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Chapter One

Molly couldn't stop staring at the stranger's back. She squirmed in the molded-plastic subway seat and pulled her bottom lip between her teeth. He stood a few feet from her, gripping one of the silver support posts and seemingly unaffected by the velocity of the train rocketing through the tunnels beneath New York City. But that wasn't what kept her from breaking her gaze. It was his shape. 

Easily six and a half feet tall, he sported muscle that spoke of strength not bulk. A black T-shirt hugged his lean torso, displaying his powerful upper body that tapered to slim hips and long legs. 

And his arms ... His short sleeves hugged his firm, lightly tanned biceps in a way that made her insides quiver when she thought of how it would feel to be held in his solid embrace. 

For pity's sake, get a grip, she admonished herself, pulling her gaze away and adjusting one pant leg of her faded jeans. She hoped her arousal didn't show through her nondescript gray tee. After straightening the black-rimmed glasses that perched on her nose and were partially obscured by her mousy brown hair, she looked around the subway train. 

No one was looking at her. In fact, everyone seemed immersed in their own business. Her gaze drifted back to the man, and her breath caught in her throat. He'd turned and now stared at her with obvious interest. Though her arousal didn't wane, panic joined the miasma of reactions flowing through her. 

Molly wasn't one to be stared at. She'd manufactured herself that way. Truthfully, her name wasn't even Molly. It was Scarlett Mills, but Scarlett stood out in a crowd and that was something she'd worked hard not to do for the last seven years. 

His head tilted slightly, and his dark eyes seemed to look inside her. Dark. Black appeared to per-sonify him, and he'd run with it from his black shirt to black jeans to black brushed-leather shoes and belt to his black unruly hair. Before she could force herself to look away again, he crossed the short expanse of aisle separating them and slid into the seat to her left. His light woodsy scent filled the surprised intake of breath she sucked in. 

"At the next stop, you need to come with me,” he said, the deep rumble of his voice in perfect union with his dark persona. Unfortunately, his words overrode the fantasy that had started inside her. 

"I don't think so,” she replied. 

“You're in danger. Do. Not. Look. There is a man at the back of the car—” He let out a sigh of disgust when she reflexively started to turn. Catching her chin with his fingers, he turned her face toward him and lowered his head. His firm lips covered hers, catching her gasp and commanding a kiss. Her fingers curled in his T-shirt, feeling the warm, unyielding flesh beneath it. Then suddenly he lifted his mouth slightly, nibbling at hers in between words. “If you don't let me help you, you'll be dead before morning. He intends you harm.” 

"What? I didn't see anyone,” she murmured and tried to pull away. His fingers buried in her hair, keeping her still. She didn't dare move for fear of dislodging the brown wig she wore over the hair that matched her name. Dread settled into her stomach. Had she been discovered? Were the last seven years of hiding for naught? Or was this man full of shit? 

"He's there,” the man said. 

“How do you know he's dangerous?” 

“I know.” 

“How do you know he's dangerous to me?” 

“I know.” 

“I think you're full of it.” 



He pulled back and grinned while keeping his fingers firmly in her hair. “I know." 

“I don't think you know anything. I'm a nobody and nobody cares about me—not enough to pick me from a crowd and hurt me.” 

His jaw clenched and an eyebrow raised. “Somehow, I doubt you're wearing a wig because you have a hair-loss problem. You're someone of more consequence than you want to let on. The question is who—" 

“Shut up,” she snapped. Any fear she'd had sizzled away with the anger that shot through her. “I'm not coming with you, and you can damn well forget me.” 

“You don't want that. You have a strong will to live—I can feel that.” 

The train seemed to scream as they surged into the station and jerked to a stop. The doors whooshed open like a spacecraft's airlock releasing, and the man stood. He jerked on her hand, and she tugged back, silently telling him she wasn't going anywhere with him. 

"Don't make me force you to come with me,” he snapped. 

“Look, buddy—” 

“Janos,” he interrupted. “My name is Janos, and at the moment, I'm the only one who can save you, so stop being difficult.” 

Without waiting for her response, he scooped up her bag, wrapped an arm around her waist and lifted her. With a giant leap she couldn't begin to fathom, he dove through the exit and onto the plat-form just as the twin doors slid shut. They turned in time to see the train pull away, the livid face of a tall, gaunt man staring at them, his long-fingered hand pressed to the window. 

Terror knifed through Scarlett and her knees buckled. She knew that face. She'd never forget it. He was one of the two men who'd attacked her seven years ago and killed her fiancé, cousin, and two bodyguards. She'd been mortally injured and left for dead. Only a miraculous discovery had saved her, but her entire life as she'd known it had been over. 

And now, the new life she'd built appeared to be over as well. 

"How did you know?” she whispered. 

"At first, I didn't then...” He lifted a shoulder in a half-shrug and left his explanation hanging in the air. Obviously, he wasn't going to tell her. It really didn't matter. She just needed to get out of town before that killer caught up with her and finished what he'd started. 

“I need to ... thank you for...” For what? Saving her? She shook her head, unwilling to reveal too much. She mirrored his movement and lifted a shoulder. “I need to go.” 

"You need to come with me. It's the only way to keep you safe until we find your mate.” His hand manacled her upper arm and he half-led-half-dragged her up the stairs to the bustling sidewalk of uptown Manhattan. 

"Mate? What the—let me go,” she demanded through clenched teeth, unwilling to cause a scene. 

His huge hand nearly encircled her upper arm, and there was no way to escape the determined grip. 

She grabbed the handrail at the top of the stairwell and dug in her heels. Thankfully, in the early evening haze, lit only by the lights coming off the surrounding buildings, their battle of wills wasn't obvious. No one paid heed to the dueling couple. 

"Are you always so difficult?” Janos growled. 

"Are you always so pushy?” she returned. 

"Yes. C'mon.” He pried her fingers loose and started down the sidewalk as she jogged along beside him to keep up with his long stride. He veered around a corner to a nearly deserted street. At this time of night, in this area, the crowds thinned drastically. That was why she'd chosen now to travel. 



"You could be in danger being with me,” she tried. 

He raised an eyebrow. “Not any more than usual." 

She suppressed her own growl. This man irritated her as much as he attracted her—and that was an awful lot. Given the right circumstances, she could see herself willingly surrendering herself to him for an evening of passion, but that evening wasn't tonight and she was three seconds from kicking him in the shins and driving her palm into his windpipe. 

Her brow furrowed as she realized she was aroused—irritated, yes, but remarkably, fear-free and needy. No one had dampened her panties like this in years. And why wasn't she afraid of him? 

She tried again to tug free. “Where are you taking me?" 

“My hotel suite.” 

"Hell, no,” she exclaimed, digging in her heels once more, this time startling him enough that his grip broke. Taken by surprise, she toppled backward and landed hard on the cement. 

Janos towered over her. “You are the most obstinate woman." 

And what was she supposed to be? A docile sheep going off with him? 

She scuttled away then jumped to her feet a short distance from him. It didn't matter how much she wanted him, there was no way she was going to his room. 

"And I'm supposed to just let you kidnap me?” Her exclamation drew shocked looks from a few passersby, but they moved on quickly, determining that nothing was awry. 

“Kidnap? Is that what you think?” 

“I suppose you're hoping for some sort of Stockholm reaction. Ain't happening, buddy.” 

“Stockholm syndrome? Baby, I don't need to kidnap women for sex.” 

He stared at her as if she'd lost her mind, and she supposed she had a little. Something about him stole her usual calm and turned her into a babbling irrational mess. Was it because he was so hot and she hadn't had sex in so long, or because of her near miss with the man who'd almost killed her before? Her skin crawled at the remembrance of him, and suddenly, going with Janos didn't seem like such a bad idea. He had saved her from the guy on the train. She knew the faces of both men who'd attacked her—Janos wasn't one of them. 

“I'm sorry,” she mumbled. “I guess I kinda freaked out.” 

He gave her a half-smile and held out his hand. “I'm just trying to save you." 

Her fingers wrapped around his. “I know. I ... I need to make a call,” she told him. He still had her bag, and she reached for it. 

“That's not wise.” 

"Look, after what happened to me before, people will freak out if I don't show up.” Her cousin's stepsister, Athena, was getting married, and despite the fact that Scarlett and Athena weren't related by blood, Athena was the closest thing Scarlett had to family, and she needed help with the last week before the big day. Scarlett wouldn't let her down though she was terrified of coming out of hiding and the thought of attending a wedding opened old wounds that were far from completely healed. 

No one would know her. She was merely posing as Athena's friend. People might expect the rock star, Scarlett, with flaming red hair to attend, but they wouldn't notice mousy Molly in her ill-fitting and otherwise nondescript clothes. That gave her pause. She was wearing the Molly disguise now. 

She looked nothing like her former self. Yet ... the killer had recognized her? How? That scared her almost more than anything else. She'd always felt somewhat safe since she was able to ‘be someone else'. 



"What happened before?” Janos asked, interrupting her rising panic. 

She shook her head. That was something she didn't talk about. The emotion from that night, the fear and anguish, still drove her to tears after all this time. A child prodigy, she'd started in the music business as a preteen, both writing and performing popular music. She'd been famous, an award-winner, at the top of the world, with her compositions sought after by other stars. At sixteen, she'd started producing both music and movie ventures, but at twenty-one, she'd been shoved off the high precipice where she'd dwelt by violence she once could have barely imagined. She'd just performed the last scheduled concert of a tour and had gone back to her hotel room to celebrate with her fiancé Mark, her bodyguards, who were close friends, and her cousin Muriel, who was her best friend and her only family. 

Champagne and merriment had flowed. It was a joyous night. The hard work of the tour was over and they'd be going home to Southern California where she'd get ready for her impending wedding. 

She and Mark were due to marry in three months on her twenty-second birthday. In a matter of minutes, every dream she'd cherished had been shattered. Two men had broken into the room. She'd never understand how they'd moved so quickly. The other four in the room were slashed down, killed, then the two had turned to her. She'd run, tripping to get away. Over and over, their knives had sliced into her back. Almost twenty times. How she'd lived no one quite knew. She'd passed out. 

When she'd awoken, she'd been in critical condition at the hospital and her loved ones were dead. 

Janos gave a slight nod, as if he read her mind. Silently, he handed her the bag and waited while she made a call. Athena answered on the second ring. 

"Where are you?” she asked. 

“I'm not coming,” Scarlett replied. “Look, I'll get there, but not tonight. I ... I saw one of them.” 

“Oh my God! Please, Scar, get out of town. I can't lose you, too. You're all I have.” 

“You need me—” 

“I need you alive, bonehead! Go! Stay safe for me. Please...” 

Scarlett closed her eyes. “I love you, Theenie." 

"Love you, too. Call me when you can.” Athena hung up before Scarlett choked out another word. 

She snapped shut her phone. Janos took it from her limp fingers. He opened the back, flicked out the battery and, before she could stop him, slid out the SIM card then snapped it like a brittle match. 

"What are you doing?” she demanded, outraged that he'd dare to destroy her property. And he was cutting off her most effective means of contacting the outside world. Maybe going with him was a very bad idea after all. Her mother had always told her as a child that danger lurked in pretty packages ... and he sure was pretty. 

He tossed the two pieces, the battery and the useless phone into a nearby trashcan. Then taking her arm, he started down the sidewalk again. “If you want to be invisible, you can't send up beacons about your location. Your phone is like a homing signal, and trust me, it's very easy for the wrong people to get their hands on it." 

“What are you? A cop?” 

He snorted. “Hardly. But I'm not one of the bad guys, either. C'mon." 

“Why should I believe you? This could be a trick. You could just be taking me to them.” 

Janos growled low in his throat. 

“The most difficult...” he muttered under his breath. His dark gaze pierced her attitude, deflating it like an old balloon. “These people don't play games. If I was one of them, you'd already be dead. 

They don't wait for privacy, they just kill. And the longer we wait, the more danger you're in. That one, the one you saw on the train ... by now he's contacted his comrades, and I can promise you, they're headed here now. They want you dead, and they'll see it done this time.” 

"But there was only one other man,” she said weakly. 

“There are many. Two might have attacked you before, but there's an entire army, and they all want you dead. Now you can trust me and let me help you, or ... I can force you to come with me. Like it or not, you're under my protection.” 

An army? They wanted her dead? Why? She'd never hurt anyone! “I don't ... Why do they want me dead?" 

“Because of who you are to my people.” 

He was so matter-of-fact it sent panic racing through her. “What—" 

Exploding brick and glass beside them threw her into Janos. His arms went around her like iron as she looked over her shoulder. A swarthy man with glowing blue eyes stood no more than twenty feet away—no! He wasn't standing. His feet were six inches above the ground while he levitated. 

His fingers glowed the same blue as his eyes and balls of light surrounded his palms. 

What was he? 

Janos growled, his arms tightening. He seemed to grow taller ... and thicker, muscle building against her body. Stunned, she glanced up at his face. A gasp tore from her, ripping from her tight throat like razor blades. Blackish green scales—she could only describes them as scales—cascaded over his face like dominoes tumbling over one another. His head changed shape, becoming more triangu-lar, sharp teeth protruding from his mouth, his nose disappearing. The scales tumbled down his body, covering even his clothing. She screamed when wide leathery wings curved high above his shoulders. As she struggled to get free, they wrapped around her, surrounding her entire body and holding her as tightly as his arms. 

They blocked out all light, allowing her to only see Janos’ face above the wings enclosing her. But it wasn't Janos’ face. It was ... something reptilian. 

An impact knocked them back a few feet, and ever through the wings, she felt the energy sizzle over them. Janos roared. While she watched, wide eyed, he opened his mouth. A harsh rumble ground against itself beneath her ear. His chest expanded then his torso curved slightly down, bending her with it. Suddenly, his belly hollowed and a blast of fire shot from him. The light of it blinded her. As the streak of flames continued, the pressure of his wings stole her breath, crushing her into darkness. 

“Dragon...” she whispered, the sound lost in the fury above her. “But dragons don't exist...” 


* * * *

Janos felt his charge faint. It was just was well. She didn't need to see the charred bubbling mess of the Djinni who'd attacked them. Saints, how he hated the Djinn and the Elvish and their unholy mission to wipe the Dragons from existence. Mature Dragons themselves were nearly impervious to their attacks, but their mates, like this woman, were vulnerable, as were their children. The Djinn and Elvish knew if they killed Dragon mates, they would in turn eliminate the Dragon race since they wouldn't be able to reproduce. 
He took a look around to see if more of their ilk hid in the shadows. He sensed none, but in recent years, they'd learned to mask their presence. Only the clumsy, like the Elvish hunter on the subway, revealed themselves. That man had been too hungry for the slaughter to notice a Dragon stood nearby. When Janos had felt the venomous stare, he'd fully opened his senses and discovered what he should have felt like a spear through his consciousness. A Dragon mate sat just feet from him. 

Generally, Dragons sensed mates immediately. Their systems were adapted to finding these women so that their species survived. Janos, however, had been too distracted. His vacation to New York had been interrupted by a special meeting of the Dragon Council, and since he was his clan's elder, he had no choice but to attend. After this attack, he could easily guess why the session had been called. 

This woman was special, and the combined armies of the Djinn and Elvish were out in force to eliminate her. Very few women without the protection of a Dragon survived one of their strikes. 

Janos intended to learn what had happened, and make sure his charge lived to meet her mate and be united with him. Once that occurred, she'd be safe. 

His wings slowly unfolded, and he caught the woman up in his arms when she would have fallen. 

With one last glance around, he soared into the air, his dark form swallowed by the inky night. 

Minutes later, he landed on the roof of his hotel, glad that the surface had been deserted and he hadn't needed to circle until it cleared. As his feet hit the tarred surface, his scales slid away, leaving him in his clothed human form. He gave his head a shake to get rid of his helmet hair then headed for the door that led into the building. 

The stairwell was empty. Tucking the woman's head against his chest, he bounded down the two flights to his floor. He slowed slightly as he neared his suite. Urgently, he sent out a message. A moment later, the door swung open, and his wingscion, Jonah, stood there. Janos nodded grimly at him as he passed. Jonah followed. He stood beside the bed as Janos laid his charge on it. 

"Who's this?” Jonah asked as he appreciatively studied the female on the bed. 

A growl rose in Janos’ throat, and that surprised him. Jonah was his wingscion, the man closer to him than even his three brothers. He and Jonah were a matched pair of warriors, rarely parted, and capable of fighting as a single machine when in danger. Scions shared a telepathic connection that even mates didn't have. He shared everything with Jonah. Still, the thought of him touching this woman, or even looking at her, made anger twist violently in Janos’ gut. 

"She's taken,” Janos grated. 

Jonah threw his hands in front of him, laughing. “Okay, I get it. She's your mate. I won't touch her." 

"She's not mine.” The thought that she might be ... Something unfamiliar seemed to shift sideways inside him. Could she be? No way. Distraction or not, he would have immediately recognized her on the subway if she was his mate. And she wouldn't have fought his protection so obstinately. 

Mates, human or not, recognized each other on a visceral level. They knew. This woman was not his mate. 

"Uh-huh. Whatever you say,” Jonah murmured. 

Janos scowled at him, and Jonah laughed. The two of them were like darkness and light, one intense and one lighthearted. It was often the way of scions. They were two halves of one unit, each equally complementing the other. 

“Jonah, don't start with me...” 

His scion rolled his eyes then tilted his head forward. “Whatever you want to believe, My Elder." 

Janos looked at Jonah's bowed head, still uncomfortable with the formality. It was only a few years since his parents had crossed over to the home dimension for a short trip and had never returned. 

When it had become apparent they weren't returning, he'd ascended to the position of clan elder. 

Most times he and his scion were just Janos and Jonah, and their banter flowed naturally, full of easy ribbing and fraternal intimacy. But when it came to serious matters of duty and service to the Cruentus Clan's Elder, Jonah addressed him formally. 

It was damned inconvenient. Servitude interfered with the bond of two wingscions, but there was naught he could do about it. Though Jonah had leave to treat him as familiarly as Janos’ brothers, and he was revered as the scion of the elder, by law, he was required to display deference in official matters. Mates and their protection were just such a matter. 



"We're alone. Don't do that here,” Janos sighed despite protocol. “I have to meet with the council. 

Protect her while I go to that damn meeting.” He reached out and placed a hand on Jonah's shoulder. 

Silently, he transmitted what had happened and the woman's situation in a fraction of the time it would have taken to relay it verbally. 

Jonah's eyes went wide, and he glanced at the woman on the bed. “Damn,” he whispered then let out a low whistle. “So they screwed up before and now they're coming after her like a cleanup crew." 

Janos nodded. “It was an Elvish on the train and a Djinni on the way here. Saints know how many are in the city looking for her. She must be high on their hit list if they're working together so closely now. Albus and Selena must have closed the rift between their peoples—at least temporarily." 

Albus, the leader of the Djinn, had once broken Selena's heart. The leader of the Elvish had never forgiven him, and their races had fought for years. But both hated the Dragons and sought to eliminate them. When he'd realized on the street that they'd combined forces... 

Not good. Not good at all. 

“Their union matters naught. We are stronger. And they know it.” 

"Our strength will wane as our numbers dwindle.” Janos looked at the woman's limp form. “I wonder which of our kind will end up with her. His long wait is over.” His heart lurched in his chest. It would be a lucky Dragon who claimed her. Janos still searched for his own mate. Someday, he'd find her as well. Until then, he'd continue to protect those who belonged to others. It was his blood vow, taken upon his ascension to power. 

Jonah arched a brow at him. “Yes, I wonder." 

“She's not mine.” 

“So you say.” 

“I would have known immediately if she was.” 

“My Elder, I beg your pardon, but you've listened to one too many Dragon tales. In my recollection, mates do not immediately recognize one another.” 

Janos crossed his arms over his chest, peeved with his scion. “Who?" 

Jonah held his hand in front of him and started ticking off the couples a pair at a time. “From our clan: Your parents, my parents, Elselijn and Maleke, Norissa and Danthony, Shahla and—" 

“Okay, okay,” Janos interrupted. “Fine, so mates don't always know. I tell you, she's not mine.” He thumped a hand over his heart. “I'd know it here.” 

