d realize it quicker than most because of course a dragon would know its treasure intimately.

She stared miserably at her drink. “You guys must hate me too. I dragged you away from real problems with my stupid whining…”

At the same time, Piper and Anjali reached for her, and the clasp of their joined hands made their rings—sunstone, fire opal, and obsidian—twinkle. 

She thought of the flaring gemstones in Bale’s cavern. “Why do they do that?”

“I’ve been reading up on magic.” Anjali grimaced. “Reading, me, the dropout. When I figure it all out, I’ll let you know, but there’s power in a crystal matrix. And more, there’s power in our friendship. In our connection with our mates. In what we love and hope for. Everything’s connected, and everything’s always shifting, adding power to the matrix.”

“That’s…interesting.” Esme eased her hands out of theirs. 

Anjali sighed. “I know, I know. I didn’t want to believe in it either.”

“Anyway,” Piper said, “we don’t hate you too, because he doesn’t hate you.”

“He does,” Esme said. “Or he would, if he’d stop letting his…trouser snake do all the thinking.”

Piper sighed. “The code word works better than I thought it would.”

They got drunk. It’d been a long time since they got so drunk. It wasn’t even midnight when Torch sent a security detail to drag their butts upstairs.

“I’m so, so, so sorry,” Esme slurred. “This is all my fault.”

“Yup,” Anjali said. “Do you hear that?” she shouted into the one security guy’s shoulder-mounted radio. “It’s her fault.”

The guy grunted. “It’s her fault you drank too much?”

“They’re my friends,” Esme explained with owl-eyed intensity. “They did it for me.”

“You should see what we do for our enemies,” Piper proclaimed. 

Everyone ignored her since she had kicked off her shoes and lost a crucial few inches. They dumped her into Rave’s arms at the top of a flight of spiral stairs leading down to—Esme peered as far as she could around the spiral—who knew where. Apparently Piper knew because she grinned in anticipation as Rave lifted her off her bare feet. She waggled her toes in goodbye and laid her head on his shoulder.

Torch took over Anjali at a set of double doors leading to a huge, domed atrium that Esme caught only a brief glimpse of before her friend poked her shoulder and said, “Have a good night.”

Then she too was gone.

Esme slumped between the three large security guys. She’d had bodyguards before and knew how it worked. They didn’t speak as they led her to the Amber Suite and opened the door for her. They ushered her through and left her there in the big empty room.

The golden light from the amber chandelier was pretty, but it didn’t scintillate with all the colors of the rainbow like Bale’s gemstone-encrusted caverns. It wasn’t even the sensual darkness of her own bed when he was in it.

But she couldn’t. She just…couldn’t…

She stumbled through a shower and into bed.

The nightmare grabbed her before her head hit the pillow.

 

***

 

Bale twisted awake, his dragon searching for the threat.

He was on his feet, across the room, and stabbing for the elevator button before he realized he’d dressed and was reaching out with his left hand.

A hand he hadn’t seen in longer than he remembered.

He twisted his hand in front of his face then made a fist. The muscle in his bicep quivered at the strain.

He knew what it meant, but he also knew he’d stolen it from his unwilling solarys.

Was that any better than what Ashcraft had wanted to steal from him?

He nodded to the security outside the Amber Suite. Torch must have warned them, because they ducked their heads and stepped aside without questioning him.

He might’ve been exasperated at their kow-towing, but he was too focused on getting to Esme.

She had cried out. He knew it like he knew his own hand. Again, finally.

The lights were all off, but she’d left the curtains open in the bedroom, and the reflected neon lights shined across the bed where she’d whipped the sheets into a tangled mess.

The dragon smelled her fear and anger, the astringent bite as sharp as broken glass, as he strode to her side.

“Esme?” He brushed his left hand over her head and closed his eyes for a moment at the sensation of silk gliding under his fingertips, like the most delicate wind.

He needed to fly, and soon, lest he lose this opportunity. 

But she came first.

Despite his words and touch—or maybe because of it—she thrashed her head against the pillow, her features twisted.

He slid up onto the bed beside her, aware of the soft mattress, the fine thread count, the lingering of her body heat under his hand. She had made this possible for him, and he’d returned the favor with this nightmare.

Or had Ashcraft found a way back in?

He snarled soundlessly at the thought, dragon and man in perfect accord. 

“You kicked out the king of dragons,” he murmured to her. “You can beat one out-of-bounds warlock.”

Her brow furrowed as if she heard him and disagreed with him even while locked with her subconscious.

But she was linked to him, too, if only inadvertently and impermanently. The new life she’d given his ichor had let him regain control of the dragon and push back the petralys, and ironically that would allow him to resist the dragon claiming her.

But if he didn’t take her as his solarys, beast and blight would surge over him again. Not that he would tell her that. A mate bond with one half unwilling was as crippled and useless as a one-winged dragon.

He should let her go, now, before he broke her. But first he had to wake her.

Calling to her gently and then louder, he roused her from the grip of the nightmare. When he eased her into a seated position, she stared at him uncomprehendingly for a long moment, the pure darkness of her eyes fogged with whatever had plagued her.

“You back now?” He rubbed both hands up and down her arms, chaffing warmth into her skin.

He couldn’t help but notice she’d been sleeping naked. 

Did she always sleep like that? He didn’t think so, she didn’t seem the sort, but he didn’t know. Despite their encounters they’d never actually slept together.

He would have kept her warm, just as he should’ve kept the nightmares away.

She blinked at him then shifted her attention to one hand and the other. “Your wing…”

“Arm,” he said.

She bit at her upper lip. “Was that because…”

“Yes.” He wouldn’t play down what he’d taken from her, even accidentally. “I know it wasn’t your intent, but thank you.”

She looked away from him, her shoulders falling inward as if she could escape his grip even though there was nowhere for her to go. “I wish…I wish I could give you everything back,” she said in a low voice. “Before the petralys struck your clan. When dragons could fly free. But I can’t.”

Her rejection, even in the face of his new symmetry, stung. All he had—even his damn hand—and it wasn’t enough for her. “I didn’t ask for all that,” he said stiffly. “Did your friends tell you the legend of the stone blight?” When she shook her head mutely, he continued, “The Nox Incendi got our name for our ferocity, our quickness in burning down the night to take the treasures we wanted. Legend has it, the blight was a curse to teach us a lesson: without our solarys mates to bring a light to our darkness, we would become the cold, dead stones we so loved.” He looked at her steadily. “I hate what the petralys did to the dragonkin, but after seeing my brother and my cousin with their mates…” He shook his head and pitched his voice to neutral. “I didn’t come to give you a history lesson. I wanted to make sure you are all right.”

“Why…” Her lashes fluttered down then flared wide. “I was having a nightmare.”

“I felt it.”

She canted her head to stare at him sidelong. “You felt it? How?”

“The link between us will linger for a bit,” he said diffidently. “It’s nothing. It will pass, so don’t let it worry you.” 

She let out a soundless sigh. “I thought…I thought I was back with Ashcraft.”

“Was it alchemy or a spell? Or was it just a nightmare?”

“Just?” she mused softly.

“If he’s stirring up trouble again…”

She shook her head. “Just a nightmare,” she echoed. “It will pass, so don’t let it worry you.”

He scowled at her, the anger in his chest as twisted as his left wing had been. “I didn’t mean to fall for you, Esme. But the dragon did. The link will fade and die if we don’t feed it, but until then, I can no more turn off my awareness of you than I can cast the dragon from my body.”

She twisted her face away from him.

He pushed to his feet. Maybe it would’ve been less painful to just sever his arm than feel her withdrawing. “You called through the link, and I came,” he said formally. “If you’ve no further need of me…”

“Don’t,” she whispered. “Don’t use that tone with me. Like you’re a servant.”

“In this I am, in service to the solarys bond.”

“I didn’t ask for it.” Her voice was almost shrill, and he winced.

“You’ve made that abundantly clear,” he said. “If the memories bother you again, I’ll come.”

“I didn’t ask for that either.” She huddled into the war zone of fine sheets.

He turned back to the door, muttering to himself, “Yeah, just salt that wound.”

“What?” The sharp change in her tone stopped him in the doorway.

He didn’t glance back. “Sleep well.”

“No, you said salt. That’s where I was.”

Hearing the fear in her voice, he pivoted slowly to face her. “You were with Ashcraft in Salt Lake City.”

“No. Well, yes, in Salt Lake, but in the Salt Lake.” She shoved herself upright, clutching the blankets to her chest although her gaze was unfocused, as if she wasn’t seeing him eyeing her but whatever had been in her dream. “That’s where he took me.”

Bale frowned, a faint stirring of excitement counteracting the chill in his skin that had seemed to transfer from her to him. “When Torch and Anjali confronted him, he chose to meet them at the lake.”

“His stronghold is there.”

“By the lake?”

“In the lake.” She scrambled out of the bed, dragging the sheets with her. “We have to go. I need to see…”

He strode back across the room and stopped her harried pacing with a foot on her trailing sheet.

She halted and glared at him. “Let me go.”

“We will go,” he said. “But not like this.”

She looked down at the sheet and his foot. Then she dropped the blanket and hustled toward the bathroom, giving him a fine view of her naked ass.

When she returned minutes later, she was dressed head to toe in black. The unrelieved darkness of the snug leggings and sleeveless mock turtleneck only served to emphasize the pale fall of her hair and her overall fragility.

He raised his eyebrows, and twin spots of red stained her cheeks. “I had to go shopping,” she said defensively. “I was tired of white.”

“I see that,” he said.

She stiffened. “Don’t mock me.”

“I’m not,” he said. “You look rightly dangerous.”

She spun away from him. “Ashcraft thinks he got away with what he did to me, what he wanted to do to a dragon.”

“He didn’t,” Bale reminded her. “We ruined his antiquities company and his name and sent him into hiding. He’s a wanted man.”

“He was already hiding what he was,” she said. “And he was always wanted.” A hard, flat glint turned her obsidian eyes to something darker and heavier: lead. “I want to take that away from him.”


Chapter 11

Revenge wasn’t a good look on anyone, but he’d make an exception for Esme Montenegro.

Bale sat across from her on the small chartered plane for the hop between Vegas and Salt Lake, studying her leaden eyes and the faint flush that let him know she knew he was watching her.

“I’ve never been on an airplane before,” he said conversationally.

She jerked her head up, as if she hadn’t expected him to engage her. The hard glint in her eyes softened a little. “Really? What do you think?”

“I like it better when I’m doing it myself.”

Her lips curved, and she angled her body toward him. “Yeah. Always a little nerve wracking to think we could just fall out of the sky.” Her smile slipped. “When we were in Ashcraft’s jet and Rave brought us down…” She shivered. “I was mostly out of it and still my stomach was in my throat.”

He leaned back in his seat. “I was flying when the petralys struck me the first time, so I know crash landings.”

Her eyes widened. “Oh no.”

“Being half a man in midair with one wing is definitely an oh-no moment.” He made a downward spiraling gesture with his hand. “I’d felt the signs, but I thought I could fight it off. I flew and fought hard every day, hoping to keep my ichor flowing. I fucked my way through hundreds of women, looking for my solarys.” He met her gaze unflinchingly, though he wouldn’t blame her for judging him. “Bad enough to be dying, worse to know my death could spell the end of the clan too.”

“Even then you wanted to protect your people more than yourself,” she said softly. 

“I was desperate. I thought I’d flown too high, where the air was too thin to hold me. But when I dropped, the air still didn’t catch me. That had never…” He looked at his right hand and clenched it into a fist. “My dragon had never failed me before.”

Esme watched him, rapt. “How did you stop it?”

“While I was incapacitated, the elders of my cousin’s line sought to overthrow me.” He gave her a wry smile. “Tried to burn me alive on my death bed. It was very motivating.”

“I guess,” she murmured.

“I still had one wing.” He raised his left arm like a shield. “Dragonhide is very resistant to flame, obviously. I survived, I fought them off and fought back the petralys for awhile.” He lowered his arm. “But the wing never changed back. Until you.”

She shrank back in her seat, looking stricken. “Bale—”

“I’m not compelling you,” he said. “I’m telling you I understand why I don’t seem like a good bet to you. I’m not. Even my cousins decided I had to go, and the dragonkin since…” He let out a slow breath. “They suffer me to live because I’m dying anyway, and more than that, they don’t need a reyex anymore. This world has moved on while I’ve been all but locked away. Of my own volition, admittedly. I guess even I agree I’ve no place left with the Nox Incendi.”