"What about here?” Jonah asked, tapping a hand over his own fly. 

Janos glared at him. “Watch over her while I go downstairs to the council meeting." 

“As you bid, My Elder.” 

He shook his head at Jonah's tone. “I'll be back as soon as I can." 

“No rush. I'll take good care of her.” 

Janos growled at his innuendo, though he knew Jonah wouldn't touch the woman. He headed for the door. He wasn't appropriately dressed for an official council meeting and should don a full suit rather than his jeans and a T-shirt, but he had no time for political etiquette. Other matters, mating matters, were foremost in his mind. 
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Chapter Two

Scarlett woke with a start, her last memory before the blackness still terrifying her. 

“Shh ... It's okay. You're safe.” 

She turned her head and found a dark-haired stranger, who looked much like Janos, sitting in a chair beside her. Her eyes went wide, and she scrambled away to the other side of the bed. 

“Hey, kiddo, it's okay,” the man said. “No one here wants to hurt you.” 

“Where's Janos?” 

“Meeting with the other elders, and I suspect wishing he was back up here.” 

"I need to ... um...” She started to crawl toward the end of the bed, but quickly got her feet under her and vaulted forward onto the floor. Already running, she dashed for the door. This new stranger was faster. He was in front of her and blocking her way in a blink. Too fast for her to stop. She slammed into him full force. The impact didn't budge him, and she groaned as she stumbled backward. He caught her arms to keep her from falling. 

"Let me go,” she demanded. 

“Can't. Janos would be pissed, and it's not safe out there for you. It is my sworn duty to protect you.” 

"Right,” she replied sarcastically. 

“You're at a huge risk. Do you realize what's waiting for you? Djinn who can fry you with energy. 

Elvish who can call the elements against you. And that's just part of what they can do.” 

"And what about the Dragons who can engulf me with fire? Burn me to death? Or squeeze me to death with their wings.” She jerked from his grip and backed away, though she was sure the only reason she was free was because he'd let her go. That was hardly comforting. 

He blocked the door, so she had to find another way out or wait until he wasn't in her way. She stalked to the window. 

"We're eighteen floors up,” he told her before she got there. 

She continued to the glass to see for herself. None of tonight seemed real. The subway, the killers, Janos’ transformation, and now she was trapped in a room with a man who seemed to have inhuman speed. When had she fallen into the rabbit's hole? 

“Hey, I'm not going to hurt you. You're safe,” the stranger said behind her. In the reflection on the window, she saw he hadn't moved from his position blocking the door. “Janos will kill me if I so much as shake your hand.” He brushed a hand over his front where she'd smacked into him. “So I guess I'm screwed then, but I'm not making it worse.” 

She turned to him, her back pressed to the window. The last seven years had conditioned her to always be in escape mode. Her gaze skittered around the room for weapons while always keeping him in her peripheral vision. 

“Are you thirsty? The bar's fully stocked. I can get you a bottled water or a soft drink.” 

She ignored the question. “I saw him ... turn into ... something.” How the hell did she say she saw a guy turn into a dragon and not sound completely out of her gourd? And the other guy? He'd been floating! 

Her captor crossed his arms over his chest and casually leaned against the door. “You were in danger,” he explained. “It was the only way Janos could protect you and get you out of there alive. Believe me he doesn't shift unless he has to. And he did have to. You know ... those energy balls hurt like hell. Trust me. I've taken a few direct hits from them. Burn like hell, too. You would have been killed if Janos hadn't shifted." 

“So you know, he's a ... um ... well, what is he?” 

“A Dragon, but then I suspect you already know that. He's my wingscion—my partner. We work together. He's also my best friend and the elder of my clan.” 

“Your clan?” She swallowed, wishing she could take a few more steps away. Her insides trembled like Jello. She lifted her chin, showing no fear, and took a deep breath through her nose. “You're a ... 

Dragon ... too?” 

“Yes.” 

She nodded, feeling a bit hysterical. She'd always been aware of people around her who were different. Though many put entities like werewolves and vampires down to myth, she'd always believed they existed in the shadows. 

“You need to be brought up to speed quickly,” he continued. “Janos probably should be explaining things, but since he's stuck in a meeting and you're obviously freaking out, I'll lay things out. I find that once I know a situation, no matter how weird it seems, I feel a bit calmer because I can start to deal with it.” 

"I'm not freaking out.” Maybe a little, but she knew how to appear calm. 

“Denial. Okay ... well, we'll go from there. And by the way ... your heart sounds like a kettle drum during the William Tell Overture right now, but that aside, let's start with the toughest stuff and move into easier things. Monsters are real.” 

She gave him a look of disbelief. “Yeah, kinda figured that out. Dragon. Floating guy. What did you call him? A Djinni. Monsters. Got that. Seems crazy, but since I've seen it, well, there's no point running around saying it's not possible and they don't exist." 

“And mouthy. You'll need that with Janos. His name is Janos Aventech. As I said, leader of my clan. 

I'm Jonah Genjhury, his wingscion. Wingscions are battle partners—we work together as a team.” 

“Okay...” 

“And you're a Dragon mate.” 

She shook her head. She'd been with him until there but ... Dragon mate? “Uh-uh." 

“You are. It's in your blood. Once we get back to the compound, I can prove it to you. I'm one of the clan's doctors.” 

She shook her head again. 

"There are other signs,” Jonah continued. 

"Like?” She almost laughed. She could easily believe in the dragons and the djinn, but this mate crap ... She wasn't a mate and she sure as heck wasn't buying into it. She wanted a guy she chose, not someone merely drawn to her blood. 

“When was the last time you were sick?” 

She shrugged. 

“You don't know because you never get sick. Right?” 

Well, she couldn't remember ever being sick. She was just lucky and good with hand sanitizer. “I don't know,” she answered. 

“And you heal quickly. More quickly than you should.” 

She shrugged again. “I have a good immune system." 

“No full-human heals as quickly as I suspect you do. All Dragon mates are like that.” 



“If Dragons don't get sick and heal quickly, why do they need you, doctor?” 

“There are reasons. That aside, there are other signs that tell how special you are. Let's see ... there's excellent night vision and cellular memories that have been passed through your line. They may have remained dormant until they surfaced in you. Do you have any innate abilities? Something that others would have looked at you doing and called you a prodigy?” 

Scarlett nodded slowly. 

“Do you tend to be a night owl?” 

“Yes.” 

“One last thing. You had an instant and inexplicable attraction to Janos, didn't you? It was more than appreciation of his form. You wanted to touch him, press against him, and it didn't matter where you were. You couldn't stop staring at him. That's what happened, right?” 

Well, that was embarrassing. She looked away, wondering what Janos had told Jonah while she was passed out. How could Janos have known how much he'd shaken her, how her belly had clenched and her panties had dampened with unexpected need? And she hadn't been able to look away. She wanted his kiss again, without the bad guy in the background. 

“It's typical for Dragons to feel a jolt go through their middle when they're near an unclaimed Dragon mate. It's an awareness.” He chuckled. “Kinda like a ... Spidey Sense. We're adapted to finding mates so our species can continue. But Janos hasn't accepted that what he felt isn't typical. It's more.” 

“Why?” 

“I suspect he's your mate.” 

Scarlett shook her head vehemently. “No. He's not." 

“Wow, you two really are a matched pair.” 

“None of those things are proof.” 

“What he felt, what I feel, those are pretty concrete. There's no mistaking our bodies recognizing you.” 

“That doesn't mean anything to me.” 

“Doesn't it? It means you're alive now. And it will mean an awful lot when it's your sons looking for their mates.” 

The thought of ‘mating’ with Janos to make those kids sent a tingle through her that she tried to ignore. Trouble was, the more she tried to ignore her attraction, the more aroused she became. Good thing only Jonah was in the room. She didn't want him. He wasn't as drop-dead handsome as Janos, though his dark brown eyes, black-brown hair and killer muscles were nearly as compelling. Nearly, but not quite. He didn't give her any sort of buzz. 

He unfolded himself from the door. “Are you going to run?" 

She shook her head, and he stared at her as if assessing her honesty. She sighed. “Look, I'm not. I don't want to be a Dragon mate or go to your compound or any of that. I'm just an ordinary boring human. I want my ordinary boring human life. But I believe you about keeping me safe, even if I don't get why they want to kill me." 

“Because you're a—” 

“Dragon mate,” she finished for him. “I suppose the bad guys have a ‘feeling’ too?” 

Scarlett didn't mean to sound sarcastic, but the whole mate thing was freaking her out about as much as those goons trying to kill her. 



“No. They have magic,” Jonah replied without a hint of humor. “And they're willing to use every bit at their disposal to find our mates and kill them before we can be united. And we're willing to do everything we can to stop them. Kiddo, you're in the middle of a war.” 


* * * *

“Didn't your family come out of the middle ages with wealth? It must be hell to live hand to mouth for thousands of years.” 
"We've never lived hand to mouth.” Janos glared at Harrod and tried to bury his anger. The man loved nothing more than to prod at him, and he knew nothing. Janos’ family had come out of the middle ages with money to spare, but everyone at the compound worked. It was the Cruentus belief that people who worked in satisfying endeavors were happier. Years of doing nothing grated on the nerves, so why not work at something one loved? 

None of that mattered at the moment. He wished Behemoth, the head elder, would just get the meeting started. Janos wanted to get upstairs to his charge—he couldn't believe he hadn't gotten her name. Aside from saving her, the overwhelming sensation driving through his blood was desire. He wanted to strip away that ugly brown wig and see what she hid beneath. He needed to stare into her wide green eyes as he sank into her body and her legs wrapped around his hips. Her pretty pink lips would part, and she'd cry out his name while lifting her hips to him, an offering to his Dragon—

He sighed and tapped a pen on the pad of paper in front of him. He couldn't have her. She wasn't his. 

Levi, elder of the Ghenton clan from here in New York, leaned back in his chair and tipped toward Janos. “Another fine day in the neighborhood, I see,” he said from the corner of his mouth. 

Janos rolled his eyes. “Yeah. I really need to get back upstairs." 

“I heard what happened. News travels fast. Explains why all the Elvish and Djinn have flooded New York.” 

“I don't get why they're so hot after her. Why not send one assassin, maybe two? Why an army? I know they failed before—” 

"They failed before?” Levi repeated, and Janos felt his scales lifting at the tone of awe in the man's voice. No one touched her. No one. 

Oh crap. He glanced down at his right arm and saw a light tracery of lines forming, still almost too faint to be seen. 

“It must be Scarlett Mills,” Levi continued, unaware of the cataclysm happening within Janos. “As far as I know, she's the only one to survive through an attack. She disappeared...” Levi trailed off as his gaze followed Janos’ stare. “She's yours.” 

Janos shook his head. “Can't be." 

“Dude, the marks don't lie.” 

"Like you know.” They usually saw eye to eye on matters, not surprising since they were closest in age. Though some bright monk had decided to use Levi's name, Leviathon, to describe an older Dragon mentioned in the bible, Levi was only about a hundred fifty years older than Janos. Though they were both about a millennium old, they hadn't grown stodgy like some of the other elders. And like him, Levi wasn't mated. 

Janos still felt ill-fitted to the task of elder—the youngest in history. Except for him and Levi, all of the elders were spawned during the BC era. Originally, there had been twenty-five families making up the council, but six had been exterminated—one by Roman gladiators, one by the crusades, and one by medieval and renaissance witch hunts. The rest had fallen prey to the Djinn and Elvish. 

They'd nearly decimated the Dragons’ numbers and had wiped the Dragon families of Shadowine, Thorusus and Bleddon from existence. 

Behemoth shuffled some papers in front of him into a pile and stuffed them into a folder. He thumped his fist on the table, and all activity and discussion ceased. Everyone slid their chairs into place at the table, sitting at attention. 

Standing, he scanned those gathered, the silence growing while everyone awaited his announcement. “As you know, and as young Janos experienced earlier today—" 

Janos grimaced at being called ‘Young Janos’ in front of the council. 

“—the Djinn and Elvish are growing to be a greater problem than ever. The last such instance, which was smaller than this, resulted in the witch hunts which took the Bleddon from us. Our enemies’ objective seems to be focused on one woman who is now under Janos’ protection. My operative in the inside reports that she survived when our enemy tried to eliminate her last time, and now they're more determined than ever to kill her.” 

It had always amazed Janos that Behemoth had managed to get someone on the inside of the Elvish forces. He suspected it was a half-blood who was both Elvish and Dragon, a rare mix. And the Elvish must be aware of the Dragon heritage. 

“Why are they going full out for her?” Harrod asked. “She's a mate, but she's just one woman who didn't even know of our existence.” He pinned Janos with a stare. “Until now.” 

Janos looked down at the arm that lay beside his notepad. The sepia filigreed design grew darker as his blood continued to react to Scarlett—Scarlett. His mate's name was Scarlett. He liked it and it fit so perfectly for his clan. The Cruentus Clan. The Blood Clan. 

His skin itched at the rapid change taking place beneath it. Normally, the mate marking didn't appear so quickly. He hadn't even sampled her blood ... His eyes closed as he realized. His shift. He'd shifted in front her. While he'd held her. His body in flux like that could draw in her essence without tasting her. 

Levi nudged him, and he looked up to find everyone staring at him. 

Behemoth cleared his throat. “Do you want to transfer her into the keeping of another Dragon? 

Most here have larger contingents than you do. You're only here with your wingscion, correct?" 

Rebellion roiled in Janos’ gut, confirming what he'd denied to now. “Yes, Jonah is my sole companion on this trip. And no, I will not transfer her.” He held up his arm. “She is my mate." 

A few mouths dropped open, and Behemoth nodded. “That explains why they're so intent on killing her. The mate of an elder. She's to be a powerful woman." 

“How do they know this? How did they know when they tried to kill her years ago, too.” 

"Seven,” Levi supplied. 

“So how did they know she's my mate?” 

"Magic,” Harrod grated, his tone implying Janos was an idiot. 

Levi chuckled. “Wish we could get us some of that. It would make things a lot easier. It's seriously unfair that they know our mates before we do." 

“I'm working on it,” Behemoth answered. “And Dr. Genjhury is developing a way to more easily detect Dragon's blood, which will lead us to our mates.” 

"How many centuries does a man need?” Harrod grumbled. 

Janos growled, his scales rustling beneath his skin at the affront to his scion. This meeting was pointless and only underlined what he already knew. “My brothers will be here in a few days, and we'll transport Scarlett to our compound. She'll be safer there until I can change her." 



Of course, she'd have to be convinced to change. He swallowed at the prospect. She might be feeling the same intense need he was, but she was an obstinate woman. Becoming a full Dragon mate was her decision. He couldn't force her, though the need between them would try to. It would grow until neither could stand it, no matter how many times he took her. And the way he felt, that could very well be tonight. He'd seen her desire and felt her tremble in his arms—before she'd seen him shift. She wanted him, too. 

"I'd suggest the rest of you leave, as well—as quickly as possible,” Behemoth advised. “They'll con-verge on this place like the plague as soon as they realize we're all here. My operative has been able to mask us, but that magic can only last for a few hours. Janos, you must move your woman, as well.” He handed each elder a sealed envelope. “Locations of mates,” he explained. “Having someone on the inside helps. Perhaps we can finally get one step ahead. I deemed it safest to deliver these directly into your hands rather than use electronic means or couriers. Both have a history of being intercepted, and we cannot afford that in these times. 

“The women listed should be matches to unmated Dragons within each of your clans. However, this is not perfect. Please use delicacy when transferring ill-fitted mates to another clan.” 

The thin envelope in Janos’ hand seemed to have the weight of lead. He folded it and slipped it into the pocket of his jeans. The fate of his clan could depend on the precious names within—and on his success with Scarlett. 

“Elder Aventech,” Behemoth said, and Janos looked up. “You are excused from the rest of the pro-ceedings. I will see that notes are delivered to you. I suspect...” he added with a knowing smile, 

“that sitting here will become quite unbearable relatively quickly.” 

Janos nodded and jerked to his feet aware his erection strained at his jeans for all to see. Hell, they were all men and most had already been through the mating period. They knew the waiting was already unbearable. He just hoped Scarlett wouldn't make him wait even more. 
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Chapter Three

Scarlett jumped when the room's door clicked then swung open. Janos stood framed in the doorway, and her middle gave a happy lurch, heat shafting through her like an infusion of warm brandy going straight to her pussy. 

"Janos,” she said, standing from where she'd sat at the end of the bed. 

Jonah met him just inside the door and placed a hand on Janos’ shoulder. The two men stared into one another's eyes, visibly connecting. Janos gave a nod and stepped back. He focused on Scarlett while Jonah moved behind him then went through a connecting door to an adjoining room. 

"Jonah explained things,” Janos said when they were alone. 

“Not that it makes things any clearer. So that thing you two just did there?” She waved a hand in the direction of the door. “What was that? Some weird Vulcan mind-meld?” 

“Wingscions can communicate telepathically and relay information quickly. Good thing, or I would have had to rip him apart. Your scent is all over him.” 

She rolled her eyes at the outright male possessiveness. “Give the testosterone a rest, buddy. I was trying to escape." 

He advanced on her, his dark eyes almost black with intent. “I know. And I doubt the testosterone will rest any time soon. I want you." 

Her tongue darted across her lips as the bed pressing to the back of her knees seemed to become the edge of a cliff. And she was about to fall. Her throat seemed to close as she was pushed into a morass of swirling desire she fought to control. She shook her head, unable to speak. Staving this off was like containing a tornado. It would sooner rip her apart. 

She struggled to breathe, each ragged intake lifting her chest like that of a frightened bird, and she guessed she should be frightened in the face of what he was and his powerful attraction to her. 

“No?” he said. “I see how your nipples press for freedom from your shirt. I can hear your blood rushing through you. I can smell your desire for me. I can feel your increased heat.” His tongue rested against the bottom of his top teeth for a moment, and he closed his eyes. He sighed. “Yes ... I can taste your need. You're wet. Very wet for me. All of my senses are flooded by you. I know you want me. All you need to do is say yes.” 

How fair was that? 

She crossed her arms over her chest and tucked her trembling fingers beneath the crooks of her elbows. “Explain to me how the mating works,” she said. “I know you think I'm a Dragon mate, and maybe I do have it in my blood, but I don't want to accidentally chain myself to a man I don't know." 

“You will be mine.” 

Her womb contracted, sending a fresh flow of arousal through her folds. “Not unless I choose to be,” she countered, though at the moment, her body was ready to scream ‘yes, take me'. 

Janos shoved his hands into his pockets, and she got the impression he did it to keep from reaching for her. “Mating,” he said slowly on a pained sigh. “It's a process. We need to have sex." 

“You and every other man between fifteen and ninety—” 

He growled. “No. We. You will not touch another. You're mine.” He pulled a hand from his pocket and drove it through his hair. It fisted in the back and he turned away as if thinking and keeping himself calm. “We will mate. We will have sex, and once I have made you pregnant, I will change you. Once I do, you will be safe. And forever mine." 

She wasn't so sure safe and his actually went together. Several other parts of his short explanation stuck out in her mind. “Pregnant?” she started with. 

“Once you've changed, you cannot get pregnant. Your body will be impervious. You must be pregnant first then you must be changed immediately afterward to protect you from our children as they grow inside you.” 

Okay ... so that gave new reasons for condoms use, though having his children seemed to arouse her further. Did he exude some sort of Dragon pheromone to drive her insane? “And the change?" 

“You've already had so much to take in.” 

“Tell me!” 

Janos regarded her with a look of resignation, and Scarlett knew she wasn't going to like what she heard. “Dragons aren't originally from this dimension, but this is the one most hospitable to us on a long-term basis. In our home dimension, a plant called the Salauret provided essential nutrients to us. It won't grow here." 

"And?” She had no idea what this had to do with mating, and his reticence about sharing worried her. 

“We must take blood to survive.” 

"Take blood?” Scarlett echoed, her voice rising slightly. She took a deep breath and swallowed back her reaction. She would not panic. 

“Yes. Once a month, though some partake more often with their willing feeders. It's very ... sexual. 

Much of the vampire lore stems from us, I'm afraid.” 



She skirted the bed, edging away from him. “You're Dragons ... and vampires?" 

“Just Dragons. There are no vampires. There are no victims. Only those willing to supply our blood. 

Now at least. We don't have bloodlust, except from time to time for our own mates, and our feeders live posh, pampered lives. You don't have to be afraid. I won't take your blood without your permission.” 

"What does this have to do with mating?” Despite her arousal, which hadn't abated with this new information, the thought of mating didn't hold a lot of appeal. Knowing what she did of vampire lore, she had a feeling she knew what was coming when he explained ‘change'. 

“To unite, we will stand before our people. I will take your blood then, when I've felt your heart begin to wane, you will take my blood and I will feed you until you regain strength. We will lose our-selves in one another and you will be filled with my Dragon blood. It will protect you from all enemies and nourish our children. And tie you to me for eternity.” 

"Uh huh...” This was what she got for her Dracula obsession when she was younger. She bowed her head and pressed a hand over her belly, wishing she could uncoil the unrelenting arousal twisting there. 

"It won't go away,” Janos said. 

She looked up and found him inches from her. His breath fanned her face as his mouth hovered above hers, waiting for her consent, needing her to say yes. A barely constrained wildness filled his eyes and promised once she conceded he'd give her a ride she'd never forget. 

“It's going to multiply until you're willing to let any man take you, just to soothe away the unbelievable need in you. But it won't be just any man. It will be me because as long as I breathe, no other male will touch you that way. No other man can calm you, my sweet mate. Just me. Only me. Always me.” 

“Janos...” 

"Let me help you. No promises. No commitments.” His hand pressed beneath her breasts and smoothed down to her belly. She knew he must feel the tremors there. Her want. 

"You have a condom?” she asked. 

His lips pressed together, his eyes sad. He shook his head. 

And she was pretty sure that, once they started, they would get carried away and fully consummate this ... thing ... between them. 

“I need to think.” 

“Don't think. You're destined for my arms.” 

“You don't even know my name.” 

“Doesn't matter. This is instinct. Downstairs at the council, they said you're Scarlett, the only mate to ever survive a Djinn and Elvish attack. Are you? Are you Scarlett?” 

“Yes.” 

“They know—the Elvish and the Djinn—that you will become the most powerful woman in my clan, the one with the ear of the elder. My left hand and stability.” 

“Not helping.” 

His hand moved from her belly to her hip then around to her lower back. He massaged the concave curve, one finger catching her belt loop. “You'd be safe. No more hiding." 

“That's blackmail.” 

“No, that's a promise.” His groin bumped against her, his cock hard behind his fly. “I want you safe.” 

Her teeth sank into her lower lip while his voice rumbled over her, pulverizing her defenses. Safe would be a relief. 

She waved a hand in front of her. “This isn't even me. You don't even know what you're getting." 

"Again, it doesn't matter. What I see is only one sixth of what's attracting me. And what I see is beautiful despite your attempts to make yourself appear otherwise.” His groin rubbed against her again, and he groaned, his eyes closing, the tip of his tongue going to the bottom of his front teeth again. 

Scarlett couldn't stop herself. She rose up on her toes and covered his mouth and touched her tongue to his. Immediate lightning shot through her, jolting to her limbs. Her arms circled his neck as they wildly kissed. She felt Janos yank away her wig then the cap that contained her hair. The tresses that matched her name cascaded around her shoulders, surrounding his forearms as he held her to him with one and cupped the back of her head with his other hand. 

That one small movement, that one kiss, unleashed a fury inside them, for she didn't doubt it engulfed Janos as well. His mouth was frantic over hers, his body taking control of them both. In a moment, her back was to the mattress and his body was between her thighs as they continued to stroke one another and touch everywhere they could despite the clothes separating them. Their tongues dueled, Janos’ quickly winning as he plundered her mouth, exploring the roof, her cheeks, teeth... 

She gasped as his hand found her breast, caressing the mound and shaping it to his hand. Her back arched, giving him more. Her pelvis rubbed his, his hard ridge stimulating her clit even through the material. He reached between them, pressing his fingers to the sensitive spot, pushing the damp fabric against her folds. 

“Open my pants,” she whispered. “I want to feel your fingers on me. Janos ... In me. I want them in me.” 

"Yes, mate,” he breathed, and the word didn't terrify her. It was as if his explanation, her dodging, had just been bringing them to this point, to her acceptance. 

She jerked slightly as he popped open the button on her jeans. The rasp of her zipper scrapped along her nerve endings, raising goose bumps of awareness. He shoved up her T-shirt to bare her slightly concave stomach, then pushed his hand over her skin and down to her tiny, red-lace panties. She moaned her acceptance into his mouth and lifted her hips in invitation. A shudder shot over her as his fingertips skated over her neat curly hair and into her folds. Her cry filled his mouth at the instant orgasm that shook her. Never before ... Oh, his touch felt so right, spreading her, exploring her slick flesh. 

She pulled her mouth free of him and pressed her forehead to his shoulder. “Janos, Janos...” she repeated. Her hips moved with the probe of his fingers, wanting more, wanting them to slide inside her needy channel. She parted her legs further, and the pull of the fabric forced his hand harder against her. 

Her palms tore at his tee, baring his back and flattening on his warm, smooth skin. They tangled in his shirt as she explored upward. She whimpered as he took his hand from her to rip off his shirt. 

Kneeling over her, he unfastened the top button of his jeans then snagged the tab and pulled down the zipper. 

Her breath caught as his cock sprang free, hard and wide and long and so ready for her. He shoved his pants as far down his slim hips as he could in his position. 

Driven by his nakedness, she yanked off her shirt then shimmied out of her pants. Breathing heavily and wearing only her matching panties and bra, she stared up at him as he straddled her legs. His hand went to his cock. He stroked it as he looked down at her. 



“You're so beautiful, Scarlett.” 

She shook her head. “You are." 

He grinned. “We'll be even more so together.” He leaned forward on his hands, keeping his body from hers. His lips brushed her ear. “Are you going to let me claim you, Scarlett? Can I come into those sweet folds and come in that sweet channel? Can I fill my hands with your hair and my mouth with your breasts while you writhe beneath me and scream out my name?" 

"Janos...” She wasn't sure. It had only been hours that she'd been in his care. Hours that she'd been afflicted by this overwhelming, cunt-dripping need. Hours that she'd known his name. Yet ... he promised her a lifetime of commitment and safety. She'd never thought she could be truly safe again. He could pluck her from the lion's mouth and take away her fear. 

He wanted her, needed her, just as much as she desired him. This scorching hot man-dragon ... He'd plunged her into a world she couldn't have imagined, though she'd been part of it for years. 

And safety... 

That kept coming back to her. Safety, safety, safety. 

“Yes. Yes, come inside me, Janos. I want to feel you. I need you to make love to me.” 

His pleasured growl shook her, and her hips rocked upward. His heavy balls brushed her barely covered pussy. With a snarl, he ripped away her thong then fell over her. Her bra was yanked down, and his mouth engulfed one peak with fiery heat. Kneeing her legs apart, he angled her hips with his hand then thrust inside her with one agile and deadly accurate stab of his cock. And Scarlett did indeed scream, and writhe, just as he'd whispered. 

Intense pleasure the like that she'd never envisioned seized her body, moving her like a woman crazed, an addict desperate for a fix. She clutched at his shoulders and hung on for dear life as his cock slammed into her over and over, his hips swiveling, driving, stretching her tight folds and barely giving them time to grow accustomed to him in their frenzy. 

Another scream echoed through the room as his sharp teeth scraped her areola, and then he suckled, drawing her deep into his mouth. Her legs wrapped his waist as she bucked against him, taking him as deep as she could. The muscles in her pussy clenched around him as she clung to him, barely touching the bed—then she wasn't. They were hovering. Staring over his human shoulders, she saw his Dragon wings had sprouted, and she and Janos flew two feet from the bed. His mouth lifted from her breast, and he smiled a satyr smile. A tiny trickle of blood ran from the corner of his mouth until his tongue darted out to catch it. 

“You're so sweet, mate...” 

She shook, her shoulders dropping to the mattress, as he held her hips and continued to pound into her. The shadow of his wings blocked out the overhead light, leaving his face in shadows and brushing her ankles as they kept him airborne, but nothing mattered but the sensation electrifying her body. 

Release twirled upon itself as her stomach undulated, taking each drive. She clutched at the sheets, fruitlessly trying for an anchor in the steep spiral that dragged her into a cataclysm that darkened her vision as she cried his name and felt his scalding seed gush into her welcoming womb. 


* * * *

Janos hugged Scarlett close to him as he settled onto the bed beside her and drew the covers over their damp bodies. Their sex had startled him. He'd never drawn blood from a woman while he fucked her, and his wings had certainly never sprouted. 
He looked down at the arm wrapping up around Scarlett and laying over his other arm. The sepia design had come to full color now, twining around his limb from fingers to shoulder, a filigreed spi-



ral marking him as mated. Scarlett would soon have one to match. It showed them as taken and off-limits to all others. He was hers and she was his. 

He brushed aside her hair and kissed her neck. She moaned and turned in his arms, pushing her face to his chest as she revived. Her fingers trailed his back. 

"You were flying,” she murmured. 

“Yes.” 

“Next time, don't drop me.” 

“I didn't drop you. You let go. So ... you're planning a next time?” 

“After a ride like that? Definitely.” 

Janos nipped her shoulder, remembering the sweet taste of her blood. “Ride?” he teased. “So is that all I am to you? A piece of meat?" 

Scarlett laughed, drawing a hand along his biceps. “Mmm ... More like a muscle car. And I really like your stick shift." 

“Do you feel up to moving?” 

“Maybe in a century. Why?” 

Janos groaned. “I should have controlled myself better when I came up here. We need to leave and get to one of the shelters in the area." 

“I don't think either of us had any choice. I'm going to need clothes. I can't wear the ones I have with me all the way to your compound, wherever it is, unless it's nearby.” 

“It's in Colorado. In the mountains.” 

She nodded. She hugged him, apparently already feeling safer in his arms and just wanting to stay there in his embrace. 

“When I'm alone in New York, I prefer to stay in a hotel, but there's a clan who lives just north of the city. You can stay there and—” 

"You won't leave me alone?” she exclaimed, sitting up. The blanket fell to her waist, giving him a tantalizing view of her breasts and the mating mark starting to appear on her left arm. Would she have a fit? He wanted to trace the beautiful spiral with his fingers, lick a path up it, kiss it while he buried himself inside her. 

She glanced down at her arm when he stared too long, and her eyes went wide. “Janos ... what?" 

He lifted his arm to show her his. “It's the mating mark. The Dragon's blood creates it when two who are destined unite, though some say it's not the blood but ancient Dragon magic." 

As she became engrossed examining the design, he slid from the bed then found his pants and put them on. 

"It's actually kind of pretty,” she remarked. 

“It's beautiful on you.” 

Scarlett smiled. Going to her knees and letting the blanket fall completely away, she pulled him to her and kissed him. It didn't take much to get engrossed in her mouth. 

“Janos—oh, nice...” 

Turning to shield Scarlett, Janos glared over his shoulder at Jonah. “What? And don't tell me you couldn't talk to me mentally from the other room." 

“We need to get moving.” He bowed his head and added, “My elder.” 



Janos sighed. “You're right. Go. I'll meet you on the roof in a few minutes." 

"The roof?” Scarlett asked as Jonah left. Janos snapped her bra into place then retrieved her T-shirt from where it had been tossed. He pulled it over her head, and she automatically shoved her arms through the holes. 

“We'll fly to the New York compound.” 

"Fly?” She sat back on her heels, and Janos got a mouthwatering view of her pussy. They'd been in such a hurry earlier he hadn't gotten a good look. His cock stirred as already he wanted more of her. 

He jerked her pants from the floor and shoved them at her before he gave in to his hormones. 

“Geez,” Scarlett muttered. “Way to make a girl feel good.” 

"If you don't get dressed, I'm going to fuck you until you can't walk,” he replied. 

“That's better,” she laughed. From the corner of his eye, he saw her shimmy into her jeans. She slipped on her shoes then finger combed her hair. “Ready.” 

Janos yanked on his shirt and put on his own shoes. He picked up his bag and her purse. “Let's get a move on then." 

"Will I be safe around the other Dragons?” she asked as he checked the hallway then ushered her swiftly to the stairwell. Inside the doorway, he lifted her in his arms and as he ran up the two flights of stairs, the walls blurred. Jonah opened the door for them at the top. 

"Elvish are on their way,” he said grimly and jerked his head south. A bank of roiling clouds bil-lowed toward the hotel, continuous lightning illuminating them. 

Janos shoved his bag at Jonah. “Fly now! I don't want to get hit by a thunderbolt or caught in a tornado while I'm carrying Scarlett." 

He stepped toward her, his scales flashing quickly over his body. “Relax,” he told Scarlett as he lifted her into his arms, realizing that his voice would sound odd to her. She nodded and reached for him, a small smile showing she wasn't scared as she'd been earlier. 

"Just don't drop me,” she said. 

“Never.” 

Leaving Jonah to shift in private, he took off as gale winds slammed into the hotel, and thunder echoed around them. 
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Chapter Four

"You dare come here dressed like that?” the elder of the New York clan thundered as the trio landed in the courtyard. While they'd flown, Janos had explained that each Dragon residence was protected against the Djinn and Elvish by a combination of Dragon magic and natural magnetic force fields. 

When these combined, the homes were impenetrable by anyone uninvited or without Dragon blood. 

They could rest easy that she'd be completely safe here. 

Janos had pointed out the man glowering at them as the clan's elder just before they'd landed. The man stood with his arms crossed over his chest and his leather-encased legs spread. He wore no other clothing. A gold band surrounded his right upper arm. A bevy of blonde women in toga-style dresses surrounded him. 

Scarlett edged closer to Janos. She didn't relish being toasted by a Dragon on a rampage. Janos never had answered whether or not she'd be safe. 

Janos slipped an arm around her waist. “Cut it out, Levi. She's got enough stress without you teas-



ing her.” Janos led her toward the compound's entrance. 

Levi and Jonah fell in step with them, Levi holding open the door when they reached the building. 

"Did you have a safe trip back?” Janos asked the other elder. 

Levi nodded. “Damn Elvish called out a flock of crows on me.” He turned to Scarlett. “Ms. Mills, my nephew, Sandor, would love your autograph before you leave here tomorrow. He's a big fan." 

Scarlett smiled. “My pleasure. It's the least I can do for you giving us shelter." 

Janos stared at them. 

Levi laughed. “You're not seriously going to tell me you don't know who Scarlett Mills is." 

"My mate,” Janos growled. 

Levi laughed. “And probably one of the most well-known pop stars in the world even with her going into hiding seven years ago.” He shook his head. “Oh, this is one for the record books—" 

“Can you just show us to a room? Then you can get back to your harem.” 

Levi leaned close to Scarlett. “He really does have a sense of humor." 

Janos pulled her away. “Room?” he prompted. 

“I've heard the newly mated can be like this. Jonah, old man, you'll come play with me after we have them settled? I have playmates to spare.” 

"Definitely,” Jonah replied. 

“Do your playmates have any clothes to spare?” Janos asked. He eyed a toga. “Real clothes. Scarlett could use something to wear tomorrow.” 

Levi nodded. 

While the men talked, Scarlett's gaze flittered around the building they'd entered. The great doors they'd come through opened into an opulent entryway the size of a three-storey-high gymnasium. A flight of steps led to a sunken floor. Once they reached it, she discovered a dozen passageways going in various directions, all apparently underground. 

"Most of the compound is subterraneous,” Levi explained as she looked around. Across the room, a group of teen boys gawked at her with wide eyes. She gave them a friendly smile and a small wave, and a burst of excitement seemed to erupt over them as they chattered wildly to one another. 

Janos growled, and they scattered. Scarlett turned to him and smacked him on the arm. “Do have any idea how long it's been since I could interact with fans? Fans! I like them.” She turned to Levi. 

“Do you have two rooms?" 

He looked at Janos. 

"Don't you dare,” Janos told him. 

“Sorry, sweetie. Looks like we're fresh outta spares.” 

"That's the most sexist crap,” she sputtered. 

Jonah moved to her side, opposite Janos. He leaned toward her. “It's kind of a patriarchal society comprised of multiple dictatorships around here. You're mated with one of the most powerful elders. 

He's young, but what he says goes." 

"Great,” she muttered. She'd been so impetuous, being ruled by her body and jumping at the promise of safety. She hadn't considered what this entailed. She couldn't become a cloistered, sub-missive little wife like Levi's women. That would be trading one prison for another. At least when she was in hiding, she was mostly free to do what she wanted as long as she was disguised. 



“Jonah, you're not helping,” Janos snapped. “Scarlett, baby, I can feel you jumping to conclusions that aren't right. Give me a chance, okay. We'll get through this.” He kissed her behind her ear. “I promise I'll try to stop growling at your fans. I'm proud of you. I just had no idea what you'd accomplished...” 

Damn it, why did his words have to create warm fuzzies inside her? Her body throbbed as it demanded she unite with him again. She'd been ignoring the slow burn, but Janos’ scent seemed to grow stronger and stronger, surrounding her with dark notes of pine and musk. Was he smelling how wet she was becoming? The fabric of her jeans rubbed unmercifully against her clit, reminding her of how his callused fingers had been. 

She sucked in a breath. This was dumb to let her hormones have so much power over her. Every time she was with him, she was tempting fate, daring it to make her pregnant with Janos’ children and force her to fully mate with him. No. She wanted to choose her own partner in life. Damn it, she wanted to be on stage again, too. With this ticking-time-bomb blood, it was merely a matter of time before one of the assassins finished her off. A no-win situation—a man she didn't choose or death. She frowned. Gee, tough one. 


* * * *

"I want to go see Athena tomorrow before we leave,” Scarlett told Janos as they snuggled together on the couch in the room Levi had given them to use. The ‘room’ turned out to be a suite much big-ger than Janos’ hotel accommodations. Once everyone had left them alone, Janos had sat on the couch in the sitting room and pulled Scarlett to sit beside him. 
She trailed her fingers over his thigh, her body humming with the same need that had driven her to act without reason earlier. They were both being civil and talking rather than falling on each other in bed. It was torturing her. She wanted Janos over her again, caressing her and roughly claiming her body. 

It was in complete opposition to her beliefs about women and their rights. 

Janos caught her hand. “It's too dangerous." 

“Athena is the only family I have left.” 

“You'll see her again. Once you're changed—” 

“But not before her wedding, the most important day of her life. It will be in public. At the church.” 

“No. I told you our enemies have no regard for the presence of others. They'd strike you down without a thought, even if there are thousands around you to see it happen. I won't put you in danger that way.” 

Scarlett sat up and turned to look at him, her body protesting the distance with a painful twinge through her womb. “It seems to me that's my decision." 

Janos faced her. “It ceased to be your decision when you came under my care. The fact you're my mate, the Velree of the Cruentus Clan's elder, cements that." 

She had a thought—or a hundred—about that crap, but she didn't share them. It was one thing to submit to him in bed, but it was quite another to hand over all her rights. He had another thing coming if he thought she'd stand by and let him take over her life. It was bad enough she'd been forced to hide and sacrifice so much of her career. 

"Velree? What's does that mean?” she asked, her voice sharp. She got up and stalked to the white marble fireplace across from them, her belly twingeing painfully again. Her back to him, she pressed a hand over the pain. No. She would not be ruled by her pussy. She was a thinking, reasoning human, and in this day and age, living by instinct was foolhardy. 

“Scarlett—” 



"Tell me!” She gripped the mantel beside a figurine of a woman and a dragon. Not wanting a reminder of her situation, she shifted her gaze to the inside of the fireplace. A coat of arms was carved into the back wall, another dragon featured in the design. She closed her eyes. Would she find dragons suddenly etched there, too? They seemed to be taking over her life, and she didn't like it at all. 

"It means mate, lover, consort ... wife,” Janos answered her as she struggled with her emotions. 

“I'm not those,” she said. “Don't call me that.” 