“That’s not why…” She bit her lip. “You’re wrong. You’re a fine bet. But…I don’t have the credit to cover it. You have a place, and I just don’t belong there.” She angled her face to look out the small portal window. “I’m still trying to figure out where I belong, and just when I thought I was sort of making some progress, Lars came along. He and Anjali were at a gallery opening, and I thought they were just friends because at the end of the night, she was gone and he asked me to be his date for a charity event. I should’ve talked to her first, then maybe we would’ve realized he was using us both. But it was too late. He was blackmailing Anj and her uncle, and he had me believing everything he said. My grandmother loved the idea of adding our fortune to Ashcraft Amalgamated since Lars was set to take over when his father retires. And he seemed nice enough”—she laughed once harshly—“so I went along with it. Before I realized what was happening, there was a diamond on my finger.” She stretched out her hands in front of her: the obsidian cabochon on her right thumb, her left fingers bare. “Except it wasn’t a diamond. It was a damn fungus breathing make-Esme-stupid spores at me.”

He reached across the space between them and took both her hands in his. Now that he had both his hands. 

Rubbing his thumbs across her knuckles, he said, “You weren’t stupid. He took advantage of you.”

“And I let him,” she said miserably. “I thought it was real, but it was all an illusion.”

“Which is why you can’t trust me,” he finished. “You can’t believe in this thing between us.”

She started to tug her hands back but then slumped. “None of that matters when I can’t trust myself.” She looked up at him and suddenly tightened her grip on his hands. “Which is why I have to go back to his place. I feel like he took something from me, and I want it back.”

At the fierceness of her tone, he inclined his head in acknowledgment. “Torch has had his contacts looking for Ashcraft. Just to keep an eye on him. There’s no indication he’s still in Salt Lake, and his last known location was New Orleans when he tried to intercept his antiquities shipment and the feds almost had him.”

She shot him a small smile. “Trying to make sure I don’t get my hopes up?”

“I would give you everything your heart desires,” he said quietly. “Within my power. But my power isn’t what it was either.”

Though she held on a moment longer, he let her go and settled into his chair. 

“As for what we’ll find in Salt Lake, I don’t know,” he said. “But I hope it will give you the peace you want.”

The look she gave him was haunted but determined, and it spoke to something even deeper inside him than the dragon. “I’ve never had the guts to follow my dreams,” she said. “So I’ll follow the nightmare instead.”

Torch and Anjali met them at the airfield in a big, navy-blue sedan. Its sloping hood and the smile on Torch’s face said it had been almost as good as flying. 

They’d convinced Rave to stay behind since someone had to mind the shop—and lead the Nox Incendi if Esme’s dream of the stronghold turned out to be some kind of latent trap set in her subconscious. When Bale had tried to command Torch to remain behind as well, he’d gotten only a blank stare from his thick-necked cousin. 

“You made me enforcer for the clan,” he reminded Bale. “And Ashcraft is a security issue. So I’ll be with you.”

Bale growled under his breath. “Then why would you bring your mate?”

Torch grinned. “Because I can’t stop her.”

He and Anjali had arrived earlier to scout, and they both looked windblown from the blustery spring day. 

“Ashcraft made me meet him on the northern part of the lake,” Anjali said. “And he came by boat. If Esme’s right and he somehow has a place in the lake—one of the islands, maybe?—it’d likely be somewhere there.”

“But there’s nothing on recon,” Torch said.

“You went out there?” Bale glared at his cousin in the rearview mirror. He’d elected to sit in the back with Esme—all the better to reach forward and strangle his cousin. “If Ashcraft was there, you might’ve been in danger.”

“Kinda the point of having an enforcer,” Torch said. “So our reyex isn’t in danger.”

Esme reached across the seat and touched Bale’s knee when he scowled. “How do we get out onto the lake?” she asked. “In my dream—in my memories—we floated over the water.”

“Luckily we have associates with a boat,” Torch said. “We’ll be there soon, and then we’ll see where your dreams take you.”

“Not far,” Esme whispered, barely more than moving her lips, but Bale heard and put his hand over hers on his knee.

Salty swells frothed on the lake when they parked at the marina, and the gusting wind brought Bale the scent of wolf-shifter. The wolves had provided backup to the Nox Incendi the last time Torch and Anjali had confronted Ashcraft on the lake, but calling on them still bothered Bale.

The dragonkin had to be even more secretive than most shifters. It was one thing for a human to glimpse a wolf in the distance and muse at the success of the Endangered Species Act. Something else entirely to see a dragon. But maybe that was a better argument for working with the wolves, and Torch trusted them. 

Bale handed Esme into the rocking boat—which he decided he trusted even less than airplanes and wolf-shifters. Torch and Anjali moved to the back of the cruiser.

“Where to?” The older gray wolf, who Torch introduced as Joel, smiled toothily at them.

Bale glanced at Esme and put a hand at the small of her back. Through the light knit jacket she’d worn over her black revenge fashion, he felt the tension in her spine. 

She bit her lip. “Into the middle,” she said after a moment. “I think.”

He guided her toward the front. “I prefer boats with dragons gracing the prow.”

She grinned distractedly. “I like the idea of storming his castle with a hundred warriors.”

“I’ve pictured you as a Viking war maid,” he admitted. He gestured ahead of them. “Lead us into battle.”

She looked either alarmed or intrigued, her pale brows knotted. “I don’t know…”

“None of us do,” he reassured her. “That’s why we’re hunting together, because Lars Ashcraft is a threat to all of us. What do you remember?”

“I was so hazy from the hallucinogens.” She leaned against his shoulder. “What if it was all in my head?”

“Then we had a nice sail around the lake on a pretty spring evening.” He cocked one eye toward the clouds thickening above them. “Unless it starts raining, and then you owe us all coffee and a donut.”

She coughed out a laugh, and the stiff line of her body curved more easily against his. “I’ll have to take another run at the slot machines for all I’ll owe you guys.”

Her hair whipped at him, the fine strands stinging against his cheeks, and he reached up to gather the silky skeins in his hands. 

“Close your eyes,” he said softly as he stepped behind her. “Tell me what you remember.”

She sighed and relaxed her head forward when he finger-combed the hair back from her ears. “It was after one of our private dates, not an event date where the photographs would show up in the paper the next day. I thought I’d had too much to drink even though it was still early, but now I think he must’ve slipped something to me then. I kept falling asleep in his car, and every time I woke up I’d see a little glimpse of the city and then the lake and then, yes, at some point we were on a boat. And then…” She made a strangled sound of frustration.

“Maybe your eyes were closed,” Bale said softly, “but your other senses were aware. The boat was rocking like it is now. You smelled the salt…”

With deft fingers, he plaited her hair into a complex braid down her back, the last twist holding tight even against the tug of the wind. Although the dragon couldn’t resist giving a tug itself, just to see.

She lifted her head. “He said something…”

“Well, I know it wasn’t open Esme,” Bale muttered.

She whirled to face him, her eyes sparking with determination. “He didn’t care about that. Except that it made me good dragon bait. But he said something in Latin. I recognized it because we had to take Latin at boarding school and I kept up with it a little since there’s enough law in grant writing to make Latin useful.”

He smiled at her. “What is Latin for ‘you go, girl’?”

“He said something about blood and something else, and then he threw something over the side of the boat.” She fisted her hands against her temples. “Why can’t I remember? But I was terrified he was going to throw me over next.” She wrapped her arms around herself. “I wish he had…”

Bale gathered her under his arm, wishing for a moment that he still had the tough membrane of the wing to shield her. But she was tough enough on her own. “What did he throw?”

She frowned. “I can’t remember. It glittered.”

“Salt.” Anjali stepped up beside them, her phone to her ear. “Piper says it’s salt and blood. She thinks Ashcraft disguised his stronghold out here using an occult incantation locking salt crystals into a protective reflection. The transformational reaction is kind of like shapeshifting, actually, but it isn’t real. It’s all an illusion. The illusion would be enough, though, to hide his getaway.”

“Plenty of salt out here,” Joel said. He pointed back toward the engine. “It gets all crusted up. Just need the blood.”

While Torch poked around near the engine cover, Bale turned Esme to face him, his hands on her shoulders. “Where were you when he threw the salt and said the words?”

She closed her eyes and leaned her weight into his palms. “Water all around… That’s not useful, is it? It was night…”

“If it was night, there must have been lights,” he said. “What do you see?”

“The marina sign,” she murmured. “There.” She pointed, but the marina was in the other direction. 

Bale rotated her, orienting her along the path she indicated. “What else?”

“A train went by…there.” She pointed at the railroad causeway. 

But that was too long a line across the whole lake to use for triangulation.

“Look up,” he said softly. She tilted her head back, her eyes still closed. “What do you see now?”

“Stars.”

“Which ones?”

She grunted. “Little twinkling ones?”

He laughed softly. “If I took you night flying, I’d teach you all their names.” Before she could reply, he went on in a low voice, “But look along the horizon. This time of year, not too late in the evening, you might see Canis Major.”

Her mouth tightened. “There’s too many. I can’t see them all…”

“Not all.” He leaned closer to kiss her fluttering eyelids, first one, then the other. Softer still, he said, “The dragon would fly you anywhere you wanted to go. Tell it which way. What do you see?”

The troubled line of her lips softened—more trouble for him—but he kept his voice low and cajoling, a rumble like distant thunder from his inner beast. “Maybe not a faraway star, but something closer and brighter…”

“The moon,” suggested Joel in a whisper.

Esme pointed her other arm across the lake. “There. The moon was just coming up over there.”

“Actually,” the wolf-shifter grumbled, “that time of night it would’ve been just going down…” But he was already spinning the cruiser to align with his wolf’s intimate awareness of the moon.

With two points on the flat surface of the lake and Esme’s pointing arms, they triangulated on a third point.

In the empty middle of the lake. 

Esme opened her eyes, and her arms fell limp to her sides. “Nothing,” she said dejectedly.

But Anjali stepped up beside her with her phone in one hand and a fistful of salt. “Do you have the right phrase?” she asked into the phone. She wrinkled her nose at the reply. “Well, yeah, I guess we have plenty of salt, but I’m not sure where else we’d look… Okay, okay.” She flicked the phone to speaker. “Hold on while I get some blood…” She shook her head at Torch when he thrust out his hand. “No, yours has ichor in it.” She waved Esme back too. “Let me do this. I need some closure too.” Using Joel’s utility knife, she cut a shallow wound in the meat of her palm. She winced when the salt and blood mingled but spoke into the phone in a strangled voice, “Go ahead.”

She tossed the handful of salt just as Piper’s clear voice called through the phone. “Cum sanguis et sale!”

The heavy crystals, rough from evaporation, glinted in the sun and carried farther than Bale would’ve thought likely, even with the blustering wind. They swirled in the air for a moment.

And didn’t fall.

“Is it working?” Piper asked anxiously. “The incantation is from a hermetic text on self-deception, but it should work like a supersaturated chemical solution. All the molecules are suspended in a liquid at the highest possible density except for one last…”

The wind, kicking up spray, seemed to hold its breath.

Then the small island bulwarked with high walls appeared through the salt.


Chapter 12

In a burst, Esme let out the breath she’d been holding. Then she just as quickly tried to suck it back in. The walls looked less substantial than spun sugar.

Or spun salt.

Joel grunted out a curse. “And I thought I’d seen it all. A castle in the middle of the Great Salt Lake. I’m maybe gonna have to believe the stories of the monster that lives in the lake too.”

“Lars Ashcraft is the monster in the lake,” Bale rumbled. 

He’d changed, and not just because his left hand was no longer a sharpened talon at the end of a crippled wing. She’d noticed it when she insisted that she had to see where the nightmare led her. 

He’d listened to her, thought about what it would mean for the Nox Incendi, and been willing to take the risk. He might’ve been locked in his cavern for years, and he might’ve even claimed the dragonkin had no more need of a king. But he still protected them, would still put himself between his clan and any threat.

Except now she was part of that circle too.

She didn’t want to be. Her guilt and shame were already bad enough. But he hadn’t given her a choice. 