Silence filled the air between them, Janos’ measure to contain and suffocate her obstinacy, but instead, it stoked her anger. She bit back a moan as the agitation sent blood into the tissues of her pussy, further arousing her as they swelled with her constant and unwanted need. She bit her lip to draw her attention away. 

It didn't work, and frustrated tears burned her eyes. She blinked them back, refusing to cry. 

“You're overwrought,” he commented. “We should go to bed.” 

“I'm not a child, so don't treat me like a kid who's up past bedtime. I'm an adult, and I can make my own decisions.” 

Her words brought him to his feet and across the room to her. “Stop this. I know this is a difficult transition for you, but you will be my Velree in all ways. Even now you are mine.” He lifted her arm and matched his to it, showing how the two designs became one. “It is ordained." 

“No.” 

Dropping her arm, he pulled her against his chest. Immediately, her nipples peaked at the contact. A zing of arousal shot from the knotted tips to her creamy folds. Her womb tugged, and the wet evidence of her arousal filled her pussy, pushing her need higher with every movement. 

Still, when Janos tried to kiss her, Scarlett shied away. The fire thrumming through her veins meant nothing. She could so easily surrender to him again and appease the desire torturing both of them, but wouldn't that be akin to agreeing he was right? She was his to order about? This wasn't the middle ages. She had rights. 

Growling, Janos released her and swung away. He swore under his breath. She didn't understand the language, but she had no trouble deducing the words were curses. The tone and cadence made that perfectly clear. 

He locked the suite's door and pocketed the key. “I'm going to bed. Join me when you're ready to act like an adult, and hopefully tomorrow, we can start on a better foot,” he grated. “Don't worry, I won't force you to have sex with me. I might be a Dragon, but I'm not an animal." 

Not sparing her so much as a final glare, he went through the double doors to the bedroom, shutting them with far more grace than she would have. No doubt, he wished he was with Levi and Jonah and the bevy of women Levi had promised. She'd kill him if he even thought about it. 

There lay the infuriating crux of the matter. She wanted him. Platonically, sexually. It pleased her to think of standing by his side—by his side, not behind him. Not under his thumb. 

Confused, frustrated, still angry, she sank down on the hearth and rested her arms on her knees. The design on her arm seemed to glow like a beacon in her peripheral vision. Yeah, yeah, yeah, she thought. I'm his mate whether I like it or not. But he needed to know she wouldn't docilely roll with whatever he decreed, even if his dominant behavior turned her on a little. Okay, a lot. 

Damn it. 

Sliding off the marble hearth, she curled into a ball on the plush carpet and stared up at the coat of arms at the back of the fireplace. One arm curled over her breasts while the other reached down between her thighs, covering her vulnerable spots as she tried to convince herself she'd be fine in a little while. If she stayed strong, her body would stop this insistence to couple and she could get back to being herself. 


* * * *

Scarlett woke in bed with Janos leaning over her. 
"You were moaning,” he told her. 

"I need you,” she said, reaching for him. 

"Saints, Scarlett. I need you so much,” he gasped. He surged into her arms, claiming her mouth and slipping between her thighs. She bent her knees, opening her legs further for him and groaning when his cock pressed to her drenched folds. Obviously, he'd taken off her clothes when he'd brought her to bed. A niggling of her earlier anger whispered that she should be pissed, but she shoved it away. She wanted him right now. It was what she wanted. It was a side benefit that he wanted the same. They'd discuss logistics later when her body wasn't screaming for him. 

He grabbed her hips then paused, staring down at her. His lips parted slightly as he sucked in breaths. For the first time, she glimpsed vulnerability in him. It clutched at her heart and filled her with guilt over what she'd done and what she planned to do. 

His fingers tightened. “Please tell me you're awake and you know what you're doing." 

Oh God. 

She squirmed from his grasp, coming to her knees in front of him. Her hands framed his face, her thumbs tracing his bottom lip. “I'm awake, and I know what we're going to do. I want to. I meant it ... I need you." 

Leaning into him, she covered his mouth with hers and kissed him as tenderly as she could with lust screaming through her. They ate at each other's mouths, tasting, drinking in the unity of their destinies. She caught his lower lip between her teeth. Slowly, she released him as fire blazed in his eyes. Her mouth trailed over his jaw to his ear. 

"And I want you to take me really hard.” She smiled at the resulting growl low in his throat. Her trail continued to his shoulder where she nipped at the tendon connecting to his neck. His flesh was so hot beneath her tongue, and she wanted him even hotter. Her body undulated into his as she tasted him. 

"You like pulling the tiger's tail, don't you, baby?” he said. 

Reaching between them, she grasped his cock and slid her palm along his thick length. “Mmm ... I thought I was pulling the dragon's tail. Am I in the wrong bed?" 

She ended up on her back with that. 

"You want the dragon?” he grated. 

“I want you.” 

"Turn over. And on your knees.” He helped her turn then yanked up her hips and shoved her shoulders back down. Illicit shivers raked over Scarlett as she gripped the edge of the mattress. She groaned as Janos planted the head of his cock against her slippery folds. 

“You're so wet, baby,” he said. “You like the fighting?” 

“Been like this all day” she panted. “Every minute with you makes me more and more aroused until it's almost painful.” 

“It's our bodies demanding we mate and I change you,” he told her. “It won't stop until then. It's nature's way of ensuring the race continues.” He reached beneath her and rubbed her flat belly. “I can make you feel better.” 

His hand moved lower, slipping along her pussy and pushing inside to flick over her clit. She gasped, her fingers and toes curling. “You're making it worse. Just ... just fuck me, Janos!" 

“Mmm ... I like when you talk like that.” 

He dragged his lips along her spine, settling them against her lower back. His hands shifted to frame the tattoo there—a set of stylized black wings that spanned the width of that area. “You have wings, too,” he murmured. “Let's see if we can make them move." 

She gasped as his cock surged forward, lodging deep inside her. His balls slapped against her clit. 

"More,” she begged. Her forehead pressed to the mattress as she shuddered at how well he filled her. Her womb contracted, trying to pull him deeper, and she canted her hips toward him. He remained still, his fingers tight on her waist to hold her in place. Did he know the cataclysm wailing through her? Was this punishment for the fight? Did he plan to make her suffer? 

"Janos, damn it!” she swore. 

He chuckled. “It's so good the way your body clasps me. You feel so damn perfect. Your sweet cream flowing over my cock.” Slowly, he started an easy pistoning. “The way I can slide in you, so tight but so welcoming. Made for my cock, my Velree." 

Velree ... His. Mate. Future. No matter how she protested, their futures were entwined more tightly than their bodies were now. 

"Yes,” she whispered into the bed. Being held immobile by him while he had his way notched up her arousal to a roiling boil. With each drive, he rocked her body and her tight breasts swayed against the sheets. Sizzling reaction shot to her flooded pussy with each scrape. 

Faster and faster he moved, shoving deep inside. Janos was claiming her. Branding her as his. She'd have it no other way, but she'd always fight to be his equal, not just his mated sex slave—though right now, with his cock making purposeful digs into her g-spot, she'd be whatever he wanted her to be. 

Tomorrow was soon enough for a fight. 

Her back arched as she tried to relieve some of the tension balling up in her groin. Her breasts pressed to the mattress, and small tremors started in her channel, growing stronger and wider with the promise of release. She hovered on the edge of fulfillment, her body pausing, reaching, almost finding the euphoric oblivion held just beyond her grasp... 

Janos stiffened behind her, his hips shoving hard into her. His fingers bit into her as he groaned, and she soared over the edge. She was barely aware of his hot cum filling her as she screamed his name or that as her orgasm dragged her into mindless pleasure, Janos leaned over her and dug his teeth into her shoulder. She sank into the bed. His welcome weight blanketed her and as she tumbled back into sleep, she hoped for night after night of the same pleasure. 
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Chapter Five

Janos still slept deeply as Scarlett moved about the room, dressed and ready for escape. Temporary escape. She was not leaving without seeing Athena. Regardless of what Janos said, this could be the last time Scarlett saw her, and as dangerous as it might be, she was going. 

While she left the shower running in the other room, somewhat masking her actions, she edged the key out of Janos’ pants pocket. She paused, looking at him. Her body instantly reacted, and she steeled herself against climbing back in bed with him. He seemed dead to the world now, but she was sure she could easily wake him. Her teeth sank into her bottom lip. No. She had to see Athena. 

There would be time for Janos later. 

She grabbed his black hoodie from the top of his bag and slipped it on. His fresh, masculine scent enveloped her. She inhaled, drawing it into her like an elixir of strength. Truthfully, she was more concerned about escaping Levi's compound than she was of being outside. She'd successfully hidden for seven years. She could manage a few hours. The danger would be in returning here. Janos wouldn't take this well, and she didn't suppose she'd be back before he woke. 

Mindful not to jostle anything, she picked up her purse then crept to the door of the suite and let herself out. Carefully, she shut the door, turning the knob so the latch wouldn't click loudly into place. She let out the breath she'd held. Part one accomplished. 

No one was about as she hurried down the hallway, braiding her hair as she went. From the vampire lore she knew and the Dragon information Jonah had given her, she suspected this was when all good Dragons slumbered—just as she should be since Janos had kept her up most of the night and she'd only slept for short bits at a time. It would work to her advantage. 

From the shadows of the passage, she surveyed the cavernous entry hall. It, too, was deserted. The lack of people unsettled her even as it thrilled her. She almost expected a security contingent—or worse, Janos—to come thundering at her. Gritting her teeth against that fear, she scurried to the front door. She hoped that the magic Janos had mentioned was sufficient for the Dragons and they hadn't invested in a complicated lock or alarm system. 

She paused for a moment and removed the small note she'd written from her pocket. After setting it on the table, she pulled up her hood and tried the door. It opened easily, without myriad alarms wailing her escape, and with a grateful sigh, Scarlett stepped outside. Part two accomplished. Now to find a way to Athena. 


* * * *

Something was wrong. 
Janos jerked awake from a nightmare and realized he was being shaken. 

"Man, she really wore you out. I've never seen you sleep so deeply,” Jonah said, his grave counte-nance belying the lightness of his words. 

Janos sat up, horror clutching his middle with jagged claws. “Where's Scarlett?" 

“Don't panic. Levi was already sending people to look for her when I came to get you. She snuck out of the compound two hours ago.” 

“Are you certain she's left? It's a big place. Surely, she wouldn't leave the safety of...” 

His words trailed off as Jonah's look told him not to be an idiot. As he leapt from bed, Janos acknowledged he was grasping at straws. Every fiber of his being spoke of her absence. He felt it in his raging desire and the hollow throb in his middle. 

"When her note was found, Levi checked the cameras,” Jonah told him. 

“Note?” 

“The autograph she promised Sandor.” 

She'd ... left an autograph ... and ... nothing for her mate? Anger sliced through Janos to twine with his growing horror. How dare she risk herself and their future like this? The future of their children. 

The future of the clan. And for what? A foolhardy visit with her cousin? He had no doubt that was where she'd headed. 

He yanked on his clothes with such force the seams audibly protested. He'd be a laughingstock. A Dragon joke. He might just paddle her when he got his hands on her little bottom again. Despite his worry, Levi and the man still with him appeared grim when he tore into the courtyard a few moments later. 

“You have a strong-willed woman,” Levi commented as they shifted for flight. “The marking and the mating drive should have worn her out. Her strength will serve her well as the mate of an elder.” 

"If I don't kill her,” Janos muttered. He pushed away the terror that their enemies would get to her first and he'd find pieces of her if he found anything at all. He had no time for fear. 

"Do you have any idea where she's gone?” Jonah asked. Since it was broad daylight, this needed to be a pinpoint and strike mission, or they'd terrorize the people of New York. While pandemonium could momentarily serve them, the Ghenton and Cruentus Clans would no longer need to worry about extinction. The council would see them exterminated for exposing the Dragons to the world. 

“She wanted to see her cousin before leaving. She mentioned a church, but she could be at her cousin's apartment.” 

“Well, at least we know the needle is still in the haystack. My scion, Riordan,” Levi indicated the red and black Dragon beside him, “is one of the few who has old magic. His sight can guide us.” 

“She was heading uptown. We were at the Madison Square stop when I forced her off the subway. 

The Djinni attacked us near Thirty-fourth street and Fifth avenue.” 

Riordan nodded, knelt then rapidly drew in the dirt with his clawed finger. The design quickly took on the shape of the city, and he sectioned it into a search grid then allowed his hand to hover over it. 

Janos paced, wanting Riordan to hurry so they could start now. Jonah placed a hand on Janos’ 

shoulder. 

Calm down. We can't rush him. 

I know. I'm just—Jonah if anything happens to her ... Janos gut clenched in protest to his thought. 

Scarlett had to be safe. Though he'd been with her less than a day, their souls had united so completely it would kill him if his enemies cut her down—not because of some magical link, but because he knew he couldn't exist without her, his true mate. His spirit would wither and die because her light would have been taken from him. 

She'll be fine. She's obviously resourceful and we'll find her in time. Then we'll take your Velree home where you can lock her away until you change her. Not that I think that will go over well with her. 

Janos heard Jonah chuckle in his head. 

I think you're gonna have your hands full, Jonah continued. 

Janos smiled at that. Yeah... 

“She's in this area,” Riordan said. He'd circled an area in east upper Manhattan. “It's only a few blocks. I'll guide us to the area then we can split up and search using our senses.” 


* * * *

Exhausted from the trip into the city, Scarlett slipped into the dim narthex of the church where Athena's wedding would be later in the week. According to the itinerary Athena had emailed before Scarlett's trip, she was working on final decorating details. 
Scarlett opened the hoodie and let the fresh air cool her now that she didn't have to hide. She'd been fortunate to find a tour bus heading into the city a half mile or so from the compound. The driver had taken pity on her when she'd given a sob story about her boyfriend deserting her. Of course, the two hundreds she'd flashed him might have softened his heart. She didn't care. She'd gotten a cushy ride into town without having to find a cab that might or might not have taken the fare. 

Across from her, two closed double doors led to the sanctuary. Through a small window in one door, she saw Athena flitting around. A man Scarlett assumed was Athena's fiancé sat on the carpeted steps leading up to the altar and leaned indolently back on his elbows. His lids had drooped to half-mast, and he didn't bother to follow Athena's back and forth movement. 



He sighed and looked at his watch. Poor guy. Scarlett wondered how many times Athena had been at this. Scarlett knew from emails that her cousin had been militant about including Tyler, her fiancé, in everything. Scarlett had a feeling—looking at him as he lounged there in his black suit—that he would have preferred to leave all the details to his beloved. 

Scarlett slipped inside and walked toward them. 

"I'm thinking we can have the bows of flowers draping back to here...” Athena said, pressing her tongue to her top lip as she stopped to think. 

“Theenie, I have a feeling Tyler couldn't care less where you put the flowers.” 

“Scarlett!” Athena yelled, running to meet her halfway down the aisle. “I didn't think I'd see you.” 

"I made a way.” Over Athena's shoulder, Scarlett saw Tyler's head snap toward her. He sat up slowly then came to his feet. 

“It's about fucking time,” he rasped. “Truly, I couldn't give a rat's ass for the arrangements, and it pisses me off that innocent flowers will be murdered for this god-awful affair.” 

His hands started to glow. 

"Oh shit...” Scarlett whispered. Grabbing Athena, she dove between the pews several rows back as the front pew splintered. Frantically, she started commando crawling toward the back of the church. 

Refusing to let go of her cousin's hand, she dragged her along, thankful there were no kneelers to impede their progress. 

"What the hell?” Athena exclaimed. 

"Just shut up and come on,” Scarlett hissed. 

“Yes, listen to your little cousin,” Tyler said from the front of the church. “She's the only reason you're still alive.” 

Athena's breath caught, and Scarlett yanked her hand to urge her back into motion. “Don't cry,” she grated. “Not now. Save it." 

“What?” Tyler taunted. “You thought I really loved you? I was supposed to kill you like all the others of your blood. I only let you live so I could get to her.” 

Athena ripped her hand free of Scarlett's. “You bastard,” she screeched as she stood. Scarlett yanked her back down just before a ball of blue light rocketed over them and blew a hole in the rear wall of the sanctuary. 

“Come on,” Scarlett urged. “Keep your head together so we can get out of here alive.” 

“Oh, you're not getting out of here,” Tyler returned, his hearing apparently extraordinary. “I'm going to turn you both to electrified goo and go home a hero.” 

A series of explosions split the air, and Scarlett looked back to see pew after pew exploding in the center to make a path. Tyler walked toward them as if nothing impeded him—and he was moving far faster than they were. 

Panic rose in Scarlett's stomach, choking her as red hot prickles raced up her spine. She couldn't die. 

She couldn't leave Janos alone like that. She'd been so stupid. 

Doubling her speed, she dragged Athena with her toward the back of the church. She deduced from Tyler's diatribe that her cousin was a Dragon's mate as well. No doubt Tyler would have killed Athena on their wedding night had Scarlett not arrived. There was no way she was letting him kill her cousin. 

As they cleared the last pew, it splintered, but rather than falling, the wood pieces took to the air like a swarm of wooden daggers. They hurtled at the women as they huddled against the wall trying to get to the doors. 



Just as Scarlett readied for impact, rubble cascaded onto them and the room shook with the impact of feet to the floor. Through heavily scaled bodies, Scarlett saw Janos and Jonah hold up their hands and stop the progress of the splinters. A blast of fire turned them ash. 

"Scarlett, get her out of here,” Janos said as he and Jonah advanced on the Djinni. 

The doors exploded inward. Scarlett dragged Athena the other direction to a side door, as a tall, willowy woman stepped through the rubble. With a circular motion, she lifted the door's remains into a whirlwind and, with a flick, sent it screaming toward Scarlett and Athena like a freight train. The two women dove into the side aisle. 

Looking over her shoulder, Scarlett saw Jonah and Janos back to back, breathing fire and staving off their enemies’ attacks with magical force she hadn't known they possessed. 

As if sharing the same brain, their movements mirrored one another. Together, they jumped and their landing sent a shockwave rippling across the floor. 

Scarlett hugged her body against Athena's as the surge sent them slamming into a marble wall. 

Woozily, she saw it knocked Tyler and his comrade off their feet as well. The Dragons separated and advanced on the pair as they struggled upright, but Tyler and the woman couldn't move fast enough. Both Dragons shoved their hands in front of themselves and roared, pushing them wide. 

The enemies screamed, but the sound was cut to a mere echo as their extremities pulled from their bodies and thudded to the floor. 

Following suit, Scarlett thudded as well ... in one piece. 


* * * *

Scarlett woke with a scream, and Janos tightened his arms around her, sure she'd struggle until she realized where she was—in his arms, flying above the clouds. 
“Hush, love. You're safe. I have you.” 

"Thank God,” she whispered without fighting. She wrapped her arms as far around him as she could and pressed her cheek to his chest. He could barely feel it through his armor. But it warmed him none the less. 

He nuzzled her hair with his chin, so thankful she was alive and unharmed. His heart had nearly stopped when he'd heard the explosions in the church. He and Jonah had broken through the roof, both fearing they'd be avenging Scarlett rather than saving her. But his brave Velree had held her own against an impossible foe. 

"You killed them,” she murmured after a moment. 

"We are at war,” he replied simply. 

“Is Athena okay? She wasn't moving after she was slammed into the wall.” 

“Yes. Jonah has her. She's a Dragon mate and under our protection.” 

“But we're not related by blood,” Scarlett protested. “How is that possible?” 

“The marker runs through many, of the same blood or not. We are fortunate that you're so obstinate or we would never have found her—not in time. Do not do that again.” 

“I won't. I just had to see her...” 

He sighed. This case was a no-win argument. She'd disobeyed, but if she hadn't, some Dragon would have lost his mate. “I know, Velree. Your punishment will be lighter for that." 

“Punishment?” 

“You disobeyed your elder. You purposefully sought to undermine my authority.” 

She made a disgusted sound and withdrew her arms from around him. Turning slightly in his em-



brace, she stared at the clouds they passed rather than facing him. “You were being unreasonable." 

“Says the mate who was almost killed. Again.” He nudged her shoulder playfully with his chin though a part of him still raged from the terror of her near death. “This would be three times. How many will it take?” 

“I think I'm done. Can you maybe get me pregnant and change me so I can get on with life? I'll be a good mom, and I'll try to do that Velree thing, but I'd like to get back to my career, too. At least, for a while.” 

But she wouldn't love him or care for him. It didn't escape him that she'd left that out. Lust was one thing. Affection was another. “We'll see,” he said. “I'm all for the first part, but I don't want you away from me. I can promise you a pampered life—" 

“I'm not proposing to be away. I'm suggesting occasional appearances, recording records, that sort of thing. Doing a tour certainly isn't on my agenda. Besides, I seem to want you every minute.” 

“It will lessen. Some.” 

“I don't think it will be enough for me to want to be away from you. Unless, well, you didn't raise a glamour or something to make me need you, did you?” 

He laughed. “No." 

“Didn't think so. Janos, you're the kind of guy whose picture woman put on their walls. And when you get all growly...” She sighed. “You're still not going to tell me what to do all the time. Even if you turn me on. And stop distracting me from being pissed at you.” 

“Beg your pardon, Velree. Are you ready to meet my clan? We're almost to my compound.” 

“I suppose.” She turned toward him and hugged him again. “I like the sound of your wings. They're hypnotic.” 

Janos had never thought of the whooshing noise that way. It was just part of his being. But it de-lighted him that Scarlett found it pleasing. 

“I'll take you flying again.” 

“Will I get wings?” 

“No.” His hand slid down her back. “I'm afraid this enticing pair here is the only set you'll ever have.” 

“Bummer.” 

"You'll get armor. Same color as mine. Eventually.” And he couldn't wait to see her in it. A warm buzz cruised through his body, and he knew he'd be fully aroused when he shifted back to human. 

He needed Scarlett badly. He needed to reaffirm she was okay, safe with him where the enemy couldn't touch her. 

“Does it hurt?” 

He almost said yes. He was that aroused, but he realized she was asking about the shift. “In some ways, it's a relief. We need to change from time to time and let out our scales. If we don't, we won't be able to shift when we need to and we'll sink into an existence of anguish where we pray daily for our bodies to let us shift. It's like a sickness coming to the surface. Eventually, the shift will happen, but our bodies punish us if we don't do it willingly." 

“But does shifting hurt?” 

“There's pressure. The change is too quick for pain, and the healing of the restructured bones is instant.” 

“Mmm...” she replied, the sound high with fear. “Great.” 



“Hold on. We have to go down through the clouds. You might want to close your eyes and hold your breath.” 

Moments later, he landed in an enclosed courtyard beside a circular pool. 


* * * *

Scarlett let out her breath, looked around then gasped. The clouds were so close overhead she thought she could touch them. 
"How high are we?” she asked. 

"Halfway up our mountain. The clouds are low today, but usually, the skies are clearer. Welcome to the Cruentus Clan's home,” he said. 

“Thanks.” She looked at the pool and the jewel-toned, mosaic tiles that surrounded it and covered the walls of the enclosure. “This is pretty.” 

Before Janos could comment, Jonah landed beside him with a light thud. Immediately, he shoved Athena an arm's length from him and took a step back. “All she's done since waking is bitch out that fake fiancé of hers. Didn't even freak that she was being carried off to God knew where by a Dragon." 

“And to think I let him pick out the flavor of the fucking cake.” Athena railed. “Carrot! He wanted carrot!” 

“Well, he is part Elvish,” Jonah returned. “Or he wouldn't have been able to control the wood.” 

“I don't care if he was half-woodchuck! He ruined my wedding!” 

“Hey, Bridezilla, the groom wanted to kill you. Could we stop at that and move on?” Jonah retorted. 

“I'm noticing that you're not too broken up over his death or that he tried to off you. Yeah, that's real love, baby.” 

“Fuck off. Scarlett, how do I get out of here?” She glared at Jonah. “Or at very least, away from him.” 

Both Jonah and Janos shifted back to their human forms, and Scarlett moved to her mate's side, thankful to be able to really hold him while she watched the unfolding drama between Jonah and Athena. She considered intervening to save Athena, but her cousin seemed to be holding her own just fine, and truthfully, Scarlett wasn't so sure Athena wouldn't turn her tirade on Scarlett since she'd brought about these events—at least that's how it appeared. 

Athena stepped back. “Oh ... you're a man. You're both ... men,” she said, blinking at Jonah in shock, no doubt stunned as much by his dark good looks as by his change. Scarlett thought Jonah dimmed beside Janos, but he was still a pretty hot guy. 

"Yes, and you are apparently half shrew. Janos, I'm going to my rooms. Where do you want me to drop her?” he grated as Athena sputtered. 

“You don't have a feeder right now. Install her in your blood-letter's quarters.” 

“Oh, hell, no!” 

“By order of your elder.” 

Jonah scrubbed a hand over his face. “Janos, no,” he pleaded. “You can't pull rank on me like that. 

I'm your scion." 

“Do it.” 

“Yes. My. Elder.” Jonah swore under his breath in that same language Janos had used last night, then grabbed Athena's arm. “C'mon. I'll set you up in your rooms then find someone to deal with you.” 



"What's a blood-letter?” Athena screeched. 

With jaw set, Jonah pulled her from the courtyard, her protests coming long and loud behind them until Scarlett heard an inner door slam. She looked up at Janos. “I should go explain things to her. I doubt Jonah will be as gentle with her as he was with me." 

“I've instructed him to be kind. Her induction to the Dragon community will determine the success of her induction to our clan.” 

“Your telepathic connection ... I forgot the two of you have that. Why did you send Athena off with him, by the way? To Jonah's rooms, I mean.” 

“Didn't you see his arm?” 

“His arm?” 

Janos smiled and lifted his right arm, turning it to wave the spiraled mark before her. 

“Mates? No way. Oh man...” 

“Should be fun to watch.” 

“You're wicked,” she said when he grinned at his scion's predicament. “How long before Jonah figures it out?” 

“I expect we'll hear him roar. After the ribbing he gave me, turnabout's fair. I have better things in mind than my wingscion and your cousin.” 

She leaned close to him. “Like what? And if you say punishment, I swear I'll be sharing quarters with Athena, and both you and Jonah will be miserable." 

“We can't have that.” He lifted her into his arms. “How about if we start with the tour of your new home—our personal portion anyway? I'll show you the rest of the compound later, after we spend some time together.” 

She noticed he didn't rescind the threat of punishment, but she was sure he didn't intend that. The look in his eyes spoke of sex, sex, and more sex. 

"What's a blood-letter?” she asked before he could drag her into the whirlpool of lust once more. 

While she wasn't screaming her question like Athena had, the term troubled her enough she wanted answers before she forgot herself. Blood-letter filled her with all kinds of gory B-movie visions. 

While she felt relatively safe, could she live side-by-side with creatures who victimized other humans to survive? And would she be safe if she refused to be one of them? 

For the first time, a shaft of terror pierced through her. She quickly looked away to hide it from Janos, but there was no hiding her intake of breath or her tremble. 

“Hush,” Janos murmured, sensing her fear. He'd have to be stone not to notice her sudden unease. 

“A blood-letter is what you think, one who gives us blood, but they give it to us willingly without any sort of coercion. Most of them are Dragon mates who've yet to find their match.” 

"So if I hadn't been yours...” She trailed off as Janos’ arms tightened and a blood-curdling growl rumbled in his throat. And she knew. Any Dragon, any man, who dared touch her would be dead. 

Janos wouldn't tolerate infringement on what he considered his. 

She turned back to him and once more found lust boiling in his eyes. It filled her, eliminating the chill of her terror. His arms loosened as she shifted to face him. Her legs circled his hips and her arms went around his shoulders. His mouth covered hers, ferocious in his need. She was equally hungry. It had nothing to do with the mating urge. She just plain needed him. While he cupped her ass, she ground against his rigid erection, showing him wordlessly how much she needed him as she kissed him. 

As her head spun with the passion clouding her thoughts, one desire filled her mind above all oth-



ers. As she moved against Janos, her pussy ever dampening with her frenzy, she pulled her mouth from his. She stared into his glazed eyes, captured by his flushed cheeks and swollen lips. 

“Feed from me,” she whispered, keeping her gaze on his so he'd know there was no fear in her. 

Even as she said the words, her pussy clenched. Oh, yes, she wanted him to take of her. She undulated again against his cock. “Please...” 

Her shirt ripped as he pulled the neckline aside, but it didn't scare her. She tipped back her head, waiting to feel the sting of his teeth. When it came, she gasped, her eyes closing with myriad colors swirling through her. Her back hit the floor hard, Janos over her as he drew from the vein throbbing low in her neck. The sound of rending fabric barely pierced her delirium. 

His cock stabbed deep inside her with a suddenness that tore a scream of pleasure from her lips. 

Wildly, Scarlett thrust against him, unable to do anything else within the maelstrom of sensations ripping through her as strong as any hurricane's force. She clawed at Janos as she fought for an anchor that wouldn't be found. He was the storm wildly pummeling her body and turning her to flot-sam on the waves, unable to control where the surges took her. 

As she twisted on the screams torn from her, she hit the calm. She collapsed to the hard rock floor and stared up at Janos as he pulled away from her neck. For the first time, she saw the razor-sharp canine teeth protruding from both his top and bottom gums. Their hips continued to rock together, more gently then before, but Scarlett felt the urgency rebuilding within them. This moment wouldn't last. 

She reached up and ran her thumb over his lip, drawing the droplet of blood on to her skin. His tongue darted out and lapped it away then flicked over the pad again before she slid it down. It caught on his lip, pulling at it and exposing his teeth. Janos didn't move to hide them as she stared transfixed. 

All the while, his hips continued a slow grind into her that she mindlessly mimicked. Her pussy liq-uefied around him, bathing her folds and his cock with the warm honey that engulfed them both in even more pleasure. Just looking at him, knowing he was a Dragon, built incredible, twisting tension in her belly. The arousal stunned her yet drove her to accept his possession, to give herself fully to him. And she knew she would. 

Her teeth sank into her bottom lip as she touched one of his incisors. She cried out as the sharp edge sank into her finger. He pulled back, apology in his eyes. It shuttered away as his lust replaced it and his lips closed around her fingertip. 

The calm was over and jagged shards of ecstasy pulled her body into an arc beneath him. They clung to each other as they crashed together, his cock lodging deep inside her while a haze filled her vision. Her ankles crossed behind the small of his back as she rode him until her body convulsed and she fell limply into the cradle of his arms. His mouth buried against her neck, and his deep, body-shuddering groan rocked her as his cum filled her eager body. 
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Chapter Six

In the aftermath, they clung to each other, bathed in sweat and panting for breath. “Well...” Scarlett gasped. 

“Well,” he replied. He traced invisible designs on her shoulder as he gazed down at her. “Frenzied, huh? The bite contains an aphrodisiac. It fills your blood as I take it in. It fills you as I drink.” He kissed her gently. “It sends us out of control.” 

She pressed her head into the curve of his neck. “I liked it." 

“You understand why our blood-letters are content to stay with us. Feeding can be quite ... sexual.” 



A stab of jealousy rifled through Scarlett and she scowled. “You have one?" 

Janos shook his head. “No." 

“How do you feed, then?” 

“I find it easy to find those willing to open a vein for the elder of the clan. If I don't bite, there is no reaction—not like we experienced today. And now that I have you, it won't be necessary for me to seek out a feeder. Our bloods are perfect complements to one another. You will sustain me as I will sustain you.” 

A new tingle of arousal danced in Scarlett's middle, hailing the start of another round of need. Purposely, she derailed her instincts before she tilted her head and bade him to take another taste of her. 

“I don't suppose you have clothes here anywhere, do you?” she asked, diverting the subject. “At very least, a T-shirt I can borrow. Mine seems to have become rags." 

He chuckled. “I suspect there's something around here for you to wear. Closets’ worth, in fact. 

Okay, on your feet, woman,” he groaned as he stood then reached for her hand. He pulled her to her feet. Her knees immediately buckled and he pressed her to his chest. “We'll wash, find you clothes, then I'll give you the grand tour of the compound." 

She looked around. What she could see of the compound was set back against the mountain face and sprawled a distance in either direction. It was large, perhaps ‘mansion’ sized, but she couldn't imagine it housing a whole clan. Perhaps Janos had a small clan. “It looks ... big,” she conceded. 

Janos’ chuckle became a full laugh. “Diplomatic. Have you ever heard the term ‘tip of the iceberg'?" 

“Of course.” 

He waved a hand at the house. “This is the tip of the iceberg. Our home is carved into the mountain and is roughly the size of a small town. It's four levels and large enough to accommodate at least five hundred Dragons. At the moment, however, the clan numbers less than one hundred members. 

My parents were the leaders until ... recently.” He looked away, and she sensed he didn't want to share, especially when he looked back with a small smile. His arms tightened. “The attacks of the Elvish and Djinn have hit us hard. Only a few of the clan are mated. Many haven't found their matches before our enemies have, or they've had their women killed before we found and protected them. I'm fortunate to have found you in time." 

Scarlett's muscles clenched at what could have happened because of her rash action. And what could have happened if she hadn't. 

He pulled her toward the double doors leading inside. 

"You're Dragons who live in a mountain...” she ventured. 

“It's kind of cliché, isn't it? It works for us. Most Dragon dwellings are somewhat subterraneous because the temperature and humidity is favorable to us.” 

“Is it safe, though? You've dug out a mountain.” 

“Dragon magic. It's much like that which protects the Ghenton clan's compound. It protects ours as well. Of course, there are steel supports throughout at the insistence of the modern generation.” 

He urged her through the doors. The room they entered reminded Scarlett of water. Done in blues ranging in color from sea foam to the deep azure of a Caribbean sea, it spoke of freedom and open air. Even the furniture seemed to flow with the room, everything light and airy. Silken linens draped the chairs and portions of the walls, furthering the illusion of liquid. She could nearly hear the roll of the waves. 

The entire outer wall was glass and overlooked the enclosed courtyard with the small pool. Tiny tendrils of steam lifted from it. A hot tub. Visions of making love to Janos again in this paradise filled her thoughts as she stared into the distance beyond the mosaic-covered wall. The hulking peaks of surrounding mountains loomed in the distance as they reached into a cloud dotted blue sky. 

"Like it?” Janos asked as he gazed down at her. 

"I love it,” she breathed, in awe of the beauty surrounding her. 

“This is our own private sitting room,” he said. “Entirely private. Even Jonah would not have landed here earlier if I hadn't invited him. I thought it best for your cousin to see you before she found other quarters.” 

"So if I ask you to make love to me on one of these divans, you would?” She bit her bottom lip as the desire still simmering in his eyes sparked into a blaze that matched the lava that seemed to flow through her. It pooled in her pelvis, readying her again for his possession. The last time was desperation and the reaction to the chemical in his bite. This time, she knew it was the mating call. She'd never been so completely driven by the need to have sex as she was with Janos. Every moment with him, it was on the edges of her mind until it burst to center stage and overwhelmed them. 

"I thought you were hungry,” he murmured, bending his head. His lips pressed to her neck, and he sucked at her pulse point where he'd bitten her earlier. She wondered if he could taste the residue of her blood ... if he'd bite her again. A tremor fluttered through her cleft. Why on earth was she so en-amored by the possibility? She'd never let anyone bite her, yet the notion of Janos teeth in her over and over seemed more erotic than nearly anything else he could do. 

“Mmm...” she mumbled as pleasure cascaded over her, and she once again sank into the ridiculous mire of need. “I was almost killed. I'm more interested in celebrating that I'm alive with you.” She took deep breaths as she tried to straighten her muddled thoughts. “I'm afraid I'm never going to want anything else again. How can I function with this constant need tearing through me?” 

“It will pass, I promise. Eventually, we'll be quite normal, though I promise it will never alleviate enough that we won't want each other regularly. My parents could be embarrassingly affectionate. 

They were mated for quite a while.” His fingers drove into her hair, and he leaned his forehead to hers. His eyes closed, and he sighed. “We need to wait. I need to take care of you. You probably haven't eaten at all today. Am I right?” 

“The only thing I need is you. Please Janos...” 

"You never need to beg for me, mate.” His fingers curled in the hem of her tattered tee as he continued to kiss and nibble at her throat. He paused as her stomach growled. 

“Ignore it. The only thing I want is you.” She put her hands on her hips when he delayed. Her shirt pushed up around her wrists and displayed her naked pussy and belly. “Here I am without panties and now without pants too, since someone destroyed them. Surely, you know what to do with me.” 

"Surely,” Janos replied. 

She squealed as he suddenly lurched forward and lifted her onto his shoulder. 

“I want to lay you on one of those divans and wrap your wrists and ankles in the silk that's draped over it. I'd have you tied down and at my mercy while I feasted on your sweet body.” His hand drifted over her thigh to her exposed folds. His finger slipped inside her. “But it's not your blood I'm after. It's this sweet, sweet cream.” 

“Janos...” 

“But that's not what I'm going to do.” 

“What are you going to do?” 

“You'll see.” 

He went through another set of doors and flipped on a light. She got a vague impression of a spacious and opulent living area as he walked, but her viewpoint wasn't the best for details. 



“The living room,” he said before he went down a hallway. At the end, he entered another room. 

“The bedroom.” 

A huge four-poster bed draped in dark silk hangings dominated the center of the area. Before she got more than a glance at the shadowy room, Janos continued his grand tour. “Your closet,” he said as they entered a long walk-in filled with clothes. 

“Wait!” she exclaimed. “My closet? Where did all these clothes come from?” 

She felt his shoulder lift beneath her as he took a breath. “They were my mother's. They're all new. 

She'd just completed a huge spree in New York when my father dragged her off on their trip to the homeland. She never wore most of the things and the tags or plastic are on them. Since they are un-used, I left them for my Velree to pick and choose from. You can get rid of whatever you don't want. 

The jewels I hope you'll keep. They're heirlooms." 

“I can't wait to explore.” 

"Not now.” He opened a door on the other end. “The bathroom,” he announced and set her on her feet. To merely call it a bathroom was a travesty. Yes, to her right were the usual facilities—a toilet, sink and shower—but straight ahead... 

Scarlett took several steps before she realized she'd moved. Water ran down a wall of layered rock and collected in a basin large enough to hold a dozen people. A flat table of rock lay at the base of the fall, catching water before it cascaded over the edge. 

“Fancy a bath?” Janos asked. He placed soap and a small bottle on the edge of the basin. “It's warm, heated by a natural underground source. A filtration system keeps it clean so we can wash here.” 

“Am I dreaming? This is amazing.” 

Janos smiled softly, a tenderness filling his otherwise hungry gaze. “Welcome home, my Velree.” 

He turned her to face him. His hands went to the ripped neck of her T-shirt. With a jerk, he rent it from her. An instant thrill rushed through her to pile upon the already toppling tower of need. Soon a tiny push would shove it over, and she'd orgasm without Janos even thrusting inside her. A tiny moan escaped her lips at the thought of him filling her again. 

She opened her bra and dropped it to the floor. Without waiting for her to say anything, Janos lifted Scarlett into his arms and stepped into the basin, climbing down a set of stairs she hadn't seen until the water reached his thighs. After setting her on her feet, he reached for the soap. The water swirled around her legs, gentle eddies licking at her pussy as she waited for Janos. She was tempted to sink down into the water and let its heat seep into her, but she wanted to be ready for whatever he planned. 

His eyes adored her as he rubbed the soap between his large hands, then he set it in a divot on the table where the water fell. Slowly, his hands worked over her as he lathered her body. His slippery palms cupped her breast, his thumbs flicking over her nipples until she squirmed. 

"Don't move,” he growled when she made to step away. He rubbed the soap between his hands again then worked down over her belly. She separated her legs in invitation as he reached her red-dish curls and parted her. His fingers stroked over her, touching each part of her sex and covering it in suds. As if her senses weren't already screaming, he rasped over her clit repeatedly until she rocked and moaned for more. She gripped his upper arms as she struggled for balance, her legs wobbling from the tremors radiating from her center. 