She should be more mad about that, since Lars hadn’t given her a choice either. She’d have that out with Bale at some point.

But at the moment, facing the ghostly castle with its sulfurous yellow tinge, she was glad to have her friends around her. 

Joel angled the cruiser closer to the walls. The light had faded as the clouds clumped across the evening sky. In the gloom, the salt dulled to the color of old bone. “I don’t see a place to dock. Don’t even see a door.”

They all looked at her.

Esme frowned, scouring her memory. But she shook her head. “I don’t remember him carrying me in.”

 “You stay with the boat,” Bale said. “We don’t need a door.”

He stepped to the edge of the boat and stripped naked.

Anjali spun on her heel to face away from him. She aimed wide eyes at Esme and mouthed OMG before whispering something into the phone to Piper. She started to angle the phone behind her until she caught Esme’s glower, but she only smirked unrepentantly.

Esme couldn’t blame her.

Her dragon lord was magnificent. 

Though he was leaner than Torch or even the wolf-shifter, when he spread his arms, he seemed to fill her vision.

And then, as his finger bones lengthened, his wings were stretched beyond her view. She could see only the shimmer of scales blooming across his skin.

The boat tilted dangerously under his shifting shape, and he launched himself off the side of the boat.

She caught her breath. He wasn’t fully dragon yet…

But mid-leap, his wings swept down. Brine fountained up beneath the powerful lash, and when the water cleared, the dragon was everything she saw, droplets and salt gleaming on him like tiny stars.

Her heart leapt with him as he flew up, and she didn’t realize Torch had changed too until the second dragon rose, spiraling beside Bale.

Anjali was bent down, gathering the discarded clothes, but she glanced at Esme. “I got this. You go with him.” She nudged Esme toward the wider open space at the back of the boat.

Bale circled down, and when he was low enough, Esme reached up to him instinctively, her pulse thundering. He hovered only a heartbeat, and even then the massive beat of his wings almost buffeted her off her feet.

But his claws closed carefully around her, lifting her to the simmering heat of his body. He swept upward again, and her stomach heaved…

Then kept flying. Because she was in his arms—talons, whatever—and she knew he wouldn’t let her fall.

Craning her neck, she watched Torch snatch Anjali from the boat and follow them up.

Though it had seemed imposing from water level, from above the castle looked less like a lordly abode and more like a mini Alcatraz, stunted and mean, with the high walls circling a courtyard and several buildings.

Nothing moved. The place seemed empty.

Bale spiraled down, releasing Esme in the moment before his claws touched the ground. By the time she straightened her clothes, he was in his human shape again. 

His eyes gleamed savagely, as if the dragon had not gone far. She wanted to touch him, to see how much of that feverish heat lingered on his skin.

But Torch was dropping Anjali lightly to her feet, although he didn’t land. Instead he shot back up to circle.

Anjali handed Bale his clothes, keeping her gaze on Esme the whole time. “Torch doesn’t want to come down until we’re sure the ash-hole isn’t here, or any of his minions.”

“I knew there was a reason I favored capes,” Bale muttered as he dressed. “A dragon can wear a cape.”

“Like a snake wears trousers.” Anjali snickered under her breath.

When Bale glanced at her quizzically, Esme cleared her throat. “I’m remembering more.” She pointed out the buildings. “That was where he kept me overnight a couple times, but that’s his laboratory.”

“Creepy laboratories,” Anjali said. A tinny sound came from her phone and she lifted it to her ear. “Not yours, Pipsqueak. Your lab is friendly and not infested with tongues of frog or whatever.” She rolled her eyes to Esme in commiseration. “I’m going to hang up now and we’ll call you back if we find anything.”

They had to find something, Esme told herself. She had to prove herself useful in some way.

Torch landed on the lab roof and rumbled. 

“He doesn’t sense anyone else around,” Anjali said.

Esme slanted a glance at her. “You can understand him when he’s…like this?”

“I can’t understand him ever.” Anjali smiled to herself, an expression of happiness Esme had never seen on her contrary friend. “But if there was someone, he’d be setting fire to them.”

She said it seriously, her smile gone, and Esme felt jolted. Bale had just been flying with her over a warlock’s castle, but he changed into a handsome man and thirty seconds later it was like she’d forgotten what he was. 

A dragon lord, with the fires of his ichor reignited.

By her. At least for now.

What did that make her? His wife or his prisoner? He’d said he wouldn’t force her, but if he was dying and the Nox Incendi were at stake, would he be able to resist the demands of the reyex?

Oh hell, would she be able to resist him?

He touched her elbow. “Don’t be afraid,” he said. “Whatever happened to you here, it’s over. I’m right beside you.”

He thought she was worried about Ashcraft, but really he scared her. Though not as much as she scared herself.

Torch had dropped from the roof and was dressing with Anjali’s help. Or hindrance, maybe, since her hands lingered on him.

Esme averted her gaze, embarrassed by the prickling of heat in her belly. Torch was a sexy male in his own right, though he was built like an air force bomber compared to the sleek jet that was Bale. 

She slanted a glance at the dragon lord beside her. If she’d chosen to become his true mate, she’d be able to touch him like that whenever she wanted…

But she’d wanted only an end to her virginity. He’d taken that along with some of her solarys power, not that she’d been using either for herself.

No wonder Lars hadn’t hesitated to use her when it was so painfully clear she had nothing better to do with her own body and mind. She’d been a tool, in several meanings of that word.

After she straightened his t-shirt, Anjali handed Torch a gun.

Esme recoiled. “Where did you get that?”

“Stole it from my ex-uncle.” Anjali scowled. “He was planning to shoot me with it so if it gets used in the commission of a crime, seems fair if he takes the blame.”

Her heart thudding somewhere in the vicinity of her stomach, Esme realized she was being hopelessly naïve again. Did she honestly think, after everything he’d done or been willing to do, that Lars would stop? No one else in her life would believe how he’d used her—magic mushroom engagement ring, indeed—and if anyone would stop him, it would be these people with her right now.

She fell into line behind Anjali who was behind Torch and the gun. Bale was a silent, steady presence at her back.

“He liked to talk,” she murmured. “When he had me here, he told me things. I don’t remember it all, but he liked making it clear how little I knew.”

Anjali glanced back at her. “I remember that about him. Not fondly.” She shook her head. “If only he’d used his money and connections and intelligence for something good.”

“He was using it all for his own good,” Esme said. Although at least he’d done more with his power and riches than she had.

How sad was that?

They entered the lab building. There wasn’t any security; apparently Lars had figured an illusion-disguised island in the middle of a dead lake surrounded by impenetrable walls was all he needed.

“He always wanted more,” she said. “Nothing he had was enough. And he feared death would take it all away.”

Anjali nodded. “That’s why he wanted the dragon ichor.”

“He never learned there are worse things than death?” Bale huffed quietly. “We can teach him that.”

Esme shivered, not so much at his words as the memories that guttered in her brain like the creepy missing frames of a horror movie specter creeping up on her. “He talked about how much easier it would be to control people if he could just promise them eternal life. He said that when I managed to get out from under the influence of the drugs and crawled out of the room where he kept me.”

Bale put his hand on her nape under the braid he’d given her and rubbed the tensed knot at the base of her skull. 

She tilted her head into the silent comfort. “Is it wrong to want to shoot him myself?”

“After what he did to you, I’m sorry we chose vigilance over vengeance.”

She sighed. “No. You did the right thing. You have too much at stake.”

“Next time, you can choose his fate.”

She twisted her head to stare at him. “What do you mean next time?”

Bale regarded her steadily. “He won’t stop. He’s had a taste of real power, and as you noted already, that won’t be enough.”

Torch returned to their little group. “Nobody here. Just like the dragon told me. Joel will text me if he sees anybody else in the area, but I’d rather not get caught in the evil warlock’s castle after dark. Just sayin’.”

“I’m with you,” Esme said. “Let me show you the things he told me about.”

They gathered up everything they could find of his makings for the black oil dragon traps including a few vials of the rare cactus flower that counteracted the symptoms of stone blight. 

“Piper will be psyched to have these,” Torch said. 

Anjali lifted a stack of hide-bound tomes. “Alchemical notebooks. Not the ash-hole’s, much older than that. Rave will want to read them.”

Bale unearthed a plain black journal, its leather corners still pristine. “A blackmail list,” he said after flipping through it. He glanced at Anjali. “You and your uncle are in here.” He flipped another page before his gaze lifted to Esme.

Her pulse stuttered. “Let me see.”

He handed over the journal, and she fought against the stiffness of her neck to look down. 

In Lars’ handwriting, which she recognized from the few notes he’d left her during their brief, bogus engagement, she read a very short recap of assets and downsides. It was the sort of memo any businessman would make to himself about a company he might want to acquire. Or an enemy to destroy.

Except it was about her.

Passive and pretty caught her eye first. Grandmother is a cunt was in the opposing column. Oh, if only he knew. But maybe if Grand-mère had been more of a cunt, he would’ve decided she was too much trouble by association and found some other unwitting victim.

He’d kept a running tally of what he was dosing her with and when. It was a long list with some unfamiliar words. He’d scheduled her more lucid periods for when she’d be out in public, and he’d eased back on the hallucinogens when he’d thought she’d ODed one night. How sweet of him. He’d been studying the effects in preparation for orchestrating their wedding.

But it was the last line that made her stop. It said only Too bad.

“What?” The word tore at her throat.

Anjali looked over her shoulder. “Some of those are mashups of traditional voudoun medicines and juju potions. I know them from my uncle’s shop.” She paused when she got to the end. “Too bad? The fuck does that mean?”

“Nothing good.” Esme’s lips felt stiff, frozen. Maybe he’d suspected she wouldn’t survive the sacrifice, lost in his attempt to trap and kill a dragon. Maybe he regretted his course of actions. Though whether that regret was aimed at kidnapping and drugging or maybe having to marry her was unclear.

“Ash-hole,” Anjali muttered. “Fuck him.”

“At least I never did that.”

Her friend nudged her shoulder. “Hey now, so I made a mistake. We all make mistakes.”

Esme flushed. “I didn’t mean—”

“Oh, I know. I was just teasing. Who’d fuck him when they had that?” She nudged Esme again, turning her so they were both watching the dragon-shifter males load up their plunder.

“That is good booty,” Esme admitted.

Her friend smirked. “Right?” 

Both males straightened, as if suddenly aware of the predatory interest focused on them.

Anjali hustled over to put the black book in their pile. “Be interesting to see who else Ashcraft was targeting. Might give us some new allies. Since I take it we don’t care that he knows we were here.”

“Care? Nah,” Torch said. “He’ll know for sure since I plan to piss in his bed before we leave.”

Esme listened to them with half an ear as she drifted across the room to a cabinet they hadn’t gone through yet. She fingered the lock. 

It was the only place they’d looked that had another layer of security.

The chill of the steel seemed to sink into her fingers, spreading upward.

“What is it?” Bale stood at her elbow.

“There’s something in here,” she said. “I can’t remember…”

He brushed her hand aside gently and gripped the lock. With a backward wrench, he ripped the door off the cabinet. The steel shrieked at the invasion.

The sound was nothing compared to the cry in her head.


Chapter 13

Figurines. For a moment, Bale just blinked at the oddly lifelike little figurines propped in tidy rows on the cabinet’s shallow shelves. Seemed strange for a grown man to keep dolls.

Esme made an inarticulate noise of horror just as his tracking gaze fell on the willow blond figurine in the middle, a bit taller than his spread hand.

It was Esme.

She swayed, and he grabbed for her when he thought she might fall.

But she was only shrinking away.

“What did you—” Anjali stepped around the torn cabinet door he’d dropped to the ground. “Oh shit. That’s a lot of fetishes.”

Bale swiveled his head to stare at her. “You’re kidding.”

She shook her head. “We had voodoo doll kits at Papi Herne’s House of Hazy Daze. You just added paint in the eye color of the person you were trying to influence, got some of their hair and a piece of their clothing, and—”

“He did that to me,” Esme said in a strangled voice. Her face was blanched whiter than the salt outside. 

Bale gripped her arm. “Stop it. It’s just a toy.”

But Anjali shook her head. “The kits were bullshit, but don’t discount the power of sympathetic magic. Two elements, if similar enough and linked together, will resonate no matter how much distance is between them.”

“That’s ridiculous,” Bale snapped.

“It’s how true mates work,” Anjali shot back. “Why do you think the Nox Incendi dragonkin recognize their solarys at first sight? It’s quantum entanglement.”

Torch held up his hand. “Don’t get her started on this. We’ll be here all night. In an evil warlock’s castle, which I said was a bad idea already and is now worse because there are spooky clown dolls.”

Anjali peered closer. “That one’s not a clown. I think that’s a state senator.” She whistled an off-key note under her breath. “I don’t think we were giving the ash-hole enough credit.”

Bale pulled Esme away from the cabinet. “Whatever he was doing with your fetish, he failed.”

“No, he didn’t,” she whispered. “Because he didn’t make me that. It’s what I already was.” She yanked away from him and swept past the counter where the glass beakers and vials reflected her angry stomp.

He didn’t realize what she was planning until she grabbed the miniature version of herself from the shelf and brandished the utility lighter she’d snatched from the bench. 

“Esme, no.” He strode after her.

Anjali jumped toward her with a similar warning.

But his bold princess pulled the trigger on her tiny flame thrower. 

And cried out as her own hair blackened and singed.

The stench of burning hair almost gagged him. He grabbed her braid in one hand, extinguishing the smoldering ends, at the same time Anjali knocked the lighter away from her.

Torch’s eyes were wide and sparking with his wary dragon, searching for an attacker. But the only threat was Esme’s own ghosts.

Bale dragged her back against his chest, crushing the scorched, brittle braid between them. Free of the knot he’d made at the bottom of the plait, the pale strands fell forward to curtain her face as she bent forward over his restraining forearm.

“That’s all I am,” she said in a broken voice. “A pretty, dead-eyed doll on a shelf.”

He leaned forward too, curling around her to shield her from…herself. “That’s not true,” he said. “He couldn’t control you. You escaped him.”

“I didn’t escape. He made me into a lure for a dragon lord, and there I go.” She twisted out of Bale’s arms, and in his disbelief, he let her go. She wheeled to face him. “The strings were cut, and I still did the dance. What does that make me? Worse than a doll. Nothing. Nothing at all. A ghost living out my last days.” 

“You’re not a ghost,” he grated. “You think I wouldn’t have noticed that when I had you in my bed?”

“Of course you wouldn’t have,” she snapped back. “You were a shadow too. No wonder you thought I could be your solarys. We’re entangled, but it’s not real.”

He crowded closer to her. “I thought you could be my solarys because you are my true mate. You don’t have to like it. You don’t have to accept me. But you gave me back my hand.” He spread his fingers in front of her face. “You returned my dragon to the skies.”

She stared at his hand blindly, but then her dark eyes focused. She grabbed his wrist, twisting his fingers to show him. “You’re burned. Because of me.”

His palm was blistered. He grunted as the pain finally reached him. Apparently his tender new skin wasn’t quite as tough as his old dragonhide. “I’ll survive,” he growled.

“For now,” she said ominously. “Ashcraft won’t stop. He’ll be back, and under a warlock’s influence, how much worse could I do? If you don’t care about yourself, what about the rest of the Nox Incendi?” She shoved his hand away and whirled to face Torch. “You are the clan enforcer,” she challenged. “What would you say to a sleepwalking time bomb in your midst?”

Torch shook his head. “I’d say you’re being a little melodramatic.” But his jaw tightened and he slanted an uncertain glance at his liege.

Bale wanted to shake the rest of him, shake them both. But he turned to Anjali instead. He wondered what his sire would’ve made of the brash female, unconventional even by today’s standards. He didn’t think the old dragon would’ve considered that she might be his closest ally in this situation. But he wasn’t interested in playing by old rules anymore.

“How do you break the connection of a fetish like these?” 

Her hazel eyes widened. “I don’t know. I didn’t even believe in any of this myself until recently. I’ve just watched the same movies you have.” She squinted. “Well, maybe not. But what Ashcraft did here is some unholy mix of voodoo and alchemy. At best I’d be guessing, and even at blackjack I was never good at guessing whether I should hit or stand.”

Torch made a noise. “It’s math and strategy…” But he subsided when Bale glared at him.

“I am your reyex,” Bale reminded him. “Find me a strategy that does what I say.”

His cousin glowered.

“Break the likeness to the fetish,” Anjali said abruptly. “The sympathetic magic works because of the connection between doll and quarry.”

“But the fire hurt Esme,” Bale said. The only place he wanted her to burn was in his bed.

She jolted past him. “I’ll risk it.”

He moved to pursue her, but Anjali stopped him with a hand on his arm. The arm that had been a wing until Esme gave him a reason to emerge from his shell.

“She doesn’t want to be trapped,” Anjali said. “You don’t get a say here.”

Bale rolled his eyes to his cousin, but Torch only shrugged.

Esme spun away from the work bench. Steel glinted in her hand, the edge of the scalpel bright.

Bale could only watch helplessly as she hacked at her hair. Handfuls of the pale strands drifted to the floor, crisscrossing over her black ballet flats before she kicked it away and threw the figurine down on the pile.

She stood there, slender and wild, his warrior maid, her dark eyes huge and devouring in her vulnerable face. “Burn it,” she whispered savagely. “Burn it all.”

Inhaling sharply, he held the breath a moment, tasting her rage like a sweetened brimstone. He clicked his teeth and exhaled.

Considering he and his dragon were only recently reunited, the gout of fire might have done worse to his innards than her scorched braid had done to his hand, but he refused to let any flame but his burn at her command.

It blazed so hot and fierce, the acrid stink of charred hair and fabric never had the chance to rise.

Esme started fixedly at the withering doll until Torch guided her and Anjali back from the blistering heat. “C’mon. We have everything of value here.”

“The other dolls,” Esme said, resisting his tug.

“Keep burning,” Anjali told Bale fiercely. “Not the dolls, but the walls. Sink this whole place beneath the purifying power of salt and set them free.”

***

Esme stared numbly at the salt castle crumbling beneath the waves.

Bale and Torch had flown her and Anjali to the waiting boat along with their stolen goods and then circled back—their wings glistening in the night—to burn down Lars’ stronghold.

There was nothing left to hold.

She touched her bristling scalp, feeling weirdly lightheaded. Maybe a lingering aftereffect of destroying the fetish.

Or maybe just cutting off all her hair which had been the one pride of hers that even Grand-mère had admitted was truly beautiful and no one else’s.

 And now it was gone.

“It grows back.” Anjali tugged her hand down.

“Evil warlocks’ burning castles?” Esme shook her head. Was that a phantom pain of her missing hair brushing her cheeks. What was she supposed to hide behind now? “I hope that place never grows back.”

“It won’t. It’s salted earth now.” Anjali lifted her head to watch the incoming dragons.

Esme refused to look. But she sensed him, was drawn to him with everything in her. Even though there wasn’t anything to her.

But how could she not be falling in love with him when he was everything rich and powerful and beautiful?

Too weary to be appalled that she loved him, she clutched at Anjali’s hand. “How do I sever it?”

Anjali glanced at her distractedly, most of her attention still on Torch. “What? Sever what? There’s nothing left of your hair, and, girl, let me tell you, that was literally whack.”

“The entanglement between me and Bale,” she said patiently. “How do I break the true mate link?”

Anjali’s hazel gaze snapped down. “Why would you do that? You’ll kill him.”

Esme spoke quickly, aware the shifter males would be landing in moments. “I have to break it to save him. He told me the dragon hasn’t staked its claim yet. And it can’t. I can’t be what he needs, not this way.”

Frowning, Anjali stepped away from her. “I know your charmed life wasn’t as glorious as it might’ve seemed sometimes. But now it is. You hit the jackpot, girl! Why would you throw that away?”

“I’m not throwing it away—I’m setting him free. I gave him back his wings. Now…” She let out a harsh breath. “I guess I need to find mine.” She peered at her friend. “Am I being the stupid bitch everybody always thought I was?”

“Piper and I never thought that.” Anjali hugged her. “We thought you had a really nice apartment that was way too big for you alone.” She pulled back, her hazel gaze searching. “With him, you would never be alone ever again. Even after you die, he’ll fall into the stone sleep atop your grave, a monument to the mate bond.”

“Maybe I need to be alone.” Esme watched her dragon lord hover, his wings beating a shimmering mist of salt spray, while Torch dropped to the back of the boat and shifted. “I need to finally figure out who I am before I can offer that to anyone else.”

Anjali gave her another fleeting squeeze and went to her mate.

Joel cleared his throat. “Sorry to eavesdrop”—he touched his ear, making her cringe when she suddenly remembered his shifter-sharp hearing—“but if you ever need a place… Wolf-shifters know what it’s like to find yourself on the run.”

She’d always been too paralyzed to run. Now… Now she was afraid she was running away instead of running to. But she mumbled her thanks.

The alchemical Alcatraz was destroyed, the veiled island no one knew existed now gone and the poppets sleeping at the bottom of the lake where no one could control them. The illusion that had hidden the walls failed as the castle burned, exposing the conflagration to anyone who happened to look that way, but the late hour and the low clouds would hopefully limit the witnesses. Anyway, the lake soon swallowed the flames, though the red and gold tongues continued to lash under the dark water. Dragonfire was too powerful to easily extinguish.

Esme suspected that the dragon fever burning in her blood would keep burning too.


Chapter 14

Esme huddled in her plane seat, chilled from the salt spray dampening her clothes.

Didn’t help that for the first time since she could remember, the back of her neck—heck, her whole skull—was exposed. What had she done?

Anjali and Torch had decided to fly back with them, leaving the big sedan with Joel, both as thanks for his help with their impromptu barbecue and in case they needed his pack’s help later. He’d enthused over the sleek vehicle, but he gave Esme a silent nod after he dropped them off at the airfield. 

What was she supposed to do with that? What was she supposed to do at all?

The quick flight to Vegas yielded no insights. Didn’t help that it was late and she felt wrung out, her insides as empty as when she used to purge exactly fifteen minutes after every meal. Except back then, she used to at least get a little boost of queasy satisfaction that she was controlling her fate. 

Finding herself as a voodoo doll had pretty much ruined that whole illusion of self-determination.

One of Torch’s security men picked them up from the Vegas airfield in a stretch limo. It all felt very familiar, and she realized it seemed the same as when she and her friends had arrived for her alleged bachelorette party, a last girls’-night-out before her marriage to a wealthy society scion.

Now Anjali and Piper were mated, and she was broken…and broke.

When Bale handed her out of the limo—maybe her last limo ride ever—she stared up at the walls of the Keep. It was an illusion too, like Lars’ place, but built for indulgence and diversion. Still, it seemed as unreal as she felt.

Anj brushed past her and murmured, “Get some sleep. I’ll take the ash-hole’s stuff to Piper, and we’ll all talk in the morning, yeah?”

Esme nodded numbly. Did she look like a bobblehead, or was that just her imagination? What happened to puppets when their strings were cut?

She found herself on the private elevator with Bale, the door opening to his cavern.

Oh, so she just let herself be led…

But she gasped when she saw what he’d done.

The columns of living stone still stretched from floor to high above, and the inset gemstones still glimmered like shattered rainbows. But instead of the unrelieved shadows pooling around the rocks, the rich darkness of night poured through the windows that had been revealed going all the way around the cavern. Shards of broken rock still clung around the edges of the glass in melted chunks.

She pivoted slowly. In one direction were the scintillating lights of the Strip, seething with activity. The other way was the wild splendor of the mountains and the desert beyond. Silhouetted between the two extremes, Bale stood like the lord he was. 

Well, fuck, he really did have everything, and she was a fool to want less.

“I didn’t think it could be more amazing,” she said.

He ducked his head, almost bashfully. “When you walked out, I, ah, had a moment.”

She gave him a wan smile. “That involved a sledgehammer and a flamethrower apparently.”

“Or one bad-tempered dragon.” He dragged one hand through his hair. “Which I don’t mean to sound like a threat.”

She let out a soft sigh. “I didn’t take it as one.” She set herself on a curving inbound path toward him. “I know what you are, Bale, remember? Noble reyex, beautiful man, strong dragon.” She stopped an arm’s reach from him.

He looked down at her, his dark eyes half hidden by the fall of his lashes. “But?”