"Janos...” she begged, putting everything she needed into that one word. He knew. He was everything she wanted right now, and she saw his knowledge in his feral grin. Lifting her, he carried her to the table beneath the fall. He set her on the edge then urged her shoulders back into the warm shower of water. It cascaded over her body rinsing away the soap but pummeling awareness of her lover even deeper into her pleasure centers. 



Pulling her closer to the edge, Janos again worked his fingers along her folds until nothing remained but water and her own slick cream. He knelt before her, then his thumbs spread her wide. 

"I must taste you, Velree,” he murmured. 

Scarlett nodded. Her face tilted back into the water, the liquid pleasure warming her and pulling her along the river of desire that seemed to keep her in its currents. It dragged her toward the rapids as Janos lapped at her cleft. His tongue darted in and out of her while his fingers alternately worked their magic on her clit or joined his tongue in its devilish dance of torment. 

She groaned as her sheath quivered and poured more cream onto his questing tongue. “Janos,” she chanted. “Janos..." 

The falls engulfed her as she arched helplessly into her release. Janos pulled her forward before her scream drowned her. He shifted her to lay facedown upon the rock table with her body slightly sideways so that she could breathe. The surface was smooth as glass, and the water cascaded onto her back, along the crevice of her ass, and between her thighs. As the fall pounded down on her skin, sending unbelievably pleasant relaxation through her, it poured over her pussy like warm exploring fingers before hitting the rock. 

Janos’ hands stroked over her body and found all her sensitive spots while his touch remained non-sexual. Slowly, the massage increased in its intensity, each glide of his palms going a bit further along her skin, a bit closer to her breasts, a bit deeper between her thighs. 

When she started lifting her hips into him, he leaned over her and kissed the back of her neck. Two fingers slid into her channel and she moaned. It wasn't so much that her body demanded more sex for the sake of mating. No, this time, she just wanted Janos. Just wanted to feel his body arched over hers as he made love to her here in their own personal waterfall. 

She smiled as the reality that they could do this every day, forever, sank into her consciousness. 

This spectacular room belonged to them. To her. And she had no doubt that Janos would comply with her desire to have sex on this ledge. As she thought it, the water seemed to divert, no longer hitting her back. Instead, it splashed to the rock on either side of her. She let out a content sigh as Janos’ body rubbed over hers. His cock fit to the curve of her bottom. 

Glancing over her shoulder, she saw the small bottle he'd brought with the soap now in his hand. He squirted some of its contents in his hand. Lifting up, he lubed his cock then used the same slippery fingers to explore the crevice of her rear. The warm water had her relaxed enough that she opened for Janos as if he'd touched her there a million times before. In truth, it was all foreign. She'd never let any man touch her there, not even her fiancé. A moment of guilt stole through her. She hadn't given him a thought since Janos had consumed her existence. The feeling dissipated as Janos worked a finger into her dark passage. Janos was her mate, and she had to live for now, despite the horror she'd once experienced. 

Janos’ tongue flicked randomly across her back. Her brow furrowed at his odd pattern, but she could barely focus on it as he added another finger to the one already opening her. 

"I wish I could remove this pain,” he said, and she realized he was kissing her old stab wounds. 

Could he read her so easily that he knew where her thoughts had wandered? No, she decided. This was just the first time they'd taken so much time in a position like this. Her scars were front and center. 

"It's long gone,” she said. 

"I won't let them hurt you again,” he promised, his voice ragged with emotion. 

He leaned forward and captured her lips as she looked up at him over her shoulder. She rocked with the sensations sailing through her and opened her mouth to his tongue. She wanted his kiss. She wanted his cock in her again, sending her over the edge into oblivion. 



A groan echoed into his mouth as he added another finger. How much longer? The answer came with his body shifting over hers. The head of his cock replaced his fingers and he pressed forward before her body could close. 

Despite the warm relaxation the water had brought and the profound need in her, she tensed at the invasion. 

"Relax,” Janos murmured. His lips returned to her neck, nipping along it to the base. His teeth sank into her shoulder without breaking the skin. 

"Yes,” Scarlett cried. Her hips jolted toward him, and his cock lodged deeper. “Move. Please, oh please, move,” she pleaded. 

Janos’ forehead tilted into her shoulder. A hand slid beneath her and splayed over her belly. Lifting her slightly, he began a slow pistoning motion that grew and grew until their cries echoed in the chamber. Scarlett's fingers curled into the table as the pounding of the water merged with the pounding of the blood in her ears. 

His teeth pierced her and the ecstasy streamed through her like a fast-acting drug. Her scream rang through the room. Janos growled and his hips slammed forward. His head lifted, and his own roar echoed, his hot cum flooding her. 

"Oh Janos,” she murmured when she'd gathered herself enough to speak. Her eyes closed, her words conveying a wealth of meaning and the budding of her love. She let the oblivion of exhausting take her, completely trusting that Janos would keep her from drowning. He was her savior, her guardian, her future ... her mate. She could put herself in his hands and have no worries. 


* * * *

Janos linked his fingers with Scarlett's and led her out the front door of their private quarters. The scarlet silk of her capped-sleeved, calf-length dress swirled around her legs in a sensual rhythm as they walked. The portrait collar displayed the fall of diamonds and rubies Janos had placed around her neck after their bath. He'd slid a ring of the same stones on her left hand and a band of rubies and gold on her right upper arm. Formed to look somewhat like a dragon, it circled her arm three times and, according to Janos, was the symbol of her station. 
"We're at the top front of the compound,” he said as they exited onto a wide balcony. It circled the entire level and overlooked an enormous four-storey common area Janos called the great hall. Two stairways on either side of the chamber curved down to the main floor. The expanse of the structure, lit by huge wall sconces and chandeliers, was overwhelming, but it was eclipsed by Janos’ people. 

As she and her mate walked, his people stopped whatever they were doing and inclined their heads in reverence. She felt every eye on her as they headed for one stairway and she prayed she wouldn't do something entirely ungraceful. 

"They're staring,” she muttered from the corner of her mouth. 

“You're essentially their new queen, Velree.” 

“Everyone is so ... young.” 

Janos chuckled. “Not so young. Dragons don't show their age. How old do you think I am?" 

She paused and looked at him. “Um, well ... I thought you were thirty, maybe ... thirty-two?" 

He nodded and started walking again, pulling on her hand to have her join him. She dug in her heels and yanked him back. “C'mon ... You can't say ‘Dragons don't show their age’ then just walk again. 

How old are you?" 

“A lot older than you think.” 

"How much more?” she laughed, a spout of nerves fluttering through her. His age wouldn't change the affection for him that grew in her, but a sudden fear that she'd be dreadfully outclassed spiked her nerves. How did one keep a Dragon with a hundred years of knowledge interested? And she was pretty sure he was about to tell her he was a century old. 

Janos sighed. “Nine hundred sixty more." 

"You're almost a thousand years old?” she exclaimed. 

Nearby one of the men gave a snort she suspected covered a laugh. Janos looked beyond her with a glare that told his subject the topic wasn't amusing. “It's no big deal,” he said. “Different languages, different technology, different clothes ... People never really change. The same problems are re-hashed every century." 

Before she could reply, a door down the passageway slammed open. 

"That's Jonah's dwelling,” Janos said just as a black-haired man came tumbling out as if someone had thrown him. He landed on his ass but quickly scrambled to his feet. “And that's my brother, Niko,” Janos supplied. 

"I didn't know,” Niko yelled at whoever had thrown him. 

"How dare you touch her!” Jonah bellowed. 

Niko spread his arms wide. “She's a blood letter. And I can promise, she enjoyed my bite.” His grin faded when Jonah's reply came in the form of an attack. He launched at Niko like a torpedo. His shoulder connected with Niko's belly. 

Scarlett screamed as the two men careened into the white marble railing circling the balcony passageway. The force of Jonah's assault shattered the stone and the two men catapulted into open air. 

Scales instantly shuttered over their bodies, wings holding them aloft as the two went at each other with fists and fire. Thunder echoed through the compound as they slammed each other into walls. 

Janos let out a disgusted breath as rock fragments rained to the floor with each impact. “Apparently, they won't stop this nonsense on their own. I need to deal with them—and arrange for repairs.” He shook his head. “Perhaps you can see to your cousin. She looks a bit ... shell-shocked." 

Scarlett turned away from the Dragons who appeared to be trying to kill each other and saw Athena in the doorway of Jonah's dwelling. Her eyes were wide as she held her ripped shirt over herself. 

Droplets of blood spilled at the base of her neck, one breaking loose to roll over her collarbone. She didn't appear terrorized, just stunned by what she witnessed. And who wouldn't be? Scarlett had at least had a little time to acclimate herself to what was happening, and Jonah had brought her up to speed on things fairly quickly while Janos had been in his council meeting. She suspected he hadn't bestowed that kindness on her cousin. In her limited experience with Janos, she surmised male Dragons at the height of the mating weren't the most forthright. Most of what she'd learned of the species and the situation had come from Janos’ much calmer wingscion. 

Jonah seemed anything but calm now as he let loose another blast of fire that enveloped Niko's head. Niko roared. His feet thrust up into Jonah's middle, sending him tumbling into another wall. 

Glass shattered as an urn of coffee and a rack of cups from a buffet that had been set up crashed to the floor along with a good share of the food. 

"And there goes dinner,” Janos growled. “Guess Jonah's springing for pizza tonight whether he likes it or not. I need to stop them.” Stepping away from her, he gave her an apologetic look, and his scales slid over his body. As always the sight of his shift, the reforming of his body, stole her breath. 

Where once it had shocked and frightened her, now she found intrigue filling her. She grinned at him as he gave a nod. She suspected he was grinning back. 

"Janos,” she said when he turned away to join the fray. He pivoted back. Warmth filled her at the tenderness in his reptilian eyes. He tilted his head in question. 

Suddenly, she recognized the emotion that had tentatively stuttered through her since the first time they'd had sex. Maybe since he'd rescued her. It was more than connection and mating. 

“I love you.” 

"Velree ... oh love—” His words were cut off by more shattering glass. 

"Go,” Scarlett said, placing her hand on the side of his face. He turned his mouth into her palm then stepped away. With a roar that shook the compound, he dove over the railing to stop his brother and Jonah. She smiled as he landed and grabbed them both. Niko and Jonah's bodies slammed together as Janos got their attention. 

She turned to Athena. “Crazy, huh?” she commented as she walked toward her cousin. The dress skimmed around Scarlett like a caress of a lover's hands. It heightened her need to embrace Janos again, to kiss him, but for once, she didn't feel the driving need to sleep with him. Her building desire was to adore him and shower him with her affection. She smiled, feeling giddy with love. 

“Crazy,” Athena scoffed. “This is insane, Scarlett. How can you be so calm? Why the hell aren't you freaking out? We're in the lair of monsters!” 

“They're not monsters, Theenie.” 

“Did you see what happened at the church?” Athena exclaimed. “The scales, the fire, and one of them bit me!” 

"Sometimes the biting is nice,” Scarlett replied dreamily. 

Athena scoffed in disbelief, her disgust with everything evident. Leaving Scarlett on Jonah's doorstep, she stormed back into the dwelling. Scarlett followed her more slowly. Jonah's home was similar to Janos’ though not as large. Despite her sedate pace, she easily found her cousin as she rifled through a closet in an opulent suite just off the side of the living room. The blood letter's quarters, Scarlett decided. Filled with cushions and silk draperies, it spoke of posh keeping. The letters were obviously well-treated. Of course, since they were Dragons’ mates, it stood to reason that they'd be taken care of and even coddled. 

Her cousin yanked off the damaged shirt then pulled on a sapphire-blue blouse. “The biting is biting,” she retorted. “What freaking Kool-Aid have you been drinking? They've brainwashed you." 

“I'm not brainwashed. I love Janos. I'm his mate.” 

“Yuh-huh. Right. Dragon, Scarlett. He's a dragon. That's not human.” 

“We both have Dragon blood in us,” she answered. “You and I. That's how they found us.” She lifted her wrist to show the design encircling it. “That's why this happened.” 

Athena nodded slowly. “Let's take a walk ... Explore,” she said, her voice placating Scarlett like she would a crazy person. 

"Fine,” Scarlett replied. 

The three men had disappeared from the main floor when the two women re-entered the passageway. They discovered that each door had the name of the Dragon resident on it, and there were several general seating areas on each level. Groups of people moved around the floors Scarlett and Athena visited, each going about their business until they saw Scarlett. Then they'd stop and bow their heads at her. She smiled uncomfortably at them and nodded her head to acknowledge the reverence. 

"I need to talk to Janos about stopping this,” she told Athena after the last group was out of earshot. 

“Why? It's the only cool thing about this, and you should be used to it. You were a rock star for Pe-te's sake. People gushed over you all the time.” 

“That doesn't mean I loved being gushed over.” 

“What? You didn't enjoy prime seating, special privileges, the world thinking you could do abso-



lutely no wrong? You didn't enjoy being the coolest of the cool? Teenagers dressed like you, Scar. 

That is cool.” 

“It was ... before I spent seven years thinking the attack was because of my fame. Even when I can return to the public eye, I'll never let it be like that again.” 

Athena stopped and caught Scarlett by the shoulders, making Scarlett face her. Athena's eyes narrowed. “You're not still blaming yourself, are you?" 

Scarlett shrugged. “Only sometimes. Because I lived and they didn't. I shouldn't have ... Jonah says it's because of my blood. It's the reason I never get sick—" 

“God!” Athena exclaimed. “Don't mention that jerk's name. He's awful. Pushy and over-bearing! 

Jerk!” She shuddered. “Leaving him out of it, honey, you just gotta let go the guilt. It's not healthy.” 

“I know. Old habits and all that. I've been doing a lot better for the last year. I can go days without it hitting.” She smiled. “Meeting Janos, learning about all this—the Dragons, their history, the war with the Djinn and Elvish—it's opened my eyes to a whole new side of things.” 

"Well there's that,” Athena conceded. 

On the other side of the main floor, a door opened and slammed shut. The two women turned and saw Niko storming across the mosaic tiles with a helmet in his hand. He gave Scarlett a half-hearted and decidedly pissed off nod as he passed, his fury rolling off him. He didn't spare Athena a single glance. 

“Come on,” Athena said as soon as he'd marched down a corridor to their left. “I want to see where tall, dark and sharp-toothy is going.” 

Warning sirens went off in Scarlett's head. “No,” she said. “Not a good idea. Jonah will go ballistic if he sees you within ten feet of Niko." 

“That's an even better reason.” 

“No.” 

"Oh, come on...” Athena was already pulling Scarlett after her quarry. 

They found Niko again as he tore out of a cavernous garage on a motorcycle. 

"Hot,” Athena sighed. 

Scarlett had to agree. They both shared a love of men on bikes, and she wondered if Janos had one. 

She'd be willing to bet he did. 

"We should go back in,” she said though she wanted to explore the garage and its many vehicles that ranged from old trucks to top of the line sports cars. 

A high pitched beep drew her full attention back to Athena. 

"Learned this on TV,” her cousin said. Suddenly, the trunk on a Mercedes near the door popped. 

“Oops. My bad,” she chirped and pulled Scarlett toward the car. 

Scarlett shook her head and yanked back, though Athena didn't loosen her grip. “I'm not an idiot. 

You can't trick me. I'm not going with you, and you're not going anywhere either. It's not safe. The Dragons’ enemies are out to kill you, too." 

Athena snorted. “Right. The baddies are just desperate to get me. I really did pop the trunk by accident. I need to close it or the battery will die." 

“Fine. Give me the keys.” 

With an exaggerated sigh, Athena handed them over. “Go hang them up while I do this. You can go back in if you're so worried about being out here. It's not like I know how to hot wire a car or anything. Hell, I live in New York. I can barely drive." 



Shaking her head, Scarlett headed back to the pegboard where Athena had gotten the key ring. She only made it two steps before a hand grabbed her neck. 

“Sorry, Scar,” Athena murmured, as Scarlett sank into darkness. “I have to...” 
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Chapter Seven

"We'll have the ceremony tonight,” Janos told Jonah. Janos leaned back in his desk chair while his scion sat in a wingchair across from him. Jonah and Niko were still on screaming terms, but at least they'd stopped breaking things and trying to kill each other. Niko had stormed off, ticked that he'd have to pay for part of the compound's repairs when he felt the fault lay on Jonah. Jonah on the other hand felt all the fault lay on Niko who'd trespassed on another's territory. Jonah had acquiesced more easily, wanting to get things cleared up and get back upstairs to his mate. 

Janos needed the same. The frenzied encountered when they'd arrived had left her pregnant and he wanted to return to her and ensure she had every comfort. There were still a few details to see to first before both men could rejoin their women. He envisioned drawing his mate down on the bed and holding her while he shared the news she had no way of knowing. His Dragon perception had sensed the moment his seed had planted, the fragrance the union washing over him like a balm. Already, his two sons had started their development. 

He'd planned to give Scarlett the tour of the compound, feed her then take her into the crystal gar-den deep in the mountain. As soon as he finished here, he'd go get her and complete the tour. Then, surrounded by the beautiful, multicolored rocks, he'd tell Scarlett that they'd be able to unite for eternity tonight. 

His heart flipped at the thought of having her with him forever, his beautiful, funny and stubborn Velree. His scales had almost slid away when she'd told him she loved him. And he'd nearly left the two feuding Dragons to destroy the home around him. Spiriting Scarlett to privacy had pulled at him even as he'd surrendered to duty. 

“Congratulations,” Jonah offered. “Go take care of Scarlett. I'll take see to details. Flowers, food, the clan. They'll all be here. No doubt, they've already perceived the quickening of her womb. Everyone's giddy over your Velree being found. This will bring on a full-scale celebration.” 

“It's good indeed. I thought it—” 

His words were interrupted by a frantic pounding on his office door. It opened before he could round his desk. His youngest brother, Lucan, rushed in while a crowd of others stood outside. 

"What is it?” Janos demanded. 

“Your Velree is gone,” Lucan said. “She and the other woman took my Mercedes.” 

Janos swore in the ancient Dragon language. Terror sliced through him. His mate and his progeny were in mortal danger. His enemies would be on them before night fell. “Jonah and I will go after them. Lucan, can you and your scion search, as well?” He looked to the others. “When we return, there will be a joining." 

Or a funeral. First for Scarlett then for him. Even now, he was so connected to her, he knew he couldn't survive if she died. 

“Why would she do this?” Jonah asked, once they'd dashed through the compound and out the front doors. “I understand Athena, but Scarlett...” 

"I don't know.” And that hurt more than he could believe. Had she lied to him? His heart jerked. 

Had she said she loved him to mask her escape plan? Did she hate him that much? Would he be stuck with a duplicitous mate for a lifetime? He had no choice but to change her. If he didn't, their children would kill her before they could be born, and her death was something he couldn't abide. 


* * * *

Scarlett woke to the sound of a speeding car, light burning into her eyelids and grinding pain twisting her middle. She couldn't remember when she'd last eaten but this wasn't hunger pain. It felt as if someone was eating her insides. 
“What the hell was that?” she asked weakly. “Some sort of Vulcan death grip?” 

“A little something I learned from an old boyfriend. He was into martial arts. A little too much into them—and his sparring partner—but he taught me that neat little trick.” 

"You need to take me back,” Scarlett moaned. The farther Athena drove, the more Scarlett's pain intensified. Was this something to do with the mating? Janos hadn't mentioned the inability to separate. 

"No way. What's wrong with you anyway? You've been moaning since we got a mile from that place.” Athena pressed a hand to Scarlett's forehead, but Scarlett tilted her head away and slumped against the door. She closed her eyes and tried to focus away from the pain slashing through her belly. She knew Janos could talk telepathically to Jonah and he could sense mates. Desperately, she hoped he could read her if she tried hard enough to send him a message. He'd once said he couldn't but... 

With everything in her, she conveyed that she hadn't willingly left him, that she needed him, that she loved him. Her hand rubbed over the design on her arm, needing to touch the sign of her connection with him. Janos ... please find me. I love you. 

Another agonizing pang tore through her, and she bowed from the seat with a scream. 

"Oh my God,” Athena gasped. 

"Take me back,” Scarlett begged, her voice a rasp. 

“I can't. Scar, they're monsters.” 

“They're not. They're my people. Please. Jonah's their doctor. He can help me.” 