“But nothing.” She was the nothing with all the lacking, but that wasn’t his problem. She took the last step remaining between them and reached for his hands. She brought them both to her chest. “Thank you for burning that fetish.” She shivered. “It was…an ugly thing to see myself reduced to that.”

He threaded his fingers through hers. “That wasn’t a true reflection of you.”

True enough to set her hair on fire. Anyway, it didn’t matter if the reflection was true or not, as she’d learned from her years of purging; the mirror would neither kill her nor save her. Only she could do that. But she wasn’t going to argue with him, not tonight.

“You see more for me than I do for myself,” she said quietly. “I want to give that back to you.”

He stiffened. “I don’t want to take anything from you—”

She shook her head, which felt less weird this time, like she was getting used to the loss of her hair already. “Think of it as a gift,” she said. “For the dragon lord who has everything.”

Holding onto his hands, she raised herself up on her toes to kiss him.

He resisted for a heartbeat, his lips closed tight, and she didn’t blame him. The first time, he hadn’t wanted her to see him, but he’d given her pleasure such as she’d never known. This time, she didn’t want him to see her. But she would give him everything she had.

She traced the seam of his mouth, coaxing.

With a harsh exhalation, he slid both hands out of her grasp and gathered her close with a grip anchored on her hips. The bulge of his erection pressing at her belly instantly made her wet, and she moaned breathily. 

“I want to hold you,” he rasped. “Now that I have two hands to do it.”

“I want more than that,” she admitted. She lifted her arms above her head. “I want to be naked with you.”

That eliminated his hesitation. He skimmed the mock turtleneck inside out over her head. For once, hair didn’t get all in her face. He crouched at her feet, peeling off her leggings one foot at a time, and she looked down. More hair there now. She touched his black locks.

He looked up. “After what happened today, I thought you’d be too…”

“Freaked out?” she supplied.

He tilted his head into her palm. “Something like that.”

“I was,” she said. “But if I’m not going to let anyone control me anymore, then what better way than to get wild with a dragon-shifter lord?”

His jaw flexed. “Is that what this is? A booty call, prelude to a ghosting?”

“Yes,” she confessed. “But also a light in the darkness. The darkness is in me, but you are my fire, the fever in my blood.”

With a hoarse curse, he surged to his feet and swung her up into his arms in the same motion. Not so long ago, he would not have dared, she thought, doubting the strength of his crippled wing. He wouldn’t have thrown around booty call and ghosting with such angry ease. Now, nothing would hold him back.

She turned his head with her hand on his honed cheekbone and kissed him lingeringly. She put everything she had into the kiss—her want and need, her anticipation and desire, her longing and craving. She gave it all.

He’d already changed so much, not just man to dragon and back again, but from recluse to reyex. She doubted he even saw it, but maybe as thin and transparent as she was, she could be the mirror to show him the truth about how much he mattered, to his brother, his cousin, his people.

And to her, but that wasn’t why she was here.

He pulled back from the kiss to catch his breath, his eyes gleaming. “Esme.”

He leaned to lay her down, and she stiffened against the expectation of cold, hard stone. Instead, smooth scales gave way under her…

She plunged her hand into a seemingly bottomless pool of golden coins, some almost the size of her palm, some smaller than her fingernail. “You’ve got to be joking.”

The gleam in his eyes was even brighter than the treasure. “I’ve dreamed of this.”

She was practically swimming in gold. Holding up one coin, she peered at the image stamped into the metal. “Roman?”

“Byzantine,” he said with barely a glance. “Not that I care at the moment.”

She caught up a big handful of coins, sifting them between her fingers. “I bet your dragon cares.”

“Do it,” he said. “I dare you. Go ahead and bet me.”

She writhed sensuously, letting the cool metal trickle across her belly. “I bet you make me feel more than I’ve ever felt in my life.”

“You’ll win that bet,” he growled. “And you’ll like it.” 

While she watched avidly, he stripped out of his jeans and t-shirt. The modern trappings that he’d donned so easily fell away, and he stood before her naked, his cock jutting, the faintest pattern of scales still outlined over his heart and down his left side. Once more her ancient dragon lord.

Her heart ached. For some time now, she’d been thinking of him as hers. That was going to hurt when she yanked it away. And though she’d been hurt before, somehow she knew this time was going to be worse because for the first time, she wanted to give in, to let go, to yield and be moved by a force bigger and stronger than she.

If leaving Bale was what it meant to be her own woman, maybe she’d rather stay a puppet.

But it was too late. She’d faced that sad, miniaturized, perfect version of herself and destroyed it. All that was left was her new, flailing, imperfect, mostly bald self. And no one really wanted that, even her—especially her.

The bond between her and Bale wasn’t sympathetic magic but pathetic magic. They’d found each other at their worst, but they both needed to fly.

First, though…

She held her hand out to him. He came down to her as lightly and powerfully as he landed on the boat in his dragon form. She rocked in the sea of gold, and a diamond rolled from the pile of riches into the crease of her groin, disappearing between her legs.

Bale rumbled like a hungry beast, his glittering gaze following the track of the bauble. Always obliging as she was, she parted her legs. The slick wetness made a soft, hungry noise of its own, and her dragon’s dark eyes all but ignited.

He leaned down to kiss her navel, holding onto her hips hard enough to leave a mark. She hoped there’d be something to see, to remember, pressed into her skin like the etchings on the old coins. This we want, the markings whispered, this we keep.

Bale licked a blazing trail over her mound, and for a moment she stiffened, her thighs tensing. It had been a long day, and she wasn’t… But then his hot breath fanned across her clit, dragon wings rousing the salt sea.

He flayed her knees wide and delved into her slit like the diamond might’ve gone missing there and he was spelunking for it.

She arched her back, willingly driving her hips up to his ravening mouth. Let him search all he liked…

The flick of his tongue made her writhe, her heart slamming a heavy beat in echo. She reached out to both sides, burying her fingers in the coins that slithered away from her until she felt she was drowning in molten metal and the wet heat of his mouth.

“More,” she whispered. “Come here and give me more.”

He surged over her. Even his now flight-ready arms, biceps bulging on either side of her face, couldn’t hold him up in the pool of coins. He pressed down into her, his hips driving her thighs apart and his cock pulsing hard against her pussy. She took him deep, mewling at the delicious pressure against the swollen nub at her entrance.

Wrapping her heels behind his butt, she pulled him even closer. The feverish heat of their bodies made their skin slick, their breath roaring as they fought each other and the awkward slide of the coins, chasing their pleasure like two butterflies spiraling higher, seemingly on the verge of being torn apart by the cruel wind and yet somehow making headway against it, higher and higher.

The lightning struck, spearing her from throat to heart to pussy, and she orgasmed with a broken scream, clenching and drenching him with her ecstasy. 

He cried out hoarsely a heartbeat later, his cock pulsing so hard she came again, silently this time, her eyes closed as she listened to the rush of their heartbeats, synced. 

In a musical clatter of coins, he rolled, dragging her with him so she was sprawled atop him. His flesh was a little more giving than the bed of gold, but not much.

She laid her head on his chest, her ear attuned to the gradual slowing of his pulse. The slow stroke of his fingertips over her shorn hair made her eyes prickle with tears, as if it hurt. Luckily, their skin was still sticky with sweat so he didn’t notice when a droplet fell above his heart. 

It gleamed with a darkly iridescent fire that she thought at first was just the reflection of the blazing gems all around them. But when she tucked her chin, the sparkle didn’t change.

It was burning from inside with the light of his ichor.

She kissed him there. It was burning and sweet on her tongue, proof—as if him taking to the skies on two powerful wings wasn’t enough—that the blight was in remission.

Proof that she was his solarys.

The ichor burned in her throat too, like more tears.

His hand trailed down her spine to rest with proprietary satisfaction on her ass. “I should have gone slower, been more gentle.”

She rubbed her cheek against his chest, obliterating the evidence of her crying and his claiming. “I didn’t ask for slow and gentle.”

“You never ask for anything.” His arm behind her tightened. “Why is that?”

“Because I had everything already,” she mumbled.

“I think because you gave up wanting. Which reminds me, there’s something I want to give you.” He tensed, as if about to lift her off, but she clamped her inner muscles around his cock.

“Not yet,” she murmured. “This is what I want for now.” She pushed herself upright and swung her knees to either side to straddle him.

He stared at her through half-lidded eyes. “Then take it. Take me.”

She should’ve known his dragon strength, buoyed by the pool of his treasure, would stand him in good stead. Since he’d spoken earlier with a touch of wistfulness, she took him slow and gentle, making it last like a  single hard candy she’d savor. Or so she intended. 

But he was too much, a feast for her senses, his body hot and hard under and in her, the musky, stormy scent of him filling her head. Freed of the need to hold himself from crushing her, he let his hands roam up her tensed thighs. One hand found the pouting bud of her clit with his thumb while the other played across her small breasts, teasing her nipples into tight, hard beads and pushing her into the realm of another lightning strike.

She felt the tension brewing and she rocked against him, each circle of his thumb drawing a keening crescendo from her tingling lips.

The climax seized them simultaneously, and she screamed, not knowing if she was blinded by the explosion of ichor or jewels or her own pleasure.

As their breath and bodies cooled, she curled against him. “We’re going to rust this treasure of yours.”

“Or melt it into a river of gold,” he mumbled. “In a minute…”

The heavy beat of his heart lulled her, and it was a moment before she realized he was snoring softly in time. How like man and beast to hunt and feast and fall asleep.

With a wince, she eased off him. The coins chimed under her but didn’t rock him, though his brow furrowed when her pussy left his cock with a soft, parting kiss. The brand burned like a glowstick with his ichor.

She’d been sent as bait to kill a dragon, but she’d given this one life.

No one else could’ve saved the lord of the burning night.

She wanted a damn cookie.

Couldn’t eat coins. She found her clothes, intact since he’d lost the talon, and dressed. The black leggings and sleeveless turtleneck felt stiff and cold from her earlier adventures. She looked back at Bale, absently dragging her knuckles over the prickly velvet of her hair. 

In his sleep, his cock had softened just enough to angle sideways. Toward her. Was that an accusing look?

She wrapped her arms around herself. Not as strong as his arms, but it was what she had.

At least she’d given something of herself that was all her, only her, not bought or borrowed or stolen. A gift. She left him asleep in his treasure.


Chapter 15

As he’d known.

When Bale woke, despite the wonders of the day before, his dragon was a cold, hard, sullen knot in his chest.

She was gone.

Not in the bathroom. Not back to the Amber Suite. Not anywhere in the Keep.

Gone.

The remnants of ichor still streaked his skin along with the dark cherry scent of her, and the coins dug into his spine.

With a curse, he rose.

He had just finished dressing—he appreciated the heavy leather boots Torch had procured for him, since he would’ve dearly liked to kick something—when the elevator door chimed. He whirled, anticipation making his pulse skip.

It was Anjali and Piper.

They gazed around in shock, wide eyes of brown and hazel reflecting the desert light streaming through the exposed windows. He took a mental bet about who would recover first and promptly lost it when Piper’s gaze snapped to him before her friend’s.

“Esme left.” Her tone crackled with accusation. 

“Yes.” Though he tried to keep his voice neutral, the chaffing denim of his new jeans made him stand stiffly.

“Why?”

“Because I couldn’t give her what she needed.”

Piper’s aggressive stance wavered. “What she… Really?” Her gaze jumped around the gem-studded hall again. “I…find that hard to believe.”

“I don’t,” Anjali said. When he huffed out a breath, she actually flushed, her dusky skin brightening over the curve of her cheeks. “I don’t mean that you didn’t satisfy her—”

“Anj,” Piper hissed.

The brash female only shrugged. “We know she wanted that. But he scared her.”

Hearing the words was like the petralys icing through him again. “She saw me,” he admitted. “When the blight had twisted me.”

Anjali shook her head. “You didn’t scare her because of what you looked like but what you made her feel.”

He glared at her. “You just said I satisfied her.”

Hazel eyes and brown rolled in exasperation. “Not what she felt with her skin,” Piper said. “What she felt in her heart.”

“Oh god, it sounds awful,” Anjali muttered. “No wonder she ran.”

“Well, good thing he can fly.” Piper put her hands on her hips. “You have to go after her. She’s your solarys.”

“Yes, she is. And no, I don’t.” He shifted one talon and drew it down the crook of his arm. At least the t-shirt was appealingly soft. He stared impassively at the crimson blood and shimmering ichor that welled up in the wound. “She did this to me. A gift, she said.” 

And then she’d left.

The slash thinned. In a moment, he knew, not even a scar would remain.

So why did it feel as if the wound went much deeper?

He looked at Piper. “With my ichor this fluid, how much time did she buy me?”

Her jaw worked, like she was chewing up numbers to spit at him. “As far as we can tell from the tests we’re running with the cereus blossoms and how my presence and, uh, other services have affected Rave… Decades, probably,” she admitted. “That’s before you’d notice another decline. Probably a century before you’ll be in the same place you were before you found her.”

“So she could live her whole life never seeing me again and still knowing she saved my life.” When he clenched his fist, a dewdrop of ichor beaded from the wound and trickled down his wrist. It tingled over his pulse and disappeared.

Piper nodded reluctantly. “And since the solarys bond would kill you when she dies…”

“It doesn’t even matter if she’s here or not,” he finished coldly.

Anjali, never the romantic, let out a soft murmur of dismay.

But he couldn’t reassure her. Not when his ichor ran freely but his dragon was stone-cold inside.

 

***

 

Esme let herself into the quiet townhome in Salt Lake City and stared around mutely.

She’d lived here since college, with Anjali and Piper as her housemates, and she’d been gone barely more than a week. They’d always joked about how it was way too nice for them, even for Esme, with its vaulted ceilings enhanced by crown molding and a perfect semi-satin white paint job that was retouched quarterly by a hired crew.

“Your grandmother would retouch you every six weeks if you let her,” Anjali had teased her in this very foyer once.

So why did it feel so small and unfamiliar?

Because it didn’t have jewels embedded in the plaster. Because there wasn’t a river of antique coins pouring down the hallway that led past the foyer and living room back toward the kitchen.

She let out a shaky breath.

And almost jumped out of her skin when her phone shrilled. She sucked the breath back in and straightened before pulling the cell from the pocket of her light jacket. The scent of brine tickled her nose.

“Hello, Grand-mère.”

“At least you’re answering my calls now. I suppose I should be grateful. You missed a lovely wedding, by the way.”

Esme winced at the acid sting of her grandmother’s voice. “How’d you know I was home?” Was this even home?

“The security system tripped. I was going to hire an investigator if you didn’t pick up this time.”

Esme managed to not stick out her tongue, although the effort made her exhausted. “Thank you for giving me such leeway. For obvious reasons, the wedding is very much off.”

“Yes. I saw the news. So much crime tape. Not the way we cancelled engagements back in my day.”

To her consternation, Esme felt a laugh churning up like a bubble in tar. “Grand-mère, there are persistent rumors that you poisoned your first husband.”

“Rumors only,” her grandmother said briskly. “As is polite.”

Perhaps Grand-mère would’ve made a better dragon queen.

Or warlock’s bride.

“Did you know?” she asked softly. “That Lars was a…” She couldn’t say warlock, in case her grandmother was innocent to some degree. 

“A bastard? Darling, all men are.”

No, they weren’t. Or maybe she’d just been lucky that her first time hadn’t been with a man.

“But getting caught with contraband?” Grand-mère tsked. “Bad form.”

Considering the Nox Incendi had framed Lars for that, Esme thought it was almost funny her grandmother most disapproved of getting caught. She shook her head—oh no, she hadn’t even considered what she was going to do about her missing hair? A wig, maybe? At least she had confirmation Grand-mère didn’t have cameras installed in the townhouse…

“The society matrons are still buzzing about the wedding or lack thereof,” Grand-mère went on. “I liquidated what could be saved and donated the food to that shelter where you volunteer.” She clucked again. “What a depressing place.”

Esme gritted her teeth. “The battered women there have only one thing to be happy about.”

“A kilo of Almas caviar and a seven-layer gold champagne cake for brunch?”

If she could breathe fire over the airwaves… Esme said pointedly, “Fleeing their abusers.” 

“Well, we needed the photo op after the wedding fiasco. Since you weren’t around.” Grand-mère’s voice was equally testy. “But it’s too soon to have you back. There’s a finance minister’s protégé in Switzerland—”

“No.”

“—who would… What did you say?”

“I said no.”

“What’s wrong with Switzerland?”

“Nothing,” Esme said with strained patience. “Although there’s probably something wrong with the minister’s flunky if you picked him.”

“He’s younger than some, handsome, and rich as only the Swiss can be,” Grand-mère snapped. “Not to mention far away from here.”

While Rave was centuries old, sometimes half serpentine, and rich as the Swiss could only dream of. And he was far too close. A temptation she’d never be able to forget.

Was there any place in the world, any person who could make her forget?

At the moment, she couldn’t even remember why she wanted to forget.

Oh yes, because the king of mythical beasts deserved a mate who could stand fiercely beside him. Not one who could barely stand up for herself.

“I’m not going to Switzerland,” she said firmly. “I’ll head down to the shelter tomorrow since I didn’t expect to be gone so long.” She’d make sure Grand-mère hadn’t been a total cunt to the women who’d endured so much. Maybe they’d take some sort of consolation in knowing she’d made a terrible mistake, despite her opportunities. And maybe she’d find some strength that they’d been able to walk away under their own power, meaning there was hope for her too. 

Her grandmother was silent a moment. But only a moment. “I’ll send a car around tomorrow. The driver will have your ticket.”

Grand-mère was never going to believe in her, so it seemed the perfect time to ask… “Did you love him?”

“Which one?”

“Any of them.”

Another considered silence, longer this time and tinged with some deeper emotion. Could silence even be so fraught? It had to be the borrowed ichor still singing in her blood and body. 

“I might have loved one,” Grand-mère said at last. “Under other circumstances. But it seemed too risky. And then he died. So.”

Esme rubbed her hand across her bristling crown, her eyes closed. As tragic love stories went, that one left a lot to be desired.

“I’m sorry,” she said.

“For what? You weren’t even born,” her grandmother said testily. “And wouldn’t have been if those other circumstances had been.”

Esme let her arm drop and looked up at the vaulted ceiling. “Well, I love you, Grand-mère.” And she did, she realized, even though she probably shouldn’t bother. “For what it’s worth.”

“It’d be worth about a hundred million if you decided to love the minister’s lackey.” But there was a note of fondness in the exasperation, Esme thought.

Or so she told herself. 

After agreeing to read the talking points Grand-mère’s lawyer had drawn up after the wedding was cancelled, Esme walked through the townhouse.

It was both smaller and emptier than she thought it should be. The white walls seemed to press uncomfortably close, and she wished Piper and Anjali were in the great room with a bottle of good wine and pot brownies. She’d have to call them and try to explain. Although what she would tell them exactly—

She drifted through the kitchen and her senses flared with warning.

She wasn’t alone after all.

Whirling toward the butcher block, she reached for the black handles jutting from the heavy oak. Oh dammit, why hadn’t she ever learned to cook? She’d told Piper to take the good knives when she’d moved across town to be closer to her job, but she could’ve done better than old steak knives—

A heavy hand closed on her shoulder. “Oh no. You aren’t going anywhere.”

He thought she was running? She spun along with the momentum of his tug and lashed out with the knife. Too short, too dull.

She put everything she had into the blow and buried the blade in Lars Ashcraft’s left bicep.

Too bad it hadn’t been his heart. She snarled.

Eyes wide, he staggered back a step, half turning, and wrenched the knife out of her grasp.

She raced the other way, back toward the hall. Why why why had she left the quiet safety of the Keep? She could be in Bale’s arms right now—

A scream jolted from her throat, nowhere near as loud as the panic button on the security panel just beyond her fingertips as she fell with Ashcraft’s arm around her throat.


Chapter 16

Bale spent the day at the Nox Incendi retreat in the mountains. The weather was awful, spitting rain and circling winds obscuring the view of the canyon bowl below the atrium house, but he stood at the triangle-paned windows, staring out, and brooded anyway.

Would’ve been easier to brood in his old, dark, prison cavern. But he’d torn down the rock walls, and the gleam of new light on the ancient jewels and coins had reminded him too much of the shine of his ichor on Esme’s skin, the brightness of her eyes when she let him deep into her body.

If he’d had his solarys, it would’ve been a good day to lounge beside the blue-green, spring-fed pool under the citrus trees with their blood oranges gleaming like rubies and the limes like emeralds, the fragrant waxy flowers shining like diamonds.

All right, apparently even this place reminded him of his treasure. Of her.

He was aware of his brother and cousin when they arrived, but they stayed back with the statuary of dragons taken from all cultures and times, so he was able to pretend they were just more stone.

Like he would’ve been, if not for Esme.

Who had dumped him, and his heart was still in freefall though he kept waiting for it to hit bottom.

That was going to hurt.

Finally he turned to face the others. “Say what you’re going to say so you can go away.”

“You should go after her,” Torch said.

Bale shook his head at his cousin, who lounged with his denim-clad hip perched on the muzzle of the Chinese dragon fountaining water into the pool. “She made it very clear to me that she had no desire to be my solarys. That is why she left.”

“Dude, we’re dragons. Since when do we let treasure or anything else get the fuck away?” When Bale arched one questioning eyebrow at him, Torch straightened awkwardly. “Er, my liege. You should go after her.”

“Coin has no choice, gemstones no desire,” Bale said quietly. “My solarys is more than my treasure. She must be my queen. And she must want that more than…anything.”

Rave nodded. “The Nox Incendi deserve that.” His storm-cloud gaze sharpened. “But what do you want?”

Twisting his lips wryly, Bale turned to the window again. “You have to ask?”

“No, but you have to answer. As reyex, you’ve never had to answer to anyone.”

Bale spun back to face him. Even Torch looked appalled and faintly amused in a you’re-gonna-get-it-now sort of way.

“I’ve never been free to,” Bale growled at his brother. “Every word, every action, every facet of every jewel has to be honed in service to the clan.”

Rave inclined his head. “I heard our sire’s lectures, same as you,” he admitted. “But those were other days. The clan then didn’t face our risks.” The clouds in his eyes parted, revealing the clear blue, and it was equally clear who he was thinking of when he added, “Or rewards.” 

Bale snapped his teeth and sent a spark flying toward his brother. It was fledging behavior and bad manners. Torch snickered.

With another glare for his irrepressible cousin, Bale said, “Regardless, I am still reyex. But that wasn’t enough for her.”

Rave gave him an ironic smile. “Is the reyex who she wanted?” 

The fire inside Bale spiraled higher, the ichor running fast and hard. When he’d been half stone, these feelings hadn’t plagued him so. He’d made hard decisions for the Nox Incendi—banishing Torch’s line for their insurrection; building the Keep to protect them in the human world, which had been controversial at the time, considering dragonkin had more of a history of breaching castles than living in them; holding the clan apart from the world. 

Maybe those hard decisions had been easier when he had been too frozen to care.

Now everything felt too close, too bright, his nerves alight. But what could he tell his brother and cousin—that he’d rather be stone than miss Esme?

He stalked away from them, stripping off his clothes as he went, and threw himself into the teeth of the storm.

The crosswinds tried to toss him down the mountain, and a warning rumble of thunder told him it was only going to get worse. Once he’d flown this wildly in a frantic effort to stave off the petralys, and when he’d lost he hadn’t been able to fly and it had nearly broken him, body and spirit.

Now he flew for no reason at all.

The dragon took him into the heart of danger. It didn’t care he was liege to the clan, that his brother and cousin were shooting him worried looks through the glass, that some hiker or hunter might wander along the ridgeline and see him. The beast wanted the freedom of the sky and the lash of the storm.

It wanted what it had found with Esme.

He barrel-rolled into the wind, letting the rain wash along his belly scales with eager fingers, the heavy sails of his wings blown taut. 

He had his life back because of her, light and flight too, but if she wasn’t with him to share the riches, none of it mattered. 

If she didn’t want to be his queen, he would be lord no more.

Without conscious thought, he spun upright, surging forward with a powerful downstroke. The path took him out of the protected bowl of the canyon, out where the storm was worse and anyone might see. And his dragon searched the horizon for the next city northward.

Salt Lake, where he knew Esme had returned to her life which had been so rudely interrupted by warlocks and dragons and magic and passion.

The spines along his long neck prickled, sensitive to changing air currents. 