“That jerk's a doctor?” 

“Yes.” Scarlett closed her eyes and gathered all her strength. She gritted her teeth, willing herself not to moan when her insides seemed to twist again. “How far are we from the compound?” 

Athena shrugged. “An hour." 

An hour. And Scarlett had no idea how to get back. Or how to reach Janos. Her stomach twisted again, but this time it was with pure fear. Whatever was happening to her, she wasn't just going to endure and make it out the other end. She had no doubt her cousin had signed her death warrant. 

Impotent anger flared through her, adding to her fleeting strength. 

"If you don't stop this car and let me out, I'm going throw up on you, then I'm going to beat the crap out of you,” Scarlett growled. 

Her cousin swerved to the edge of the road and got out of the car. Scarlett pulled the keys from the ignition. Quickly, she disconnected the ignition key. When Athena opened her door and helped her out, Scarlett pulled back her arm and hurled the key ring as far as she could into the trees beside the road. 

“What the hell?” 

"I'm not going an inch further with you,” Scarlett grated. Her words sounded feral as pain smoth-ered all reason. 

“We're in the middle of nowhere!” 



Scarlett shrugged and leaned against the frame of the car. She swallowed, but her mouth was so dry that her throat scratched as if she'd swallowed sand. 

With a glare and a few swear words, Athena headed toward the woods to find the keys. As soon as she was far enough away, Scarlett scuttled around the car as fast as she could, got in and locked the door. Athena yelled when she heard the car start, but she was too far away to do anything but watch as Scarlett u-turned and sped back they way they'd come. 

Despite the dryness of her throat, her hands were clammy on the steering wheel. Hot and cold raced alternately over her skin. Desperately, she fought the black peppering her vision. 

Janos! Janos, please, she begged over and over. 

An impact shook the car. Then another. As Scarlett struggled to stay conscious, she didn't realize what was happening until she saw the man in front of her car. Reflexively, she braked. The car careened sideways. But it was another impact that sent it teetering to the edge of a ravine. 

"No!” Scarlett screamed as blue light shot toward her. It streamed across the windows like colored water, then the car fell, tumbling end over end down the treacherous slope. She was thrown from one end of the car to the other, a ragdoll caught in a tempest. 

She slammed against the passenger door as the car landed on its wheels at the bottom of the gorge. 

Unable to move, she lay there helpless to do anything but watch another blast of blue coming toward her. 


* * * *

Blue flashes of light told Janos where to find Scarlett as he soared over the trees. Her mental pleas to find her had jolted him earlier. He'd never had anyone besides Jonah in his mind. Everything that came to him told that she was in agony. 
He needed to get to her fast before their children caused her to literally bleed to death. Humans were unable to carry Dragon children, which was one of the reasons they were changed as soon as they became pregnant. 

And now, compounding the desperate situation, a Djinni had found her. As another blast lit up the trees, Janos prayed Scarlett was still alive and that he'd be able to defeat the Djinni before the children killed her. 

He dipped through the air currents and rushed toward the blasts sizzling toward the sky. Jonah, I've found them. 

Coming, Jonah replied. They'd separated a half hour earlier to gain better coverage of the area. Now more than ever, Janos wished his scion was at his side. 

Horror slammed through him as Scarlett and his enemy came into sight. Lucan's Mercedes was a twisted pile of metal at the bottom of a ravine. A Djinni hovered above it. His hands glowed deep blue as he prepared to send a barrage at Scarlett. 

Enraged, Janos surged toward the battlefield. The power of his wings rattled surrounding tree limbs, but the Djinni didn't seem to notice. 

Neither did Scarlett. Covered in blood, she moved as if she had broken bones. Still, she tried to crawl away. Her progress was too slow. The Djinni threw back his head and laughed as balls of energy shot from his hands. 

She screamed, her hands covering her face as she cringed with nowhere to go. 

"No!” Janos bellowed, landing between the Djinni and Scarlett, his body interfering with the deadly beams of magic shooting toward his mate. The deadly energy balls diverted, but the initial portion of the attack still slammed into her. It threw her backward several feet, and she hit a tree trunk with a sickening thud. 



Fire roared from Janos, reducing the laughing Djinni to a fiery pyre. There was no satisfaction in Janos’ victory. A quagmire of emotions gripped him—fear, guilt, anger, concern. As he grappled for control, he spun around to go to Scarlett. Her eyes were closed as she leaned drunkenly against the tree, but ragged breaths assured him she lived. Scales covered her belly where the worst of the attack had hit her. 

Good kids, Janos thought as Scarlett stirred. It was their automatic instinct for survival that had saved her. 

Suddenly, fire seemed to tear across his back. He pivoted to find an Elvish warrior, his long hair streaming in the wind while his leaf-green eyes stared at Janos with hate. He raised one deceptively thin arm and slashed downward with surprising power, hacking across Janos’ chest and ripping the scales and flesh wide with his weapon. Shock staggered Janos. Nothing could rend Dragon scales. 

Nothing... 

As blood gushed forth, he stumbled backward toward Scarlett. His foot caught on a root and he tripped, knowing his opponent had used the Elvish ability to manipulate nature in order to get the upper hand. Janos rolled away from the offending plant before the outgrowth could wrap around his ankles. 

The Elvish warrior dove onto him and shoved him onto his back. The curved weapon in his hand sliced down Janos’ arm. Janos slashed back with his own claws, tearing through his opponent's shirt and leaving four long gashes across his belly. The man bellowed and drove the curved white knife into Janos’ shoulder. 

“Die, Dragon,” the man rasped. “We finally have a weapon that can pierce this wretched skin of yours. You like our Dragon claw?” 

It cut a line beneath Janos’ neck. Flame ignited in his chest, readying for attack. 

"Your weapon has a flaw,” Janos gasped. 

"I'll stab through your gullet before you can flame me,” the man threatened. 

"Are you so sure?” Janos asked. His arms came up like lightning. The willowy warrior's neck snapped before his knife could slam into Janos’ throat. 

Shoving his attacker's lifeless body aside, Janos shambled to his feet, feeling weaker than ever before. Dragons didn't lose blood. They didn't get slashed. This new weapon could be even more deadly than any other his enemies had devised. He needed to know what it was, but his immediate thoughts focused on Scarlett, not the senseless eons-long war. 

Her eyes opened, and she weakly stretched an arm to him. 

"Stay there,” he said as she struggled to stand, her limbs refusing to hold her. She fell sideways with a heart-wrenching cry of pain. 

His knees buckled, and he steeled himself, knowing his strength was what would save them. But his will wasn't enough to sustain him. He fell to his knees. 

Scarlett screamed as a swarthy man in a dark suit appeared between Janos and her. The sound came out as little more than a hiss, but the new arrival took no notice as he advanced on Janos. Scarlett knew what would happen. He'd kill Janos then he'd come after her. 

“Well look how the mighty have fallen,” he laughed, his voice a gravelly scrape across Scarlett's senses. “I'll bet your armor won't save you from my powers now.” 

Blue-green encircled his arms, his intention clear. Frantically, Scarlett scanned the area for something to use as a weapon. There was no way she'd stand by and let someone attack her mate. Not when she still had breath and could fight. Her eyes lit on a dagger-like object near the body of Janos’ last attacker. Pain streaked up her arms as she crawled for it. She didn't pause. She bit her lip, muffling the cry rising in her while she fought the weakness that threatened to overcome her. 

Snapping blue energy engulfed Janos’ chest when she finally reached the gleaming white knife. His bellows cut at her as deeply as a razor-sharp sword. Fear-stoked adrenaline raced through her. She wouldn't let him die. Not at the hands of these blood-thirsty fiends, not at the hands of the people who'd destroyed her life and taken away so many of those precious to her. They wouldn't take another man she loved. 

Power arced up her arm as she grasped the hilt of her weapon. She forced herself to her feet. 

Janos shook violently under the beams of deadly electricity shooting from the man standing over him. Bits of his armor curled open. Half of the under-skin of his face was exposed, the scales flayed away by the assaults. Fury sent Scarlett flying at the Djinni. He turned at the sound of her attack, one beam burning across her thighs, but it wasn't enough to stop the momentum of her charge. The knife sank into his chest. His glowing hands shot to Scarlett's neck, but it was too late. The power surrounding him faded, as did the life in his eyes. He fell to the side and his body slammed to the ground like a felled tree. 

Bile rose in Scarlett's throat. She swallowed it back as she turned to Janos. Freed from the electrified attack, he'd collapsed to the ground. His scales had disappeared, his body transforming back to his battered human form. She dropped beside him, her momentary strength gone. 

"Janos,” she whispered. The lifeless pallor of his bared skin terrified her. She couldn't lose him. She loved him. She needed him. They needed each other. The universe had created them for one another. What would happen if he died? 

She wouldn't survive. 

Desperately, she crawled over him. He didn't respond as she shook him. He didn't so much as moan. 

"No,” she whispered. “I won't let you die. You cannot die, Janos. I love you. You listen to me...” Her words ended in a sob. She shook, her tears blinding her. Angrily, she swiped them away, her hand coming away bloody from a gash on her forehead. She stared at her palm. Blood ... Blood fed Janos. Vampire lore said it healed vampires. Was that true for Dragons? He'd said vampire lore originated with his people. 

She rushed to the Djinni as fast as she could crawl and yanked the dagger from his chest. His blood oozed from the round wound, and she had to force away the urge to vomit. She had to be strong. 

For Janos. 

She wiped the blade on the hem of her skirt, unwilling to let the Djinn blood intermingle with her own, then gritted her teeth and sliced across her arm. Frantically, she pressed the gash to Janos’ 

mouth. As her life drained onto his tongue, she propped herself up on the other arm and looked down at him, hoping to see some color return to his face, hoping to see some sign of movement. 

Not even his throat moved to swallow, and she prayed her blood was getting to where it needed to be. 

The smell of his blood just below her face seemed to seep into her pores, filling her senses and every cell. Each breath drew the scent deeper into her. The sweet fragrance, the anticipation of the coppery taste. Her mouth watered. 

Scarlett's eyes flew open with shock. The craving for him intensified the racking agony in her gut. 

She could barely breathe for the need to lean in just a few inches and draw on him. To taste him. To feed the need that drew her mouth closer. 

She fought. This wasn't her. But she groaned when the blood filled her mouth and only then did she realized that she'd mindlessly latched onto Janos’ shoulder, taking from him as she gave to him. A calm blanketed her body, and for the first time since she'd woken in the car with Athena, the pain in her belly ceased. 



She fell to Janos’ side, completely unable to move. The edges of her vision dimmed until all she saw was a tunnel of gold swirling above her. After everything, all the times she'd been saved, all the times she'd survived, it came to this moment. Her end. 

She closed her eyes and let oblivion take her, her body wrapped in a muzzy blanket of warm lethargy. 

So this was death. 
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Chapter Eight

Darkness surrounded Scarlett when she woke, alone and not dead at all. She sat up, then shot to her feet, looking around. The dead Djinni and Elvish were a few feet from her, and a blob of charred ooze stained the top of the wrecked car. Total silence surrounded her as if even the wildlife was afraid to make a sound in this place. 

Janos was gone. 

Confused, she made a slow circle. He wouldn't have left her here. She was his mate. She'd given him blood. She'd saved him from the Djinni who was killing him... 

Her hand pressed over her mouth, her fingers splaying up her face as tears formed in her eyes. He'd left her. 

She staggered to the steep wall leading out of the ravine and up to the road. She expected pain, but none came save for the pain in her heart. How could he leave her here like this? 

Overwhelmed, she sank against the wall. Its incline seemed as insurmountable as her situation. He'd abandoned her in the middle of nowhere, in a tattered, bloody dress, missing a shoe, with no cash, no credit cards or ID, no phone, no transportation. She was hundreds of miles from home and she didn't really know where she was. She wasn't even sure she could go back to where she lived. 

Would Janos’ enemies come after her there? Would she be safe where she'd hidden? Would she be safe anywhere? 

A shudder went through her as cold settled into her bones. She couldn't stay here. She'd freeze to death in this thin sleeveless dress. She needed to find shelter then make a plan. The car seemed an unlikely choice. After the fall, it probably wasn't safe, and ... a dead Djinni oozed over the top of it. 

Just the thought of going near it made her ill, as did the thought of staying here. Still she had to. 

The passenger door lolled open and she pushed it open wider, avoiding the Djinni. If she was lucky, the paperwork for the car would be in the glove box. It wasn't. She really was without a direction—not that she thought going to Janos was a good option anyway. He'd deserted her. 

With no other choice other except scaling the ravine wall, she headed for the trees and hoped she wouldn't encounter some animal that thought eating her would be a good idea. 


* * * *

Janos surged awake, opening his eyes and sitting up in one swift motion. Darkness surrounded him, but the familiar sounds around him revealed he was at home. As his eyes adjusted, he realized he was in his own bed. Alone. Scarlett wasn't beside him, but Lucan sat in a chair beside his bed. 
"Where's Scarlett?” Janos demanded. Flashes of the scene in the ravine shook him as the worst sce-nario settled over him. He couldn't believe it. She couldn't be dead. He couldn't have found his mate after all this time and lost her in the space of days. 

Lucan's head snapped up. “Thank heavens ... You've been unconscious so long I thought we'd lose you." 



Janos swung his legs to the side of the bed and stood. His rubbery legs threatened to topple him backward once more, but the rest of his body vibrated with health. In a moment, his legs followed suit. 

"Where's Scarlett?” he asked again. 

“We don't know. We—” 

His fist clenched on Lucan's collar. “What do you mean, you don't know?" 

"Janos, please,” his younger brother pleaded, disengaging Janos’ hands. “When Jonah got to the clearing, you were dying. Scarlett was unconscious—but fine. He had to make a split-second decision, and he brought you home first so the ancient magic could help you heal and the letters could give you blood. I don't know how you survived as long as you did. Jonah had to do it. The clan couldn't lose another elder. Not so soon after our parents'—” Lucan broke off, unwilling to say the word everyone thought but no one spoke. Death. 

“He left her there? How could he?” 

“Jonah did the best he could. She'd ingested your blood and that made her safe—and it healed her though she wasn't yet awake. He made a choice, albeit probably the wrong one, and he's been torturing himself ever since. He will not easily forgive himself and has been searching tirelessly for both Athena and Scarlett.” 

Janos sank back to the edge of the bed. “Scarlett gave me her blood. That's how I survived. After the attack, I felt her sharing it with me but couldn't respond." 

“It was the poison.” 

“Poison?” 

Jonah nodded. “Much of it was gone from the knife that nearly killed you, but it was still there near the hilt. We suspect it must have coated the entire blade." 

"Dragon's bane?” It was the only poison known to kill Dragons. 

“Yes. And the weapon—at least the blade portion—is made of material from Dragons’ claws.” 

Janos nodded. “The Elvish called it Dragon claw. But I don't care about that right now. Tell me about Scarlett." 

“You know Jonah could only carry one of you, and Scarlett was gone when he returned. He's searching for her but hasn't found anything but her dress. And he's in enormous pain—the mating call. He must find Athena.” 

“He must,” Janos conceded, his entire being protesting. He understood Jonah's choice though he didn't agree with it, and he knew his scion might never rest if they did not find Scarlett. “She wasn't with Scarlett. I don't know where she was, but I'll bet my mate knows and that will help Jonah, too.” 

“When Niko came back to the compound yesterday, he joined the search. Nothing. We can only guess your mate's left the area.” 

“How long have I—” 

“A week. It was a lot of poison.” 

"She's been alone for a week!” Janos could have understood Lucan's inability to find Scarlett. He was the youngest and, at the moment, the weakest of the Dragons, a product of their father's second union—Janos’ own mother had been killed when he was only two, and Lucan's mother was the only one Janos had really known. 

Lucan and his twin Alexi had only come into their abilities a few years ago. Niko however was just minutes younger than Janos. He should have been able to track Scarlett. 



“Everyone's searching. Everyone but me. I was assigned to watch over you.” Lucan ran his fingers through his raven-black hair. “Look, I know you don't want to hear this, but all signs indicate she left willingly by her own power.” 

“No.” 

Janos didn't believe Scarlett had left him—not willingly. He'd heard her words in the ravine. She'd declared her love again. And again, he'd been unable to do the same. “No,” he said, conviction strong in his voice. “There must be more to this than we realize." 

His brother looked dubious but remained silent on the matter. “Now that you've woken, I'll join the search." 

Janos nodded then headed for the closet where he pulled on the first clothes his fingers touched. He wouldn't rest until Scarlett was once more at his side. He no longer feared for her life—physically, she was safe from any harm, including that of Djinn and Elvish, though the thought of them using the knife on her made his blood run cold. No, instead he feared for his and Scarlett's souls. He'd watched many Dragons whither and fade away without their mates, and it was a fate he refused to meet. He and Scarlett would be together again even if he had to search every corner of earth. 
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Chapter Nine

Wrapped in a patchwork afghan, Scarlett stared into the dying embers in her fireplace remembering how the flames had shot from Janos’ mouth when he'd attacked his enemies to protect her. No matter what she'd done over the last three weeks, she hadn't been able to get him out of her thoughts. 

Late at night like this was the worst. She slowed down and rested her body and the memories assaulted her. Despite her exhaustion, both mental and physical, she was loath to go to her bed. She knew what awaited her there—feverish dreams, bittersweet recollections of complete pleasure, torment. 

They were still far better than the desolation-filled days that had followed the last attack on her. 

She'd found a cabin not too far through the trees, its cheery lights beckoning her. Whoever had lived there hadn't been home despite the lamps she'd seen through the windows and her repeated knocking. To her relief, the owners had left their door unlocked as many did so far out in the country, and she'd snuck inside, feeling a lot like Goldilocks and hoping the owners wouldn't return in the form of bears or worse—Djinn or Elvish. They hadn't. After borrowing a pair of jeans and a cotton shirt that were both too big for her, and a pair of shoes that almost fit, she'd hightailed it out of the cabin. 

She'd returned to an icy stream she'd earlier crossed on her trek. After washing, she'd put on the clothes. 

As she continued to watch her fire die away, Scarlett fingered the band still around her upper arm beneath her pajamas. She couldn't bring herself to remove it for more than the few minutes it took her to wash every morning. She'd left it on after she'd washed in the stream, too. The other jewelry had gotten shoved into her pockets. 

Having fresh, warm clothes and being clean had gone a long way toward clearing her thoughts. Returning to the cabin, she'd found a car with the keys in it in garage and had driven into a nearby town. She'd parked on the outskirts of town, and the following morning, had headed for the local bank. It had been a simple matter to leverage her star-power and her easily recognized face along with her knowledge of her account numbers and passwords to access the money she needed. After that, it had been a fairly easy trip home. 

She'd left the locked car in a parking lot in Denver with an envelope of cash on the passenger seat, had purchased her own vehicle from a used car dealer who wasn't averse to waiving photo identifi-cation after she'd slid him an extra thousand dollars, then had driven to her home in Vermont. She'd resurrected Molly Smith, sans mousy hair, and now was trying to choose her next step. As much as she'd told Janos she wanted to return to her music career, she wasn't sure it was safe. 

There hadn't been an attack on her in the three weeks since he'd left her. But then they hadn't found her in the seven years she'd lived here, too. Maybe the backwoods of Vermont were off their radar. 

Sighing, she threw off the afghan and stood. Time to face the demons in the bedroom so she could be wide awake to face another empty day tomorrow. It would likely include several fruitless hours of searching for any listing of a Janos Aventech on the internet. Yahoo and Google came back with no results no matter what she searched. She'd resorted to census databases and genealogy sites and reports of people seeing ‘dragons’ or huge alien lizards. 

She took her time getting ready for bed then wandered down the hall to her bedroom. Her lethargy instantly lifted as she opened the door. The dark shadow of a man blocked the window beside her bed. Screaming, she slammed shut the door. She should have known she wasn't safe here. She wasn't safe anywhere. 

“Velree!” 

Halfway down the hall, she froze at the muffled voice coming from the bedroom. Turning, she dashed for the door and shoved it open. She plowed into Janos, her arms and legs wrapping around him. His mouth covered hers, immediately reclaiming it as his. 