And something else in the wind.

She might not want the link between them, and he had no intention of imposing himself on her, but they were bound together, entangled. And though she’d tried to cut him of—along with her hair—they were still more alike than she was willing to admit. And through that link, as much as he knew she did not want him, he also knew she needed him.

Turning end over end in the sky, he arrowed northward with great sweeps of his wings. Behind him, he knew Rave and Torch would be frantic, watching him getting smaller. But the dragon wasn’t going to explain or wait for an airplane. Not when it felt its mate calling.

 

***

 

It was almost dark when he plummeted straight out of the sky above the Salt Lake marina. Through the gusting salt spray, only one pair of startled eyes tracked his fall.

Luckily it was the wolf-shifter, as Bale had hoped.

Joel hustled across the deck of the boat, pulling a slicker from among the life preservers. “Fancy meeting you here.”

“I need the car we left with you,” Bale said. “Also, I’m afraid I’ll need you to drive as well. And can I borrow your phone? And maybe your pants?”

The wolf-shifter blinked. “I figured it was too good to be true. Happy to help. Sure. And not a chance.”

As all good shifters did, Joel had extra clothes. The t-shirt hung loose around Bale’s flanks, but at least the shoulders were wide enough, and the jeans had been laundered hundreds of times to softness. 

The footwear called flipflops, though, were atrocious. Esme would laugh at his awkward stride.

She would laugh with him again. He would allow no other outcome.

But the prickle in his guts told him he didn’t have that power.

In the car, Bale called his brother.

“Esme’s in trouble,” he said.

Rave let out a sharp breath. “You’re in—”

“What’s her home address?” Bale didn’t have time to hear his brother’s concerns. He hadn’t let himself look at the reports Torch had made about her, fearing that he’d break down and go after her.

Well, he was, technically, but only because she was calling to his dragon.

Rave gave him the townhouse address and added, “We’re on our way.”

Bale passed the phone back to Joel. “Keep him updated and your pack will be well rewarded.”

The wolf-shifter grunted. “We know you helped the pack in Angels Rest destroy that group of hunters who were experimenting on shifters. They freed a member of our pack who’d been missing for months. We owe you.” 

When they pulled up outside the stylish townhome, nothing seemed amiss. The rain had stopped, leaving the streets fresh and quiet when Bale got out. 

But the front door yielded to his hand…but he wasn’t using his dragon strength. Not a good sign even in this refined part of town.

He didn’t bother calling out to her—his dragon already knew she wasn’t there. The acrid tang of fear and rage had faded since she’d been attacked.

The spatter of crimson in the otherwise white kitchen almost brought him to his knees, but he took a bracing breath and the dragon relaxed. Not hers.

“You held your own,” he whispered to her, as if she could hear. “Keep holding on. I’m coming.”

Back at the car, Joel was on his phone but he hung up when Bale slipped into the sedan beside him. “I called the cops.” He held up one hand. “My son is the cop. He knows to be discreet, but there’s some things he can check. Security cameras can get us closer, then this”—he touched the side of his nose—“will bring her home.”

Bale nodded his thanks. But Esme had already been home, and yet she’d been taken again because of this power-mad warlock who wanted more than his chemistry set could win him. Bale already knew that she hated Ashcraft—rightly—but would she now hate him too?


Chapter 17

“He kept me in a cave,” Esme whimpered. “He did wicked things to my body and tried to make me believe I was his queen. It was… It was…”

More than she’d ever dreamed of.

“Awful,” she finished.

Awful as in full of awe that she had been chosen by a dragon lord. 

Actually awful that she’d run from him, too terrified of her own desires to believe in them and fight for them.

She wanted to kick herself but she channeled the enraged quaver into as much guileless trembling as she could stomach. But she could stomach a lot because she hadn’t eaten in what seemed like days, and Lars had finally agreed to take her to her favorite gallery bistro downtown. 

She assumed that wasn’t where he was actually taking her—considering he was on the run from federal agents and the rabid click-bait media, not to mention infuriated dragon-shifters—but he obviously wanted to take her somewhere and she didn’t want him choking her for real this time.

He’d been understandably upset that she’d stabbed him through the arm, but when she realized there was no chance of her getting away from him, she’d thrown herself into his other arm, crying hysterically.

“I thought you were him,” she wailed. “Lars darling, you saved me! Look what he did to me, to my hair.” She snuffled dramatically.

She’d never called him darling, not ever, but maybe the endearment had discombobulated him enough—along with her arms snaked around his neck—to fall back into his lies.

Like every broke gambler at the tables, he still thought he could win.

After she helped him wrap his bicep—the wound was bad enough she tried to convince him to go to the emergency room, but he refused, downplaying the severity which just pissed her off more because she’d really thrown her all into it—they walked the quiet evening streets toward the busier district. As if this was just another date night leading up to their engagement, she fumed. Meanwhile, he quizzed her closely.

“Darling,” he said, “you disappeared with your girlfriends. What happened?”

She frowned. “I don’t remember everything.” Because you drugged me to bait a virgin-eating dragon, she wanted to scream.

But she had to choose her moment, be close enough to other people that she could get away from him. Because who knew what weapons and spells he had secreted in the lining pockets of his bespoke but now bedraggled coat.

He had her arm threaded through the crook of his elbow. What had seemed gallant with Bale felt menacing from Lars. But she kept up her careless stream of chatter about drinking and dancing with her friends.

“Not too much drinking,” she told him solemnly, “because I know you wouldn’t like me to be slurring and stupid.”

“Indeed not.”

Damn him, he didn’t even blush. 

And just like that, she decided she wasn’t going to escape him.

She was going to stop him.

But how? He could have more drugs in his pockets. Or a gun. And she thought maybe she’d prefer the gun. The thought of how he’d dosed her into oblivion made her want to start screaming again right here and stab him some more.

She had to be smart and strong—two elements missing in her life where everything else had been provided—if she wanted to be free of him forever. 

That was the third missing element: her freedom.

She’d make sure Lars lost his. She had to maneuver him somewhere he couldn’t get away, where she could summon the police.

Or some other greater power…

She’d been the bait for a dragon, and now she’d be the downfall of a warlock.

She smiled up at him, keeping her gaze soft. Passive and pretty. What would Grand-mère do?

When they crossed a street after waiting for the change of the light, she stopped and yanked her arm out of his.

He spun, his expression murderous.

She put her hands on her hips. “Lars, you need to tell me right now. What are your intentions toward me? Do you even know?”

His black expression turned hunted. “What—?”

“Are you going to marry me?” She blinked until tears welled up in her eyes. “Grand-mère says you won’t because I’ve gone all whore on you.”

At the mention of her grandmother—or maybe it was the whore part—Lars blanched. “What did she tell you?”

Esme waved one hand. Not the one missing her engagement ring. “Things I didn’t understand. You know how she is.” When he cursed under his breath, she smiled coquettishly—oh god, she’d used to do that for reals—and asked, “Are we doing this? Is that a yes?”

“Yes,” he muttered.

She squealed and jumped into his arms.

He was little taller and several pounds heavier than Bale, but he was no dragon lord. He staggered under her light but unexpected weight.

And never felt her unexpected and equally light fingers going through his pockets.

For once, her weak and willow hands were useful.

Her stomach heaved at the smooth, cold bore of a syringe and the sharp sting of a knife edge.

And the rougher but equally cold handle of—oh god—a gun.

He’d notice if she took the gun… When he put her down, she staggered a little, forcing him to hold her while she tucked the stolen spoils into her own pockets. 

Hmm, maybe she’d make a good dragon.

“You know what,” she said when he straightened. “We have to celebrate. You pick a place and I’ll treat. And then afterward…” She gave him a sultry look.

He licked his lips, not so much sexy as half nervous and half hungry. She recognized that yearning for food and, even more, for company. He’d been avoiding his usual haunts for days, his own family had disavowed him, and the poppets he’d used to control probably weren’t taking his calls anymore since she happened to know that his salt castle had melted into nothingness. No wonder he was so desperate to take what she was holding out. She almost—almost but not quite—felt bad for him.

And maybe she could almost absolve herself for being so needy too.

“Let’s go to Trismegistus,” he said at last. “I like their cocktails.”

Of course he did. He’d drugged her at the bar several times, according to his little black book. 

“Perfect.” She smiled at him. 

It was perfect for what she had planned. Chic though it was, Trismegistus was an underground bar in a not-quite-so-nice part of town. Anjali had warned her to watch her purse. Now that they knew what Lars Ashcraft was, Esme wondered if there was more to the subterranean choice, and her gaze lingered on the shallow symbols etched into the cobblestones on the street outside. The basement door was at the end of a narrow alley draped in ivy that was picturesque enough during the day, but at night the strands looked like scraggly fingers reaching down to grab the unwary.

Good thing she was wary now. Lars was the one who didn’t know what was going to hit him.

 

***

 

Joel took the call from his cop son, then turned to Bale. “Are we waiting for your people?”

“I’m going now,” Bale said firmly.

The wolf-shifter nodded. “A traffic camera down the street from her place at the time you said caught her and the warlock getting into a cab. Managed to track the company and found out they were dropped off in town.” He grinned with teeth showing. “And now that they are on foot…”

They sped to the drop-off and parked. 

“This shouldn’t involve your pack,” Bale told Joel. “I will find her from here.”

The wolf-shifter shrugged and touched his nose. “My kind are better suited for this. And she was a sweet girl. You’re just a guy taking his dog for an evening walk.” 

Joel pulled a collar and leash from a bag in the back seat. “City shifters do it sneakier.” He shifted in the car and jumped out, giving himself a good shake.

Bale shook his head and eased the collar loosely over the wolf-shifter nose. “Come on then, Fluffy.”

Joel growled low, lip wrinkling back over gigantic teeth.

“I don’t think dogs do that,” Bale said. “But I never had a dog, so what do I know.”

Joel wagged his large, plumed tail.

“Very convincing.” Bale lifted his head. “This way, Fluffy.”

The street degenerated quickly, to the point where having a bad dog on a leash made him fit right in. 

Joel tugged him down an alley that he almost missed. And then he caught the scent, dark and sweet.

His dragon reared up against his control.

And he let it go.

He didn’t shift—that would be going too far—but the beast burned in his skin, and all his senses expanded as if he’d taken to the air for a dragon’s-eye view.

He and his beast were united as one, hunting for their mate.

“Sit,” he told Joel. “Stay. And take a bloody chunk of any warlock who tries to run out that door.”

Leaving the wolf-shifter to cover the only exit, Bale strode into the bar.

He realized instantly that the place was trouble. Though the alley outside had been rinsed by the day’s rains, inside stank. The dark wood and ferns seemed posh, but the smell was rogue shifters and some crueler magic.

And his pure, gentle solarys was here.

Narrow concrete columns held up the ceiling, blocking his sweeping view of the room. His dragon twisted with claustrophobia, and he grimaced. Just a few days of sunlight and now his beast was done with caves.

He stalked forward, swinging his head restlessly. A few patrons in the recessed, half-curtained alcoves drew back as his attention passed them. If he had to, he would shift right here and raze the place to the ground. These rogues and dark-art dabblers had never encountered a dragon of the Burning Night.

The bartender locked eyes with him, and Bale let the dragon rise another notch.

She placed her hands on the bar. “No trouble.” Warning or promise, Bale wasn’t sure and didn’t care.

“Too late,” he growled.

He rounded the last column and saw Esme.

She was sitting with Ashcraft at an intimately small table under a pendant light, the warlock’s arm around her shoulders. Her shorn pale hair almost glowed under the frosted bulb, and her eyes looked darker than ever.

Bale’s chest seized, a chill creeping up his left arm and across his chest toward his heart, as if the blight was rushing back to take him.

Then she looked up and saw him.

The frozen breath in his lungs shattered at the joy shining there.

Whatever else happened, she wanted to see him now.

He stopped in his tracks when Ashcraft tightened his grip around her neck.

“I knew you’d come for her,” the warlock said. 

But Bale kept his eyes on Esme. She smiled at him, and the curve of her lips spoke without words that she too had known he’d come for her.

Only then did he deign to glance at Ashcraft. “If you knew, it would’ve been wiser for you not to be touching her right now.”

“Because you touched her first?” Ashcraft shrugged. “Doesn’t matter. She’s served her purpose. Now you’ll be served up, like a damned fried chicken.”

Bale tilted forward onto the toes of his boots. “Someone will fry, assuredly.”

“This is not your Keep, dragon-man,” Ashcraft snapped. “You’re on my ground now. These are my people, and you have no one.”

“Dragons don’t care much about the ground,” Bale said. “And I have Esme.”

The warlock made a scoffing noise.

Ooh, he shouldn’t have done that, Bale thought, based on the look Esme shot him.

But Ashcraft blundered on. “I knew you wouldn’t be able to resist her.”

Bale nodded. “You were even more right than you know.”

Esme swallowed hard.

For a second, Ashcraft seemed nonplussed by the agreement, but he wasn’t going to be stopped.

He raised his other hand, a pistol tight in his grip.

Bale gave the man a lazy blink. “If you fill me with holes, do you have something to catch the ichor? I should warn you, it dissolves quickly once exposed to the air.” He tilted his head. “Like a saltwater taffy castle in fire.”

Ashcraft sucked in a harsh breath. “What is that supposed to mean?”

“No more voodoo for you to do,” Esme murmured.

He grabbed her by the nape—no hair—and shoved her sideways. Bale stiffened in outrage, but she swayed gracefully, not falling.

Ashcraft aimed the black bore of the pistol at her, his glare back on Bale. “If I can’t shoot you—”

“Don’t shoot her either,” Bale said, though his dragon fought to breathe fire, not words. But he couldn’t, not with Esme so close to his target. “She is my true mate. Without her, I’ll turn to stone. And if you think it’s hard getting blood from a stone, ichor is even more of a bitch.”

Violence edged Ashcraft’s voice. “I need the ichor. Take it out with a bullet hole or a knife or a fucking straw, I don’t care, but I will have it.”

“Why?” Esme asked. “Why do you need it?”

She swayed again when he shook her and snarled, “Shut up. I’m not talking to you.”

“You should be talking to me,” she snapped in return with such simmering fury that even Bale’s dragon was impressed. “Because now I’ve got ichor in me too.”

Ashcraft jerked her head back so he could glare into her eyes. “You have it?”

She met his stare with unblinking dark eyes. “Guess you should’ve been sweeter to me. Why do you need the ichor?”

Though he had ahold of her, Ashcraft was the one who wavered, as if he were drunk at realizing he was so close to getting what he wanted. “I believe a dragon shapeshifter’s ichor is the missing component in the Elixir of Life,” he said finally, “which alchemists have been fighting about for more than two thousand years under a thousand different names. And I will be the one to reveal the mystery.”

To Bale’s surprise, Esme let out a slow sigh. “You had everything, Lars. Rich, handsome, talented. But it wasn’t enough. And really, I feel for you. I don’t blame myself for falling for your spell, because now I see how much I was like you.”

“More alike once I have your ichor,” he said. “But I’m not interested in winning friends and rising above my not-so-humble beginnings like you were.” His lips twisted in a triumphant smirk. “With the elixir, I will rule.”

“So more like me,” Bale rumbled, determined to bring Ashcraft’s deluded attention back to him. “I should warn you, though, being king of all you survey isn’t everything. Turns out, life—even eternal life—is a gamble, and we have to be willing to risk it all, just like everyone else.”

Ashcraft shook his head. “With immortality there is no risk.”

“Even then,” Bale murmured, his gaze on Esme. “Especially then, with an empty eternity stretching ahead of you.”

“I’ll try it for myself anyway, thanks,” Ashcraft said. “Now give me the ichor, or I’ll take it from her.” He released Esme to reach for his pocket.

“Uh, about that…” Esme said. “If you really want to experience what it is to be a dragon—” 

Something gleamed in her hand, half diamond-bright, half tar: a needle, glinting sharper than any tooth.

Ashcraft flinched away from her. With his hand still in his pocket and the gun off center, his eyes widened.

Esme plunged the point of the syringe into his neck.

He cried out and swatted at her. This time, she went down hard. He whipped the pistol around toward her.

But Bale was already there, wrenching the warlock’s arm back. Ashcraft screamed again as something snapped.

The gun clattered to the ground. When Ashcraft dove for it, a wolf was standing there spread-legged.

He fell back in a crouch, cradling his arm in his lap and clutching at his neck. “What did you shoot me with?” he croaked.

“Not the gun,” Bale muttered. “Sadly.”

Esme stood over Ashcraft, her stance as wide and threatening as the wolf’s, a power pose that made Bale’s dragon rumble in pleasure. “Whatever was in your pocket.” 

“No,” he whispered. “You can’t.”

“Already did,” she reminded him. “I thought it would be the drugs you used to control me, but it was the paralytic toxin you brewed to attack the dragons, wasn’t it?”

“The antidote,” he said. “I need the antidote.”

Bale shook his head, both in answer to Ashcraft and in awe of his gloroius mate. “We’re synthesizing more of the cereus essence, but it’s a slow process.” He narrowed his eyes. “Fortunately for you, so is the process of turning to stone.”

Esme moved to stand beside him and slipped her arm through his left one. He almost wished it was still a wing so he could gather her close, protect her against all harm. But she hadn’t needed him to bring the warlock to his knees.

“There’s one other way to stop the stone blight,” she told Ashcraft. “Find your true mate. Someone who will bring light to your darkness. I imagine it’ll have to be a flamethrower.” Her voice was as smooth and sharp as a faceted obsidian blade.

She spun on her heel and walked away.

The wolf wagged his tail.

“Yeah,” Bale told him. “I think so too.”

As he followed Esme, a young man in a uniform strode in. He was clearly not surprised to see a giant dog in the bar, and he gave Bale a brisk nod. “Rumor has it there’s a wanted man here.”

The bartender sighed and pointed. “No trouble,” she said resignedly. 

Bale walked up the stairs into the waiting night.


Chapter 18

Esme looked at the half circle of wolves and one cougar standing in the alley. She caught her breath, unsure if they were friend or otherwise.

But then she felt the looming weight like a thunderstorm behind her and she let out the breath in a soft sigh as the shifters melted away.

Because she had a dragon behind her.

She pivoted to face him. “You came.”

“I came,” he echoed in a hoarse voice. “By all the stars, Esme, if I had not…”

She put her hand on his chest, soothing him. “You came.” She had known he would, and yet she couldn’t keep the note of wonder out of her voice. “Why?”

He put his hand over hers. “The dragon heard you. And I realized I hadn’t fought hard enough to make you hear me.”

She looked up at him. “What did you want to say?”

“Just this.” Slowly, giving her all the time in the universe to move away, he lowered his head.

She waited, quivering like a magnetic filing drawn ever closer. 

“That I need you,” he whispered. “Not as queen of my Keep and clan, but the woman who walked into the heart of my darkness without expecting to see light.” His lips brushed over hers, once, twice, a third time.

She breathed in his scent, deep and untamed. “You are everything I wanted,” she said. “The prince, the beast, all of you.”

Parting her lips beneath his, she took his rough exhalation and the ferocity of his kiss as her due.

The kiss had barely ended when Torch and a security team arrived. She had never seen Anjali’s mate angry before, but he was a dragon-shifter. He spoke with Joel’s son, the cop, about what would happen to Ashcraft, but then he turned his fury on his reyex.

“You left us,” he growled. “We had no idea what happened.”

Esme stepped between them. “He was saving me.”

Bale rumbled out a laugh. “Mostly I was picking up the pieces. You all seem to get along fine without me.” When Esme whirled to study him anxiously, he smiled. “I don’t mind. In fact, I find I appreciate having someone at my side. But I wouldn’t want you to feel I was taking advantage of you, so I think you should be salaried. Maybe Vice President of Community Outreach?”

Torch grunted. “You have the riches to make it happen.”

“I’ll help you spend it,” Esme offered. 

Bale chuckled. “It might take awhile.”

“I’ll be there.” She tucked herself under his arm. “No more running away.”

She stayed by his side on the flight back to Vegas. “You flew to get me,” she said as she snuggled in his lap.

“I would have crawled with one wing in the dirt,” he said. “Anything to get to you.”

She shook her head against his shoulder. “If I don’t run, you don’t crawl, my dragon lord.”

She changed her mind later, though, when he stalked her naked across the soft mattress of her bed in the Amber Suite. Desert sunlight streamed through the wide windows, turning the air gold.

Anticipation made her heart race as his ravenous stare promised wicked delight.

“Do you remember that gift I swore to you if you came back to me the first time?”

She tilted her head. “The gift of my life? Of freedom? My love?”

He skimmed his fingertips across the bristling crown of her head. “Love?” His voice broke.

She stared at him fearlessly though her heartbeat zinged higher. She had to take the risk… “It’s yours, if you want it.”

“I want nothing more,” he said. “Nothing.”

“Nothing?” she teased. “Not even…” She butterflied her thighs for him, bold and wanton.

His eyes blazed. “Command me and I will take it.”

She laughed, and her heart felt full of light and fire. “You will be my sacrifice.”

“Willingly, always.”

He raised himself over her, his cock stroking into her depths. But the bond between them went deeper yet. For a stuttering moment, she caught her breath. How could she hope to hold this mighty beast…

His gaze captured hers, and she realized she’d spoken aloud. “You are the one who set me free,” he said. “Not just my body, but my heart which was already stone before you.”

“Parts of you still feel rock hard.” She arched her hips into him.

“That is your fault,” he conceded. “But everywhere else, I feel alive, utterly alive.”

When he came, the orgasmic torrent of ichor rippled through them both, the arc like a shooting star, but instead of falling, they flew.

Wrapped in each other’s arms, she lay with her head on his broad chest, tracing the lingering marks of scales.

“I don’t think they’ll fade,” he said quietly.

“Why should they? They are what you are.”

He kissed her crown. “You gave that back to me. And now I want you to have this.” From behind his back he held out his closed fist between them.

Delighted, she pried at his fingers. “For me?”

“Like you’ve never had a gift,” he said wryly.

She paused, considering. “I’m sure I have… From someone… I mean, if we’re not counting the magic mushroom engagement ring of doom.”

His jaw tightened and he hugged her tight, opening his fist at the same time.

She gasped, almost afraid to reach out.

“Take it,” he urged. “I had it made for you. May I?”

She nodded mutely and held out her hand.

The ring was delicately fit to her finger, but the pearl set into the blued steel was gigantic, ridiculously so, as if it was shouting from the highest parapet of the Keep that she was…

“This is meant for a queen,” she said.

His jaw flexed and then he bit his lip. “Is it too much?” He reached for her hand.

“No.” She snatched it back, then spread her hand before her again. “Oh, Bale. Yes, it is too much. And I love it. It’s perfect.”

He grasped her hand gently. “Of all the jewels in my hoard, none were right for you. The facets were too hard, too sharp. But the pearl…was just right. Translucent, soft.” He traced the pattern carved into the surface, angling her hand toward the light so the nacre shimmered with rainbow undertones, like his ichor. “With so much more to see beneath the surface.”

“What is the symbol?”

“The emblem of the Burning Night.” He raised his gaze to hers. “You came to me as a light in my darkness. You will always be my queen.”

She cupped her hand against his cheek, the pearl glowing like a moon in the light of day. “I stayed untouched because I was too afraid to fall with no one to catch me. If not for you, I’d still be locked in my shell, as frozen as a statue of stone.”

He turned his head to kiss the pulse in her wrist. “Will you let me be your fire?”

“Always,” she whispered. “My dragon lord.”
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For the latest on new releases in the Mating Fever worlds plus sales and other great stories, sign up for the Elsa Jade New Release Newsletter! And if you haven’t yet read the wicked wolf-shifters of the Mating Season, get started now with Wolves of Angels Rest: HERO. 


Thank You!

Thank you so much for reading! If you enjoyed this story, I would love if you would help others enjoy this book, too.

 

Lend it. This e-book is lending-enabled, so please, share it with a friend.

 

Recommend it. Please help other readers find this book by recommending it to friends, in readers’ groups and on discussion boards and social media.

 

Review it. Please tell other readers why you liked this book by reviewing it at your favorite bookstore sites and at Goodreads, Facebook, your blog, or anyplace readers like you gather. 

 

And once again, thank you for being a reader!

 

Want to receive my New Release & Sales Alert? 

Sign up for my newsletter and get the latest on new books and sales.
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