“I'm so sorry, love,” he gasped between kisses. “I would never ... leave you alone ... willingly.” 

Instinctively, she knew it was true. Every frantic touch told her of his desire, of how much he'd missed her, of how much he needed her. And she needed him just as much. 

"I didn't know how to find you,” she said. 

Tears of happiness blurred her vision as he set her down and she took him in. Health glowed from him, all signs of the battle gone. She yanked up his shirt to see his scar-free chest for herself. She drew her fingers over the smooth skin then splayed her hands over his rippling muscles. Blinding need swamped her senses, stopping anything but the signals from her pleasure centers. Her pussy clenched with remembered sensation as it readied for him and dampened her cotton panties. 

“I couldn't find you, either,” he said, his frustration obvious. “I'd been unconscious for a week when I found out you were missing.” He pulled off her pajama top. His fingers stroked lightly over her armband before he dropped his hand. His eyes closed as he flattened his palm over her belly. He smiled then turned his hungry gaze on her. “It wasn't until I received a package in the mail today from Levi that I found you. Several from his clan were doing cleanup at the church and one of them found your purse. This address was in it. I've been gutted. I've never been so desperate.” 

His palm slid down, his fingers slipping into the band of her pajamas. She arched into his touch. “I thought you deserted me." 

“Never, not even when I thought you'd left me.” 

“I didn't. Athena—” 

“She's missing.” 

“I haven't heard from her. She doesn't know how to reach me here.” 

“Jonah's out of his mind. I know how he feels. I've been insane with worry for you. And need. And emptiness.” 

She gasped as he slid lower and parted her folds then rubbed her clit. Tiny streaks of lightning sizzled through her, stealing her breath. “I wouldn't have left you." 

He shoved her pants down, and she stepped out of them. She reached for the button on his pants. 

“Even if you did,” he said, “it doesn't matter. We're one. We cannot be separate without emptiness. 



It won't go away.” 

“I never want to be away from you,” she confessed, reaching up to kiss him. “The emptiness was horrible, but the pain in my heart was worse.” 

With a groan, Janos sealed his mouth over hers. He lifted her and her legs went around him again. 

She ground herself against his cock, showing him how much she wanted him there, too. Her back hit the mattress as he tipped them onto the bed. He settled between her legs, taking up her grinding motion. His tongue thrust against hers, and she sucked it deeper into her mouth, reacquainting herself with his taste. Joy filled her as she felt the connection of their spirits. 

Janos kissed a path to her shoulder. “I'm so hungry for you, love,” he murmured. 

"Then take of me,” she said. Her mouth watered as she remembered the taste of him in that crazy moment before she'd passed out. It confused her. She tried to push it away and focus on him. 

He drew back and looked down at her. His brow furrowed. Reaching up, he slid his thumb over the creases of her forehead. “What is it?" 

She looked away. Gently, he caught her chin and drew her back. 

“Don't be afraid to tell me anything.” 

“I...” She shrugged. “I-I don't know why, but ... I want to taste you, too.” 

Janos chuckled. “Of course, you do. It is the way with united mates. I told you we have the perfect mix of blood." 

“But I crave it.” 

He smiled, his eyes speculative and tender. “You don't know..." 

“Know what?” 

Janos kissed her, his lips lingering over hers before he answered. His tongue flicked over one of her canines. She moaned, a waft of his blood seeming to fill her senses. How could she possibly smell it? 

He kissed her once more then pulled back a few inches and smiled down at her. “You changed yourself." 

“What?” 

“Remember what I told you about when mates unite. They stand before the people and exchange blood. At our ceremony, I would have taken your blood and, in turn, given you mine. Gold lights would have swirled around us sealing the union—ancient Dragon magic.” 

"I saw the light...” Did this mean she was a Dragon, too? 

“Our people are very put out that you've cheated them out of the ceremony,” he joked. “When I would have carried you off to our home after the exchange, they would have reveled through the night. Now we'll have to fake a ceremony them for them.” 

“I don't understand. I don't feel different.” 

“You will. At first, the changes are subtle. Have you looked at your back? Your scars are gone. Any sickness is gone and will never touch you again. Any minor wound will heal instantaneously. Major wounds will heal more quickly. You'll crave blood. Your strength and speed will grow by the year, as will your abilities. All of us have different skills—healing, telepathy, telekenesis, manipulation of elements, battle skills like mine ... and many more. They'll grow in time with your strength. Has sunlight given you headaches?” 

“Blinding,” she replied, stunned by what he was telling her. “Are you disappointed that I accidentally changed myself before I got pregnant—I mean, is that going to be a huge problem. Maybe we could adopt orphaned Dragons—” 

“Oh, my darling sweet Velree. I had planned our ceremony for that night.” 

She stared at him, blinking as his words settled over her. “I'm..." 

“Yes.” 

“Wow.” She grinned. “I'm happy. Janos, I—” 

He pressed his fingers over her lips. “No. I get to say it first. Every time you say it first, something happens to keep me from telling you. I love you, Scarlett. Not just because you're my mate, but because you fill all the places that have needed you for a millennium. You charm me, you challenge me, and when I look at you...” He shook his head as if searching for words. “When I look at you, I just feel this mix of absolute peace and belonging and tenderness. And of course, I want to be one with your beautiful body as often as possible." 

“You could get to that any time now.” 

“I also love your mouthy mouth.” 

“I want your mouth on me. Can you arrange that?” 

He growled and she lifted up so her lips were to his ear. 

"I love you, too,” she whispered. 

Janos’ hand changed to Dragon form before her eyes. He drew a claw across his shoulder. “Drink, love,” he urged. Without waiting, he leaned to the side and sank his teeth into her shoulder. Instant ecstasy laced through her. She pressed her mouth to the wound he'd made. Her gums tingled. Suddenly, she felt the movement of her teeth, felt them sinking into her lover's shoulder. He groaned with pleasure as she drank from him, his sweet elixir slipping down her throat. 

Her eyes closed as she let the waves of pleasure slide over her. Their bodies moved in unison. Janos shoved away his pants, then his cock pressed to her pussy. Unwilling to wait another moment to be one with him, she thrust upward. Janos’ mouth broke away on a cry. 

Scarlett hummed around one last swallow, then she released him. Her head pressed into the pillows as her hips met his over and over. The hairs on his legs abraded her inner thighs. Rough against smooth. Soft against hard. Man and woman. Different but one. 

Tendrils of exquisite pleasure spun around her womb, tightening, building her tension. Her nipples pulled to hard points and brushed against his chest. Each graze against him pulled at her flooded pussy. She quivered as her emotional connection with him collided with the sensations captivating her body. 

Tiny swells of release pulsed into her limbs, promises of what would come. Her fingers dug into Janos. “Harder,” she urged. 

"You feel so good squeezing me. Oh love...” He pistoned forward, the force slamming the bed into the wall, and she screeched with pleasure as his groin connected with her clit. 

Suddenly, she was flying. She trembled beneath Janos’ powerful body as she soared through a star-burst, her orgasm flooding through her in wave after wave, each more powerful than the last. His bellow joined her cry and his release splashed inside her. His arms cradled her, his wings brushing the calves she'd wrapped around him. 

Smiling, she realized he'd taken her flying again. And she could fly with him forever. As long as they were together, they could weather anything. The strength was in their Dragon's blood and in their hearts. 

"I love you, Janos,” she told him again. Her lips pressed to the pounding pulse in his neck. 

“I love you, mate. And whatever happens, that will see us through.” 



She knew it was true. 

He lowered them to the bed, and his wings disappeared. He turned to his back, pulling her toward him. She climbed on top of him. His cock was still hard and slid inside her again. She didn't move, content to be joined with him, content to be herself and content with the path the universe had given them. There was much to do, battles still to be waged, a new life for her to learn, but side by side, they would endure, and find happiness and eternal love in one another's arms. 

She smiled down at Janos. “I want to go home. A totally new world awaits, and I want to discover it with you. And we should give our people their party. How long does a couple hide away after the change?" 

“Days.” 

“Perfect.” She nipped at his shoulder. “And if I have my way, we might need a few more to recover. 

And you can tell me you love me as often as you like.” 

“Forever, Velree.” 

Mmm ... yes. Forever and forever and then perhaps an eternity more. 
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The woman's anger, unmistakable rage, radiated across the parking garage and hit Jonah full force as his sports car raced up to the third level. Grimacing, he pushed his body past feeling the pain that had plagued him for the six months since she'd left him. She was his mate and his body craved her, not that she gave a care about that. 

No, she'd run rather than mate with him. 

His jaw locked as his own anger joined hers. His only solace was in the knowledge that she'd be feeling equal pain, as was her rightful punishment for running from their union and kidnapping the Elder's mate in the process. A thin smile momentarily curved his lips. Soon all the pain would end and his mate would bear another punishment for her desertion, one meted out by his hand, one he'd sorely enjoy. 

The smile faded as she came into sight. Athena Xanthopoulos, his intended mate. Two of the Dragons from the New York clan held her and everything inside him rebelled at another male touching his woman, but it was necessary or she'd run. Athena was good at running as he discovered since she'd fled the Cruentus compound. 

The two Dragons, who were in human form, seemed relieved that he'd arrived. Athena on the other hand looked even more pissed off. They had her chained between them as a safeguard. Impotently, she fought, her long black hair flying wildly around her head. Even from this distance, he could see the fury in her dark brown eyes while the muscles of her arms strained against the manacles that held her. Jonah knew she wouldn't escape her captors. 

She glared at his car though he was sure she couldn't see who was inside, not in this dim part of the parking garage. Oh, she knew ... As her struggle increased, her teeth bared in contempt. 

"Get out here, you bastard, and call off your dogs,” she screeched. 

“Um, honey, we're Dragons,” the taller of the pair holding her said dryly. “And if you weren't Jonah's mate—poor sucker—I think I'd barbeque you.” 

"Hey, no toasting my Velree, Levi,” Jonah cut in as he slid from his silver car. He drew a black leather case from the backseat and approached the trio. 



“I'm not suggesting toast.” He glared at Athena. “I'm thinking banshee on a spit.” 

Jonah shook his head, biting back his chuckle as he met Athena's stormy brown eyes. Silently, he surveyed her while she just as silently glared back. He'd searched fruitlessly for her since she'd run away. Often he'd arrived just after she'd left wherever she'd stayed, her scent still in the air and tormenting him. The mating call would then twist his insides, the innate need to be with her bringing him physical pain. Did she not feel the same? 

She must. In her short-sleeved T-shirt, he could see the mating mark on her left arm that matched the one on his right. How did she control the call? It should be so strong that even the Dragons holding her wouldn't be safe from her need. 

He shoved away that repugnant thought that would cause him to hate his friends who held her. Intent, he headed for directly for Athena, holding her gaze. One thought filled his mind. One thought? 

No, many. Full thoughts escaped him. His head was filled with random images. Her neck, his teeth, her blood. 

His. 

She was his and it was time she realized it. 

Holding her gaze, he stopped opened the case and stopped before her. Her eyes widened at the leather shackles he removed, and she fought as he deftly replaced the iron that had held her. 

“What?” she sniped. “You're not man enough to handle me without tying me up?” 

"Sweetheart, I'm not taking any chances of you jumping from the car.” He lifted her wrists to in-spect the gashes from the metal shackles. 

She pulled away. “Back off, Fang. I'm not dinner." 

"You'll be whatever I choose,” he replied, content to spar with her as long as she was with him. At this proximity, the need to couple with her increased, but the pain somewhat receded. It was the first relief he'd felt since the mating mark had appeared on his arm. 

He shook his head at her continued belligerence when he knew the need was pulsing through her as well. He could see it in the way her nipples pushed against her shirt and hear it in the way her heart was thundering. It certainly wasn't caused by fear. Jonah was convinced this woman felt none. 

His tongue pressed to the bottom of his front teeth and he slightly parted his lips, drawing in a breath. Yes ... there it was. Her arousal filled his senses as he tasted the air. The heavy flavor of her desire nearly had him yanking her into his arms and dragging her away. The other Dragons would be able to scent it as well, and she was his! He wanted her as far from other males as possible until he was fully united with her. 

Shaking, he pulled himself from the edge of frenzy. This was the mating call driving him. He had more control than this. Gently, he stroked her cheek and his skin tingled at the long-awaited contact. 

His skin tingled as he stroked her cheek. 

"Get your hand off me or you'll see what it's like to be bit,” Athena growled. 

“In my dreams,” he murmured. He sighed. “Still a shrew, I see.” 

"Jerk,” she said, her voice hardly a whisper as desire darkened her eyes. 

He'd played around long enough. Before the thought was half-formed in his mind, Jonah's arms snaked around her, one capturing her waist and the other banding her shoulders. 

"Velree,” he murmured as his hand threaded through the hair at her temple and tilted her head to the side, revealing the vein that throbbed from her struggles. She tried to fight him, but his unbreakable grasp held her still. He insinuated his knee between her legs as he angled his body to hers. In the position, none of the self defense moves she'd mastered and he'd been warned about would work. 



He held her more helpless than the chains. 

She shivered as his tongue flattened and dragged over the vein. “Can you already feel me inside you?” he murmured. “Is your body even more wet knowing the one who will master it has now captured you?" 

"No,” she whispered hoarsely, but he knew it was a lie. She quivered against him and her body heated with her lust. 

"Mine,” he replied, his lips brushing her skin. His teeth sank into the soft flesh at the base of her neck to punctuate his declaration. Euphoria filled him, as her blood sank across his taste buds, the flavor of his Velree, the one woman destined just for him. 

Athena moaned, her body arching into him, as the aphrodisiac from his bite flowed through her body, making her wild with her pent-up need. It would have affected Jonah as well, if he hadn't prepared against it. He could not afford to be weakened by the lust for his mate. 

Shuddering as he pulled his mouth away from the Nirvana of her blood, he took a step back. It took a moment for him to collect himself. Finally, he was able to look at the men who still held Athena who was now writhing and crying out in her mindless need. Jonah looked away quickly, knowing he was an inch from giving in to her. 

He nodded to the men then led the way to his car, where he popped the trunk. He hated to put his mate there but it was the safest place for her at the moment. She was so far gone with her desire, she would barely notice anyway. 

"Jonah, I need you,” Athena whimpered. 

Levi pulled him back when he took a step forward to answer her pleas. 

"Soon enough,” Levi whispered. 

Jonah nodded as the trunk was shut. He'd bitten her and fed his Dragon who'd waited so long for his mate. It sealed the contract. She was his. Bought with blood. 
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When Newfoundland wolves began to appear in great numbers, the European settlers began killing them under the guise of population control. In 1910, the last of the Newfoundland wolves was shot, making them one of the few extinct species of wolves in the world. 

Following spotty leads, Jack begins to track what he believes are Beothuk/Newfoundland shifter wolves. His search leads him to the Lake Mead National Recreational Area outside of Las Vegas. 

There, on Spirit Mountain, he finally comes face to face with not only the shifter he's been looking for, but the man of his dreams he didn't know he needed. 

What the Cuff? By Celia Kyle

God really should have reconsidered making werewolves. That, or Lyssa needed to get better taste in men and stay away from those with wandering eyes—and other things. Drunk as a wolf, she stumbles to her best friend's house to sleep off her whiskey induced haze and wakes to ... cuffs? 

Caleb sees his chance and takes it. His buddies on the force ribbed him but good for buying silver plated cuffs. But with a werewolf in his bed, the woman he's yearned for since they were teens, he wasn't taking any chances. Lyssa was his. She just didn't know it yet. 

Oriana and the Three Werebears by Tia Fanning

Oriana Ricci has taken over the family business—flying cargo and rich tourists around Alaska's barely inhabited Kodiak Archipelago. When her plane malfunctions and she's forced to make an emergency landing, she finds herself stranded in the middle of a National Wildlife Refuge. With no civilization for miles and no hope of rescue, she thinks all is lost... 

Until she stumbles upon the entrance to an underground bunker. 

Jack, Jordan, and Jonathan McMathan own and operate a secret intelligence firm contracted by the US Government. Hidden away in an old Cold War spy station located the middle of the Kodiak National Wildlife Refuge, the brothers are not only able to do their top secret jobs safely without fear of discovery, but are better to protect their other, more personal secret: They have the ability to shift into Kodiak bears. 

Like a fairy tale gone bad, the brothers return home to find their lunch tasted—or eaten, their com-puter chairs adjusted—or broken, and a beautiful blonde sleeping in one of their beds. This situation poses a big problem for the brothers... 

Their location is now compromised. But more importantly, what are they to do with the lady? 

Find Melinda Barron's Desires of the Lamp Tales at www.ResplendencePublishing.com Wish Me Up, Rub Me Down

With no love life to speak of, BBW Anya Bartholomew lives only for her job. This dedication has paid off. As a successful advertising agent, she has risen in the ranks of her firm to be the top money-maker. 

But at the insistence of her two best friends, who claim she needs a break from work, Anya takes a weekend vacation to the small town of Pleasant, Maine. While shopping at an antique shop, she rubs a lamp that looks as if it could belong to Aladdin himself. 

Things will never be the same. 

Back at work on Monday morning, Anya finds that her boss has given her a new account ... for a lamp factory. However, her clients—two very handsome, very sexy men—are more than what they seem. 

They're Pleasure Djinn. And they have come to fulfill five of Anya's most secret sexual wishes. 

Aliya Baban and the Cave of Pleasure

Advertising agent Aliya Baban is beautiful with a capital B. Unfortunately, she's also a witch with a capital B. In her twenty-eight years of life, she's managed to offend almost every woman she has ever met. 

But she doesn't care, really. That's just the way life is. 

When her boss tells her to get the Cave of Pleasure account, or else get a new job, Aliya takes her party invitation—and the strange lamp she's received—and attends the nightclub's grand opening, ready to do battle for her livelihood. 

Matuse is more than just the owner of the Cave of Pleasure ... he's a pleasure djinni. And Aliya has rubbed his lamp. For the next thirty days, she belongs to him. Though he intends to bring intense pleasure to her body, it's also his job to make sure his “she-devil” changes her wicked ways. 

Will Matuse be able to help Aliya overcome her painful past? Or will Aliya fail to make the five heartfelt apologies she needs to make to the five women she has hurt the most. 

To Rub, Honor and Obey

Moreen McGee is a perfect example of how poor decisions made in youthful rebellion can haunt someone for life. Now on probation for ten years, she serves her court-ordered community service at a center for troubled teens, in the hopes of stopping other kids from taking the wrong path. 

But when one of her young charges pickpockets a wallet from her high school nemesis, Aliya Baban, Moreen decides to put the illicit skills she learned as a teenager to good use ... by breaking into Aliya's apartment to return the stolen wallet, thus keeping the kid who stole it out of trouble and out of jail. 

However, once she's in the opulent Manhattan flat, Moreen can't resist the urge to take one small to-ken from the woman she still blames for her own downfall—an old, neglected oil lamp that she's sure Aliya will never miss. 



Moreen accidentally summons a gorgeous demon-turned-pleasure djinni named Paran ... and he's not too thrilled with the theft of his property. Moreen has rubbed his lamp, the contract is sealed. 

For the next thirty days, she belongs to him. And Paran intends to use this time to help his little felon learn some very important lessons, including the true meaning of the words honor and obey. 

Smoke, Fire and Desire

Scientist Rhylie Dawson works hard, but when it comes to play she's pretty reserved. Until her friends take her to the Cave of Pleasure in New York City. She's there to celebrate her birthday, and maybe, just maybe, get lucky. 

What Rhylie doesn't know is the Cave of Pleasure is run by Pleasure Djinn, and they're eager to show her that there's more to life than just work. On stage in front of a bevy of male dancers, Rhylie is told to choose one for her special birthday dance. 

She picks the fireman, and quickly learns that where there's smoke, there's fire, and a great deal of desire. 

Find Resplendence titles at the following retailers

Resplendence Publishing

www.ResplendencePublishing.com

Amazon

www.Amazon.com

Target www.Target.com

Fictionwise

www.Fictionwise.com

Mobipocket www.Mobipocket.com

Visit www.resplendencepublishing.com for information on additional titles by this and other authors. 
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